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For Paul Johnston


There is not any book

Or face of dearest look

That I would not turn from now

To go into the unknown

I must enter, and leave, alone,

I know not how.

Edward Thomas (1878–1917),

“Lights Out”
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I

THROUGH CHANCERY, pausing only to wipe the dung from my boots.

Through Chancery, to the chambers of the lawyer Quayle.

THERE ARE men of wealth and power who wish others to know of their position in society. They eat at the best restaurants and stay in the finest hotels; they revel in ostentation. Even those who serve the interests of others more important than themselves are not immune from grand gestures, and so it is that the Harley Street physicians who tend to the ailments of the great will acquire suites of rooms fitted with antique furnishings, as if to say, “See! I am as good as you. I can demean myself in displays of wealth just as readily as you can.” It should be said, of course, that it is somehow less noble to have bought one’s possessions with money earned than it is simply to inherit, and arrivistes who try to compete will always be looked down upon by those whose wealth was acquired so long ago that the effort of its acquisition, the filth and the sin of it, have since been erased from memory.

Then there are those who understand that wealth and power are weapons and should be used carefully, and not without forethought. They disdain ostentation in themselves and in other men. In a way, they may even be ashamed of their privileged position. They have learned, too, that if those who look after their affairs—the physicians, the lawyers, the bankers—work in lavish surroundings, then someone, somewhere is paying more than a shilling extra on his bill in order to provide such comforts. The man who looks after one’s money should know its value and be as parsimonious with his particular funds as he is with one’s own.

So it was that the lawyer Quayle worked out of a courtyard in a part of Chancery that had changed little since Quayle’s near neighbors, the esteemed legal tailors Ede & Ravenscroft, had established their business on Chancery Lane as the seventeenth century was drawing to its close. A narrow arch led into a space not much larger than a bed-sitting room, its cobbles always slick with damp even in the driest of weather, the surrounding buildings craning over as though to peer down disapprovingly on interlopers, the old crown glass of the windows distorting the view of the world from both within and without. A smell of cooking permeated the place on that October morning, although none lived here, and none cooked, unless one counted the tea that Quayle’s clerk, Mr. Fawnsley, kept stewing on a little stove outside his master’s lair. In a moment of weakness, I had once consented to take a cup, and had not made a similar mistake since. Workmen applied tar to the roads that was tastier and less viscous.

A brass plate—somewhat tarnished by the years, not unlike the man whose services it advertised—was set beside a solid black oak door to the left of the courtyard. None of the other doors bore similar efforts at identification, and I had never seen any of them put to use. They appeared as permanently closed as the tombs of the ancients: were one to have been forced open, it would not have been a surprise to find the mummified forms of generations of advocates stacked behind it like gray kindling, while the papers from forgotten cases slowly decayed and fell like snow upon their heads.

A bell tinkled above me as I opened Quayle’s door, the sound of it incongruous in the gloom of the interior. It smelled of musty files and melting wax. A lamp burned on the wall, casting yellow light and flickering shadows over stairs that ascended, unevenly and unsteadily, to the floor above, where Quayle conducted his business. I had long since learned not to be shocked by the banister rail that seemed ready to give way beneath my hand, nor by the creaks from the steps that suggested an imminent collapse. Quayle was too canny to allow any mishap to befall his clients, and the most illustrious of London’s citizenry had been climbing these stairs without incident for centuries, ever since some distant relative of the current Quayle had formed a partnership of sorts with a fellow lawyer, a Huguenot refugee and widower named Couvret, whose experiences in France had weakened his mind, and who subsequently fell prey to the curse of gin. Couvret was found robbed and near-gutted in Spitalfields, not far from the home of a pretty silk weaver named Valette with whom he was reputed to be having a discreet love affair. Once, over a lunch of braised lamb, a reward for an investigation concluded by me to his benefit, the current Quayle gave me to understand that family lore suggested his ancestor had grown weary of Couvret, and the unfortunate man’s robbery and murder had been arranged to remove him from the business of law entirely. In this, the action appeared to have succeeded admirably.

Mr. Fawnsley was at his desk when I reached the top of the stairs. Not to have found him there would have been a surprise on the scale of the Second Coming, for where Quayle lingered so too did Fawnsley linger, at least during business hours, like the pale, sickly shadow of his master. What the man did in his own time, I could not say. I often suspected that, at five o’clock on the dot, Quayle turned a dial on Fawnsley’s neck, sending him into a stupor, then laid him carefully in the alcove behind his desk, there to remain until eight the following morning when the necessity of resuming business required his reanimation. Fawnsley was a man who seemed incapable of aging, which might have been said to be a good thing were it not for the fact that the actions of the years had ceased for Fawnsley not in relative youth but in unhealthy late middle age, so he bore the aspect of a man who was perpetually teetering on the cliff edge of mortality.

Fawnsley looked up from his scribbling and regarded me resignedly. It didn’t matter to him that his master had summoned me to his presence. Everything was an inconvenience to Fawnsley, all men jesters sent by the gods to try him.

“Mr. Soter,” he said, tipping his head sufficiently to allow a small cloud of dandruff to fall from his pate and mix with his ink.

“Mr. Fawnsley,” I said, placing my hat on an understuffed chair. “I believe he’s expecting me.”

Fawnsley’s look indicated that he considered this to be a serious lapse of judgment on the part of Mr. Quayle, and consequently he took his time about laying down his fountain pen.

“I’ll let him know you’re here.”

He rose from his chair as one being pulled from above rather than impelled from below. His feet barely made a sound on the boards, so thin and light was he. He knocked at the door behind his desk and waited on some muffled permission to enter before cautiously poking his head through the gap like a man trying out a guillotine for size. There was a hushed exchange, and then, somewhat reluctantly, Fawnsley stepped aside and invited me to enter the inner sanctum.

Quayle’s chambers were smaller than might have been expected, and darker than seemed wise if their occupant was intent on preserving what was left of his eyesight. Thick red drapes hung over the windows, held back at the sides by bronze loops to allow a triangular pattern of light to fall through the glass and onto Quayle’s desk. The room was lined with shelves of books, and carpets of Persian manufacture absorbed the sound of my footsteps. Not a speck of dust was to be seen anywhere, although at no time during my visits to Quayle’s chambers had I ever encountered a cleaning woman. There was only Fawnsley, and try as I might, I could not picture him teetering on a ladder with a duster in his hand. It was quite the mystery.

Quayle’s desk was an enormous construction of wood so old that it had turned to black. Generations of Quayles had sat behind it, mulling over ways in which to work the law to the benefit of their clients and, by extension, themselves, and justice be damned. It was likely that, at this very desk, the fate of the unfortunate Monsieur Couvret had been decided, with one such as Fawnsley dispatched with coin to ensure the safe conduct of the whole grisly business.

Quayle himself was a surprisingly elegant man of sixty winters or more. (One might equally have said “sixty springs” or “sixty summers,” but that would have been inaccurate, for Quayle was a man of bare trees and frozen water.) He was six feet in height, and one of the few men I knew who could look me in the eye, although I had only a distant memory on which to rely for this, as Quayle rarely stood. His hair was very dark and smelled faintly of the boot polish that he used to keep the gray at bay. His teeth were too white and even, and his skin was so pale as to be almost translucent, so that, in better light, one might have been able to discern his circulatory system in all its delicate glory. Instead, in the murk of his chambers, one saw only the faintest hint of veins and arteries, like the shadows of branches cast on snow. Half-spectacles, rimmed in black, caught something of the sunlight, hiding his eyes from me.

A man was seated in the red leather armchair to Quayle’s left. He was somewhere in his twenties, I would have said, and was dressed in the manner of a gentleman, but I could see that his shoes, although polished, were worn at the soles, and his suit was just a year out of fashion. Moneyed, then, but struggling: he had enough to pay a man to polish his shoes, but not enough to replace them until the need became pressing. To tell the truth, I disliked him on sight. His eyes were vapid, and his mouth was almost as one with his neck. Never trust a man who, by his presence in a room with two others, brings down the average number of chins by a third.

“Welcome, Mr. Soter,” said Quayle. “Let me introduce you to Sebastian Forbes. His uncle, Lionel Maulding, is a client of mine.”

Forbes rose and shook my hand. His grip was firmer than I had anticipated, although I sensed that he was putting a little more effort into it than usual.

“Delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr. Soter,” he said. He spoke in the manner of some of his kind, as though the statement had rather too many syllables for his liking, and so he had decided to dispense with those deemed surplus to requirements, and skate as quickly as possible over the rest.

“Likewise, sir,” I replied.

“Mr. Quayle tells me you served with some distinction in the recent conflict,” he said.

“I served, sir. I can’t say any more than that.”

“Who were you with?”

“The Forty-seventh, sir.”

“Ah, the Londoners! Stout men. Aubers Ridge, Festubert, Loos, the Somme.”

“Did you serve, sir?”

“No, sadly not. My knowledge is based purely on my reading. Too young to enlist, I’m afraid.”

I looked at him and thought that I had fought alongside men who, had they lived, would still have been younger than he was now, but I said nothing. If he had found a way to avoid the whole bloody mess, then I wasn’t about to begrudge him. I’d been through it, and had I known going in what I was about to face, I’d have run and never looked back. I’d have deserted and left all the bastards to it.

“You chaps were at High Wood, weren’t you?” continued Forbes.

“Yes,” I said.

“Bloody business.”

“Yes,” I said, again.

“They relieved Barter of his command after what happened, didn’t they?”

“Yes, sir, for wanton waste of men.”

“He was a fool.”

“Not as big a fool as Pulteney.”

“Come, come, now. Sir William is a fine soldier.”

“Sir William is an ignorant man and led better men to their deaths.”

“I say, now, Jessie Arnott was a friend of my late mother’s . . . ”

I seemed to recall that Pulteney had married one of the Arnott women. I must have read about it in the society pages, probably just before I lost my taste for my breakfast.

Before the conversation could deteriorate further, Quayle gave a dry cough.

“Please take a seat, Mr. Soter. And you, Mr. Forbes.”

“I demand an apology,” said Forbes.

“On what basis?” asked Quayle.

“This man insulted a hero of the realm and a friend of my mother’s.”

“Mr. Soter merely expressed an opinion, and gentlemen must agree to differ on such matters. I’m sure Mr. Soter meant no offense to your mother. Is that not correct, Mr. Soter?”

Quayle’s tone suggested that it might be wise if I were to make some gesture of amends. I could have refused, of course, but I needed the work, whatever it was. I wasn’t fussy. There was little enough of it to go around, and it seemed that every street corner had its veteran with his trouser legs pinned up over his thighs, the better to show his missing limbs, or a cup held in one hand while the sleeve of his other arm dangled emptily. The hatred for ex-soldiers on the part of those who had not fought was something I could not understand. They wanted us to disappear. There were no more parades now, no more kisses on the cheek. Soldiers were no more than beggars, and nobody likes a beggar. Perhaps we made them feel guilty by our presence. They might have preferred it had we all died in the mud and been buried far from England in places whose names we had not even learned to pronounce properly before we perished.

“I apologize for any offense I might have caused,” I said. “I meant none.”

Forbes nodded his acceptance. “These are emotional matters, I know,” he said.

He resumed his seat, and I took mine. Quayle, having refereed the bout to his satisfaction, turned to the matter at hand.

“Mr. Forbes is concerned about his uncle,” he said. “Apparently, he has not been seen for a number of days and has left no indication of his whereabouts.”

“Perhaps he’s taken a holiday,” I said.

“My uncle is not in the habit of taking holidays,” said his nephew. “He finds comfort in familiar surroundings and rarely ventures farther than the local village.” He thought for a time. “Actually, I think he went to Bognor once, but he didn’t much care for it.”

“Ah, Bognor,” intoned Quayle solemnly, as though that explained everything.

“If you’re worried about his safety, then shouldn’t the police be informed?” I asked.

Quayle arched an eyebrow, as I knew he would. Like most lawyers, he found the police to be something of an inconvenience to the proper pursuit of legal ends. The police were useful only when he could be certain they would do his bidding and no more than that. He tended to worry when they showed signs of independent thought and therefore made it his business to have as little as possible to do with them unless absolutely necessary.

“Mr. Maulding is a very private man,” said Quayle. “He would not thank us for allowing the police to intrude into his affairs.”

“He might if he has come to some harm.”

“What harm could he come to?” asked Forbes. “He hardly leaves the house.”

“Then why am I here?” I said.

Quayle sighed in the manner of a man for whom the world holds the capacity for infinite disappointment, the only surprise being the variety of its depths.

“Mr. Forbes is Mr. Maulding’s only living relative and the principal beneficiary of his estate should any harm befall him. Naturally, Mr. Forbes hopes that this is not the case in the present circumstance, as he wishes his uncle many more years of happiness and good health.”

Forbes looked as if he might be about to differ on that point, but common sense prevailed, and he provided a grunt of assent.

“With that in mind,” Quayle continued, “it would obviously contribute greatly to Mr. Forbes’s peace of mind if the well-being of his uncle could be established as quickly as possible, and without recourse to the intervention of the police, a fine force of men though they might be. That is why you are here, Mr. Soter. I have assured Mr. Forbes of your discretion in all matters, and he has been informed of the positive outcomes you have secured for my clients in the past. We should like you to find Mr. Lionel Maulding, and return him to the safe and loving embrace of his family. That is a fair summation of the situation, is it not, Mr. Forbes?”

Forbes nodded enthusiastically.

“Safe and loving embrace, absolutely,” he said. “Unless, of course, he’s dead, in which case I’d rather like to know that as well.”

“Indeed,” said Quayle, after a pause that spoke volumes. “If there’s nothing else, Mr. Forbes, I shall apprise Mr. Soter further of the situation and, rest assured, we shall be in touch in due course.”

Forbes stood. The door opened at that precise moment, and Fawnsley appeared holding a coat, a hat, and a pair of gloves. He could not have been more prompt had he been listening at the keyhole to every word, which he may well have been. He helped Forbes into the coat, passed him the hat and gloves, then stood waiting with reserved impatience for him to leave, like an undertaker faced with a prospective corpse that simply refuses to die.

“In the matter of payment . . . ” Forbes began, with the tone of one who finds the whole business of money rather distasteful, especially when he doesn’t have enough of it to go around.

“I am sure that Mr. Maulding’s funds will cover any expenses,” said Quayle. “I cannot imagine that he would begrudge expenditure incurred on his own behalf.”

“Very good,” said Forbes, with some relief.

Forbes bade us farewell. He paused for a final time at the door, almost causing Fawnsley to walk into his back.

“Mr. Soter?” he said.

“Yes, Mr. Forbes?”

“I’ll look deeper into what you said about Pulteney, and we can talk of it again.”

“I look forward to that, Mr. Forbes,” I said.

It didn’t matter, of course. I’d watched forty men being buried in a shell crater at High Wood. I was there. Forbes wasn’t.

And neither was General Sir Bloody William Pulteney.

QUAYLE ASKED if I would like some tea. Although he had a drinks cabinet behind his desk, I had never known him to offer anything stronger than Fawnsley’s tea, possibly on the grounds that there wasn’t anything stronger than Fawnsley’s tea.

“No, thank you.”

“It’s been a while since we’ve seen you, Mr. Soter. How have you been?”

“I’ve been passing well, thank you for asking,” I replied, but he had already returned to rearranging the papers on his desk, and the state of my health had ceased to be of any interest to him, relative or otherwise. He licked his right index finger, used it to turn a page, and paused as if a thought had only just struck him, although I well knew that Quayle was not a man to be stricken by sudden thoughts. He planned too far ahead for that.

“What did you think of Mr. Forbes?” he said.

“He’s young.”

“Yes. There’s a lot of it about, it seems.”

“Not as much as there used to be.”

“War does tend to have that effect,” said Quayle. “You really ought to learn to hold your tongue, you know.”

“In front of my betters, you mean?”

“In front of anyone. For a man who prides himself on his reserve, you have an unfortunate habit of giving rather too much of yourself away when you do choose to speak.”

“I’ll bear that in mind. I’m grateful to you for pointing it out.”

“Were you always so sarcastic?”

“I believe I was, yes, but only in certain company. As you say, it’s been a while since we met.”

That almost brought a smile from Quayle, but his facial muscles were unfamiliar with the action, and it collapsed somewhere between a grin and a sneer.

“Mr. Forbes lives beyond his means,” said Quayle. “His uncle’s bequest represents the best possible opportunity to rectify that situation as quickly as possible.”

“He could try working for a living.”

“What makes you think he hasn’t?”

“He wasn’t dressed for any job that I could see, unless it involved advertising carnations.”

Quayle gave another of his weary sighs.

“His mother left him a small annuity, and I believe that a little money trickles in from investments. Were he wiser, and less profligate, he could probably live comfortably on what he has—well, comfortably for one such as myself, and most certainly for one such as you. But he has a fondness for wagers, and one could probably clothe an entire village with the suits in his wardrobe. If he were to get his hands on his uncle’s money, it would inevitably slip through his fingers like sand, and he would find himself in a similar situation to the one he is in now, albeit with a few more suits to his name.”

“Do you suspect him of doing away with the old man, and covering his tracks by coming to you?”

“You are very blunt, Mr. Soter.”

“I say what others think, especially in the confines of a Chancery chamber.”

Quayle, who couldn’t hold a shiny new guinea in his hand without seeking the tarnish upon it, or look upon a beautiful woman without picturing the hag that she would become, acknowledged the truth of what I had said with a gentle incline of his head.

“In answer to your question, no, I don’t believe Forbes has done his uncle some harm. He’s not the kind, and had he commissioned someone to act on his behalf, then I would know about it. But there is a mystery here: Lionel Maulding is among the most private of men and begrudges any time spent away from his home. He comes to London to discuss business once a year, and even that is a great chore for him. I make sure that there are adequate funds in his accounts to meet his needs, and I look after his investments in order that this may continue to be the case.”

Look after them, I thought, and charge a fat fee and a fine commission in the process. Now we came to it. If Maulding was dead, then his nephew would be on that money as soon as the corpse was identified. It would vanish in fineries and fripperies, and Quayle’s income would be diminished accordingly. Quayle didn’t look as if he spent much, but he was fond of money, and he didn’t relish the thought of anyone’s reducing the flow of it into his pocket.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

Quayle slid a manila folder across his desk.

“Find him. All the information you’ll need is here, along with a couple of fairly recent photographs of Maulding. I’ll pay your usual fee plus any expenses, and there’ll be a bonus in it if you can close this business quickly. Fawnsley will advance you a week’s pay and some coin for your pocket. Naturally, you’ll provide receipts.”

“Naturally.”

“There’s an inn at Maidensmere, which is the nearest village to Maulding’s place, although I hear his house has enough rooms to accommodate a battalion. If you choose to stay there, the housekeeper will make up a bed for you. She doesn’t live in the house but arrives first thing in the morning and departs after dinner, or she did while Maulding was still in residence. It was she who raised the alarm. She’ll look after you, and it might save us a shilling or two if you stay elsewhere than at the inn. Look through Maulding’s papers. Find out if there are any unusual patterns of expenditure. Examine his correspondence. I trust you. I know you’ll keep your mouth shut, unless someone raises the issue of errant lieutenant generals.”

I stood.

“And what if I discover that something has happened to him after all?” I asked. “What if he’s dead?”

“Then find a resurrectionist,” said Quayle, “because I want Lionel Maulding brought back alive.”


II

MAIDENSMERE LAY close to the eastern extreme of the Norfolk Broads, an area of about 120 square miles, much of it consisting of navigable waterways, both rivers and lakes, or broads in the local parlance. The village was equidistant from the towns of West Somerton and Caister-on-Sea and close to Ormesby Broad, but by the time I arrived it was late in the evening, and the waters were only patches of silver in the moonlight. No one was due to meet me at the station, and I spent some of Quayle’s money on the relative luxury of a night at the Maidensmere Inn. As Quayle had indicated, a room was available for me at Bromdun Hall, Maulding’s home, but I had decided to wait until the morning before taking up residence. I ate a good meal of roast lamb and allowed myself an ale or two before bed, but I did so as much for the company as the taste of the beer. For a man in my line of work, much can be learned of a new place by talking a little and listening more, and Maidensmere was small enough for a stranger to be of passing interest to the locals.

When I was asked my business in Maidensmere, as I inevitably was, I told the truth, more or less: I was there to do some work on behalf of Lionel Maulding, and I would be staying at Bromdun Hall until that work was completed. News of Maulding’s disappearance did not appear to have circulated as yet, a testimony to the loyalty of his housekeeper, Mrs. Gissing, and Maulding’s solitary ways. It appeared that Maulding was rarely seen in the village and was considered, at worst, as harmlessly eccentric by his neighbors. But then, this was the old kingdom of East Anglia, which had always regarded itself as somehow different from the rest of England, exhibiting a tolerance for separateness, for otherness. If Lionel Maulding wanted to maintain a private existence, then there were many others like him in these parts, sharing his outlook if not his wealth. I saw no meaningful glances exchanged at the mention of his name, and nobody skulked away into the night, his features clouded with guilt. Such giveaways were the stuff of the Sexton Blake stories in the Union Jack, which was why you had to pay only tuppence for them. The real world was gray with complexity.

There was only one reference to Maulding that I failed to understand, although it amused the assembled locals.

“You a bookkeeper, then?” asked the landlord, all muttonchop whiskers and red-faced good cheer, when I told him of my purpose. He tipped a wink to his audience. “A bookkeeper, aye, lads?”

They all laughed, and then laughed the harder when it was clear that I did not understand the reference.

“You’ll see, sir,” said the landlord. “No harm meant, but you’ll see.”

And off he went to call time, and off I went to my bed.

I slept little that night, which made it no different from any other. I could not recall the last time I had slept through from darkness until dawn. I liked to think that I had learned to survive on less rest than others needed, but surviving and living were not the same. Only shortly before sunrise did I manage at last to snatch a few hours of uninterrupted sleep. I slept through breakfast, but the landlord’s wife had set aside some ham and eggs for me, kept warm over a pot of boiling water that she then used to make tea. She talked as I ate, and I was content to listen. She was much younger than her husband and had lost a brother at the Somme. Someday, she said, she hoped to visit his grave. She asked me what the countryside looked like, over there.

“It wasn’t much to see when I left it,” I said, “but I expect the grass has grown back now, and there are flowers in the meadows. Perhaps some trees have survived. I don’t know. But it won’t be the same as it was before, not for anyone.”

“And you?” she asked gently. “You must have lost someone, too?”

But she already sensed the answer. She would not have asked otherwise. Women have a way of detecting absences.

“We all lost someone,” I said, as I stood and wiped my hands and mouth.

I could see that she wanted to inquire further, but she did not. Instead she said, “Pain and loss are so strange, are they not?”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

“I mean that we have all suffered in the same war, and we all have spaces in our lives now that were once filled by people whom we loved, but none of us experiences it in exactly the same way,” she said, and her gaze was set far from me and far from the inn. “When we talk about it—if we talk about it—nobody quite understands what we’re saying, even when we’re speaking to someone who is also living with such loss. It’s as if we are speaking versions of the same language, but the most important words have slightly different meanings to each one of us. Everything has changed, hasn’t it? It’s just as you said: the world can never be the same as it was before.”

“Would you want it to be so?” I said. “The seeds of the war were sown in the old world. Perhaps the only good thing to come out of it all is that those seeds have been blasted from the earth and will never grow again.”

“Do you really believe that?” she said.

“No.”

“I don’t, either. But we have to hope, don’t we?”

“Yes,” I said, “I suppose we do.”

MRS. GISSING came to the inn shortly after. She was a small, dour woman of indeterminate age but probably somewhere between forty and fifty, and dressed entirely in black. The landlord’s wife had told me that Mrs. Gissing lost two sons in the war, one at Verdun and the other at Ypres, and was now entirely alone, having been widowed when her boys were still infants. It was about a mile or so to Bromdun Hall, and Mrs. Gissing informed me that she usually walked to and from there, so I walked with her.

We had to pass through the village to reach Bromdun Hall, and the usual greetings were given and received, although nobody asked me my name or my business, and I could only assume that those who did not know did not care, and those who did care already knew from the men who had kept me company at the bar the night before. At the center of the village was a small green, and on it stood a war memorial with fresh flowers laid at its base. Mrs. Gissing kept her face to the road, as if she could not bear to look at the monument. Perhaps I should have kept quiet but, as Quayle pointed out, I had a perverse habit of speaking my mind, and the landlord’s wife had set me to thinking.

“I was sorry to hear of your loss,” I said to Mrs. Gissing.

Her features tightened for a moment, as though reacting to a physical pain, then resumed their previous expression.

“Twelve boys left this village and never came back,” she said. “And the ones who did come back left something of themselves over there in the mud. I still don’t understand the point of it all.”

“I was there, and I don’t understand the point of it, either,” I said.

She softened at that: just a little, but enough.

“Were you at Verdun, or Ypres?” she asked. I heard a kind of hope in her voice, as though I might have been able to tell her that I knew her sons, and they had spoken of her often, and their deaths were quick, but I could tell her none of those things.

“No. The war ended for me at High Wood.”

“I don’t know where that is.”

“The Somme. The French call it Bois des Fourcaux. It has something to do with pitchforks. There was a place called Delville Wood nearby, but the men I served with always called it Devil’s Wood. They didn’t clear it after the war. They say thousands of bodies are still buried there.”

“You left friends there?”

“I left everything there. I don’t suppose it matters, though. The dead are past caring.”

“I don’t know if that’s true,” she said. “I talk to my boys, and I feel them listening. They listen, the dead. They’re always listening. What else is there for them to do?”

And she said no more.
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BROMDUN HALL was a huge, rambling pile set on about five acres, and every inch of the house spoke of slow decay. It was falling into disrepair, and I could feel the drafts as soon as we were in sight of the place. I couldn’t imagine that one small woman would be able to maintain a house of that size, even with some help from its resident, but Mrs. Gissing said most of the rooms were used for storage and nothing more. Her main duties consisted of cooking three meals a day, doing laundry, and keeping a handful of rooms in a clean and habitable condition. Mr. Maulding, it seems, made few other demands upon her. She displayed considerable fondness toward him, though, and seemed genuinely concerned for his welfare. When I asked if she had considered calling the police at any point, she replied that Mr. Quayle in London had expressly ordered her not to do so. It was, it seemed, to Quayle that she had first reported her concerns about her master. Maulding’s nephew, Mr. Forbes, had learned of his absence only later, when he called at the house, as he was occasionally wont to do when he needed money, and Mrs. Gissing was forced to inform him of the situation.

What I did learn was that Maulding had made a number of sojourns into London in the months before his disappearance, trips of which Quayle appeared to have been entirely unaware, for he had not mentioned them to me. Mrs. Gissing had been surprised by this change in her master’s routine but had made no comment upon it. On such occasions, a cab would collect him at the door first thing in the morning, deliver him to the station, and then return him to his home following the arrival of the last train from London. He had made three such trips and had always informed Mrs. Gissing the day before of his intention to travel.

“Is it possible that he might have gone to London without your knowledge and simply not have returned?” I asked.

“No,” she said, and her tone brooked no contradiction. “He always got Ted to take him to the station, and bring him home after, and he always made his timetable known to us. He’s a delicate man, Mr. Maulding. He had polio as a boy, and it left him with a twisted right leg. He can’t walk very far without it causing him pain. It’s one of the reasons why he has traveled so rarely. There’s just too much discomfort in it for him.”

“And do you have any idea where in London he might have been going, or whom he might have been seeing?”

“He didn’t share such matters with me,” she said.

“Had he any enemies?” I asked.

“Lord, no,” she said. “He had no friends, neither—not because there was anything wrong with him,” she hastened to add. “He just had all that he needed here.”

She gestured to the house, which was now looming above us.

“This was—” She corrected herself. “This is his home. He didn’t want to go out into the world, so he found a way to bring the world to him.”

It was an odd thing to say, and I didn’t comprehend her meaning until I entered the house itself, and then I understood.

There were books everywhere: on the floors, on the stairs, on furniture both built for that purpose and constructed for other ends entirely. There were bookshelves in the main hallway, in the downstairs rooms, and in the upstairs rooms. There were even bookshelves in the bathroom and the kitchen. There were so many volumes that, had it been possible to extract the skeleton of the house, its walls and floors, its bricks and mortar, and leave the contents intact, then the shape of the building would still have been visible to the observer but constructed entirely from books. I had never seen anything like it. Even the reading rooms of the British Library itself seemed to pale beside it. Standing among all those books it was possible to believe that there was no other space in the world so crammed with manifestations of the printed word than Lionel Maulding’s home.

As I walked through the house, Mrs. Gissing at my heels, I examined the titles. I found books on every subject and in every major language. Some were so large that special tables had been made to hold them, and to move them safely would have required two men. Others were so small that they were kept in display cases, a magnifying glass lying nearby so that the microscopic print within could be made readable.

“Astonishing,” I said.

“Every day more arrive,” said Mrs. Gissing. “I’ve left the new ones in the library for Mr. Maulding’s return.”

For the first time, she showed some sign of distress. Her voice caught, and her eyes grew moist.

“You will find him, sir, won’t you? You will bring him back safely to his books?”

I told her I would try. I asked if the grounds had been searched, and she told me that they had: the groundsman, Mr. Ted Willox, knew the property intimately. He and his sons were the only other people in the village aware of Lionel Maulding’s disappearance. Willox had engaged his sons to help him search Maulding’s land, and they had gone over it, every inch. They had found no trace of the master of the house.

Willox was away that day, visiting a sister who was ill, but was due to return to Maidensmere the following morning. I told Mrs. Gissing to send him to me as soon as he arrived. I was, I confess, surprised at the loyalty of Gissing and Willox to Maulding, and their willingness to protect his privacy even as they feared for his safety. Mrs. Gissing seemed to sense this, for as she showed me to my room, she spoke once more.

“Mr. Maulding is a good and kind man. I just want you to know that, sir. He’s always been generous to me. My boys, my lovely boys, they’re buried in the cemetery here, and I get to speak to them every day. There are always fresh flowers for them, no matter the season, and the weeds are kept at bay. Mr. Maulding arranged that, sir. He spoke to the generals in London, and they brought my boys home for me, each of them in turn. I’ve never wanted for anything, Mr. Willox neither. All Mr. Maulding asks in return is for his meals to be prepared, his clothes to be cleaned, and his bed to be made, and otherwise to be left in peace with his books. There is no harm to the man, and no harm should come to him.”

I wanted to tell her that such was not the way of the world until I remembered that she had buried two sons and was thus more conscious of the world’s true workings than any of us. Our arrival at my room saved me from uttering any further foolishness, and she left me to unpack the small bag I had brought with me and to explore my environs alone. Next door to my room was a bathroom with a fine claw-toed bathtub. I could not recall when last I had enjoyed a bath that didn’t involve a tin tub, and saucepans of water with which to fill it, and I promised myself the luxury of a lengthy immersion that evening.

None of the rooms had been kept locked. As Mrs. Gissing had intimated, most were being used for storage, and the only items that Lionel Maulding desired to store were books. I began to grasp a sense of the house’s arrangement, for it was, in truth, simply one large library: here were volumes on geography, there on history. Three adjoining rooms gathered together studies on biology, chemistry, and physics respectively, with a series of shelves in the final room being given over to more general works that touched on all three aspects of the sciences. There were many rooms for fiction and almost as many for poetry and drama. One sizable area was given over to beautiful books of art reproductions, some of them very old and probably very valuable. A few were of an erotic nature but did not appear to have been perused any more closely than the others.

In time I came to Maulding’s bedroom. Once again, there were books on every surface, and each wall was furnished with shelves, floor to ceiling, except for the wall above his bed, although even here a single shelf had been placed to accommodate those books that were clearly occupying Maulding’s attention at any particular time. Bookmarked on that shelf were a volume of Tacitus, a book on beekeeping, a guide to growing one’s own vegetables, and two oddities: A Lexicon of Alchemy by Martinus Rulandus the Elder, dating from 1612; and a single-volume edition of Henry Cornelius Agrippa’s Three Books of Occult Philosophy. The Rulandus bore a leather bookmark in the “Supplement to the Alchemical Lexicon,” and two entries had been heavily underscored. A pencil lay beside the book, so I took it that Maulding had made the marks. The two entries, one beneath the other, were:

Angels—The chemical Philosophers sometimes gave this name to the Volatile Matter of their Stone. They then say that their body is spiritualized, and that one will never succeed in performing the Grand Work unless one corporifies spirits, and spiritualizes bodies. This operation is philosophical sublimation, and it is certain that the fixed never becomes sublimated without the assistance of the volatile.

Angle—The thing which has three angles—a term of Hermetic science. The Philosophers say that their matter, or the Philosophical Mercury, is a substance having three angles as regards the substance of which it is composed, of four as regards its virtue, and of two in respect of its matter, while in its root it is one. These three angles are salt, sulphur, and mercury; the four are the elements; the two are the fixed and the volatile, and the one is the remote matter, or the chaos from which all has been produced.

These final words—the chaos from which all has been produced—had been more heavily underlined than the rest, although I could make no more sense of them than I could of anything else that I had read there. I completed the search of Maulding’s room but found nothing that might help in discovering his whereabouts. I then continued my examination of the house, until I came at last to the kitchen, where Mrs. Gissing was preparing enough food to last a whole family for a week, as I had informed her that it would not be necessary for her to come to the house every day while I was there. My needs, I explained, were probably even fewer than her master’s.

“Where does Mr. Maulding spend most of his time?” I asked.

“In his study, sir.”

Hardly surprising: I should probably have guessed that for myself. I had poked my head into it on the way to the kitchen, and the only thing to distinguish it from the rest of the house was that it contained marginally more books than any other room, although it was a close-run thing.

“Where would I find his papers, and the household accounts?”

“In his desk, I should imagine.”

“Did he keep it locked?”

“Why would he do that?” she asked. She seemed quite surprised at the question.

“Well, some men are rather private about the matters of their finances.”

“But what kind of person would pry into the affairs of another?”

“A person like me,” I replied.

She didn’t have an answer to that, or not one that she felt inclined to speak aloud, so I left her to her pots and pans and made my way to the study.


III

IT TOOK me some time to make sense of Maulding’s filing system, in part because there wasn’t one, as such: there were simply piles of paper, some older than others, separated loosely into invoices and receipts, all relating to the year in hand. Some digging behind three sets of encyclopedias produced binders containing details of his income and expenditure in previous years. Most of his purchases were made by personal check, but sometimes in cash, and he kept notes of expenses, major and minor, in a small ledger. So, over the course of the afternoon, and fueled by tea and sandwiches from Mrs. Gissing, I became familiar with the processes by which he maintained order in his finances. I could find little personal correspondence, some begging letters from his nephew apart, as any post that he received related almost exclusively to the purchase and, very occasionally, the sale of books. He appeared to deal with booksellers throughout Britain and, indeed, a number on the Continent and in America.

Still, it was the most recent of his purchases that interested me and gave me some clue as to his purpose in traveling to London. It appeared that he had begun dealing with two new suppliers of books in the months preceding his disappearance: Stanford’s, the specialists in scientific literature in Bloomsbury; and an antiquarian establishment, of which I had previously been unaware, called Dunwidge & Daughter. I counted at least thirty receipts from Dunwidge, all acknowledging cash payments for books, the nature of which were detailed on the documents themselves. There was The Hermetic Museum, which appeared to relate to something called “the Philosopher’s Stone,” a first English translation from 1893 of a work apparently originally published in Latin in 1678; The Art of Drawing Spirits into Crystals, undated, by Johannes Trithemius; the Grimoirium Imperium, alleged to be a copy of a work originally owned by the alchemist Dr. John Dee, published in Rome in 1680; The Theatre of Terrestrial Astronomy by Edward Kelly, Hamburg, 1676; and assorted others in a similar vein. I could not claim to be an expert on such matters, but it seemed to me that Lionel Maulding had spent a great deal of time, effort, and money to begin acquiring a library of the occult, and Dunwidge & Daughter had been the principal beneficiaries of this new enthusiasm. Unlike the better-known Stanford’s, though, Dunwidge & Daughter had not appended a contact address to their receipts, merely the name of their business.

I paused in my perusals. Something had been nagging at me ever since I had begun reading this list of esoteric volumes. Slowly, I retraced my steps through the house, examining shelves and taking note of the divisions and subdivisions of subjects. It took me some hours, and by the time I was done the light had begun to fade. My back ached and my eyes could barely focus, but I was certain of this: I could find no trace of a section devoted to occult literature in Maulding’s house, the two volumes on the shelf above his bed excepted. Neither could I find any trace of the books that he had apparently purchased from Dunwidge & Daughter. Naturally, it was entirely possible that I might have missed them, or that they had been misfiled, but the former seemed to me more likely than the latter, for Maulding struck me as a meticulous cataloger of his collection. I determined to make a second search the following day, just to be sure. Maulding had no telephone in his house, so I asked Mrs. Gissing to send a telegram to London on my behalf on her way home, asking Quayle’s assistant, Fawnsley, to ascertain the location of the business known as Dunwidge & Daughter, and to reply by return of telegram the following morning.

It was by now well past six o’clock. Mrs. Gissing had prepared an eel pie, which I ate accompanied by the best part of a bottle of Bordeaux from Maulding’s cellar. When I was done, Mrs. Gissing ran a bath for me before departing for the night. I thanked her for her kindness, and then I was alone in Bromdun Hall for the first time.

I checked the bath, but the water was still too hot to bear. I had no desire to boil myself like a lobster, so I returned to my room and poured the last of the red wine while I waited for the water to cool. I had taken some books from the shelves for my own amusement, among them McNeile’s recently issued Bulldog Drummond, published under the pseudonym “Sapper.” McNeile had fought at Ypres, and I’d admired his stories for the Daily Mail and The War Illustrated, even if he had sugared the pill more than I liked. Then again, he was writing while the war was still ongoing, and had he dwelt upon the true horror of the fighting at the time, none of his stories would have seen the light of day.

I had read about two pages of the novel when I heard the sound of splashing from the bathtub.

“Mrs. Gissing?” I called.

Perhaps she had returned to the house for some reason and felt compelled to check the water while she was there, but I had not heard the front door opening, and the stairs leading up to the bedrooms creaked and moaned like souls in torment. Neither did the sounds coming from the bathroom resemble those of a hand being briefly swished through water in an effort to gauge its temperature. Instead the splashing was intermittent yet consistent with the noise a person might make while washing in a tub.

Mrs. Gissing had set a fire in my bedroom before her departure. I picked up a poker from the fireplace and, gripping it tightly, made my way to the bathroom. The door was slightly further ajar than I had left it, although that might simply have been my nerves playing tricks on me. The difference was marginal at best. As I drew nearer the door the splashing increased in tempo before ceasing altogether, as though someone inside had become aware of my approach and was now listening for me.

I used the poker to push the door open to its fullest extent. The bathtub was unoccupied, and there appeared to be only the faintest hint of disturbance on the surface of the water. That water, though, had changed in color. When I had left the room it was relatively clear, with only the faintest hint of brown to it. Now it was a sickly, unpleasant yellow, like curdled milk, and there was a faint scum upon it. There was a smell, too, as of fish on the turn.

I stood above the tub and, feeling faintly foolish, used the poker to probe the water, half expecting to feel soft flesh give beneath it and a torrent of bubbles to rise to the surface as the force of the poker expelled the air from whoever might be hiding below. No such bubbles appeared, however, and the only obstacle the poker encountered was the porcelain of the tub itself. There was nowhere else in the bathroom where anyone might have hidden.

I called Mrs. Gissing’s name again, the sound of it echoing from the bathroom tiles, but got no reply. I wrinkled my nose at the smell from the water. Perhaps what I had heard was some emission from the taps, an expulsion of pollutants from the pipes that had tainted the water. I had no intention of bathing in it now, but I was still intent upon a bath. Mrs. Gissing had assured me plenty of hot water was to be had, so, almost without thinking, I reached into the tub to pull the plug.

Something moved against my hand. It was hard, and jointed, reminiscent of the carapace of a lobster. I withdrew my hand with a shout, the chain of the plug still grasped in my fist, and watched as the water began to drain. Down, down it went, leaving a layer of yellow scum on the sides like foam on a beach after the tide has departed. When barely six inches of water was left, a sudden flurry of movement came from the vicinity of the plug hole, and a form broke the surface. I had a brief impression of an armored body, pinkish-black in hue, with many, many legs. I caught a glimpse of pincers like those of an earwig, except larger and wickedly sharp, before the creature somehow forced itself into the plug hole and exited the tub, even though its body had seemed far too wide to be accommodated by such a constricted means of escape. Noises came from the pipes for a time, and then all was quiet.

Unsurprisingly, I did not take my bath after all. Having immediately restored the plug to the plug hole, I did the same thing with every bath and sink I could find, more for some false peace of mind than out of any real hope that a plug of rubber and metal could stop such a creature from emerging again, should it choose to do so.

I sat up in my bed, wondering. What could it be? I thought—some crustacean of the Broads, unfamiliar to me but a commonplace sight to those who lived in these parts? Had I mentioned it in the Maidensmere Inn, might the landlord have tipped a wink once again to his customers and announced that what I had seen was merely X, or Y, and that fried with some cream sauce, or boiled in a pot with a little white wine vinegar, it was actually most palatable? Somehow, I suspected not. My fingers tingled unpleasantly where they had touched the thing, and they looked red and irritated in the lamplight.

Eventually I dozed. I dreamed of Pulteney’s tanks rolling ineffectually toward High Wood, great rumbling silhouettes moving through the darkness until picked out by the light of flares and the explosion of shell fire. Then the shape of them began to change, and they were no longer constructions of metal but living, breathing entities. They did not roll on heavy tracks but propelled themselves on short jointed legs. Turrets became heads, and gun barrels were transformed into strange, elongated limbs that spat poison from orifices lined with curved teeth. The flares were bolts of lightning, and the landscape they illuminated was more terrible yet than the wasteland between the trenches, even as it seemed almost familiar to me. I picked out in the distance the ruins of a village and realized I was looking at the Norfolk Broads, and what was left of Maidensmere, the steeple of its sixteenth-century chapel still somehow intact amid the rubble. But it was another town, too, a place not far from High Wood, where bodies lay broken in the ruins, killed by shell fire: old men, women, little children. We were told that everyone had fled, but they had not.

I woke with a start. It was still dark, and only the ticking of a clock disturbed the silence.

But there was no clock in the room.

I sat up. The sound was coming from the other side of the bedroom door, which I had closed—and, yes, I admit it, locked—before going to bed. As I listened, it became clear that it was more a clicking than a ticking. I lit my lamp and gripped the poker, kept close at hand for any such eventuality. I climbed from the bed and padded across the floor as softly as I could. The sound began to increase its tempo until, just as I reached the door, it stopped, and I heard what seemed to be footsteps moving swiftly away. I unlocked the door and pulled it open. Before me stood only the empty hallway, illuminated as far as the stairs by my lamp. Beyond was darkness. I squinted into the gloom but could discern nothing.

I looked at the door. The wood around the lock had been picked away, leaving it splintered and white, as though someone had been trying to expose its workings. I reached down and rubbed a finger against it. A splinter caught on my flesh, causing me to gasp. I took it between my teeth and pulled it loose, then spat it on the floor. A tiny jewel of blood rose from the wound.

From the shadows there came the sound of sniffing.

“Who’s there?” I said. “Who are you? Show yourself!”

There was no reply. I moved farther into the hallway. The darkness retreated a little farther with each step that I advanced, and I was reminded uncomfortably of the bathwater slowly disappearing from the tub until the creature in the water had no option but to expose itself before fleeing. Two steps, four, six, eight, the shadows before me giving way to light, the shadows behind me growing, until, when I reached the stairs, the darkness made its stand. It seemed to me that a deeper blackness was apparent there, and this did not move. It was larger than a man, and slightly hunched. I thought I could discern the shape of its head, although the flickering of the lamp made it difficult to tell, and its form blurred into the shadows at its edges, so that it was at once a part of them and apart from them. Within it were the reflections of unseen stars. It turned, and where its face should have been I had an impression of many sharp angles, as though a plate of black glass had dropped and been frozen in the first moment of its disintegration. I felt blood trickle from the cut in my finger and drop to the floor, and the sniffing commenced again.

I backed away, and as I moved the shadows advanced once again, and the dark entity moved with them. Faster now they came, and my light grew increasingly ineffectual, the darkness encroaching upon its pool of illumination, slowly smothering it from without. Soon it would be but a glimmer behind the glass, and then it would be gone entirely.

I flung the poker into the darkness. I acted without thinking, operating purely on instinct, aiming for that mass of shards and angles. The poker spun once in the air, and the heavy handle struck at the center of the black form. With a sound like a million delicate crystals shattering in unison, the shadows rippled in response to some concussive force. I was thrown backward and struck my head hard against the floor, but before I lost consciousness I thought I saw that deeper blackness collapse in upon itself, and a hole was briefly ripped in the fabric of space and time. Through it I glimpsed unknown constellations and a black sun.

And the face of Lionel Maulding, screaming.
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IV

MRS. GISSING arrived shortly after seven, an older man behind her whom I took, correctly as it turned out, to be Mr. Willox. They found me awake and seated at a table in the library, a cup of tea steaming before me and more in the pot nearby. Mrs. Gissing seemed rather put out by this, as though in venturing to provide for myself I had usurped her natural place in the universe and, more to the point, threatened her livelihood, for if men began to make cups of tea for themselves then soon they might well attempt to cook meals, and do laundry, and next thing poor Mrs. Gissing and her kind would find themselves out on the streets begging for pennies. As if to ensure that this would not come to pass without a struggle, she prepared to bustle her way to the kitchen to make bacon, eggs, and toast, even though I assured her that I was not hungry.

“Did you not sleep well?” she asked.

“No, I did not,” I said, then ventured a question. “Have you ever spent the night in this house, Mrs. Gissing?”

I should, perhaps, have phrased the question a little more delicately, as Mrs. Gissing appeared to feel that her reputation as a widow of good standing was being impugned. After some awkward apologies on my part, she chose to take the question in the spirit in which it was asked, and confessed that she had never spent a night under Mr. Maulding’s roof.

“Did he ever complain of noises, or disturbances?” I asked.

“I’m not sure what you mean, sir.”

I wasn’t sure what I meant, either. The mind plays odd tricks, often to protect itself from harm, and it had already begun the process of consigning the events of the previous night to that place between what we see and what we dream.

“There was something in my bathtub last night,” I said. “It was a creature of some sort.”

Willox spoke for the first time.

“A rat?” he said. “We’ve had them, sir. They find ways into old houses like this. I’ll lay down some poison.”

“No, it wasn’t a rat. To be honest, I’m not sure what it was. It fled down the plug hole as the water level dropped. It was more of a crustacean, I think.”

“A crustacean?”

“Like a crab, or a lobster.”

Mrs. Gissing looked at me as though I were mad, as well she might have done. Willox appeared uncertain, and could well have been considering whether people in London might enjoy a sense of humor different from, and stranger than, his own.

“Who would put a lobster in your bath?” said Mrs. Gissing. “Certainly not I.”

She seemed ready to take umbrage once again, so I assured her that I was not accusing her of being in the habit of putting lobsters in the bathtubs of strange men.

“And then,” I continued, “I was woken by what appeared to be a presence in the house.”

“A . . . presence?” said Willox.

“Yes. I can’t describe it any better than that.”

“Are you talking about a ghost, sir?”

“I don’t believe in ghosts,” I said. “Did Mr. Maulding believe in ghosts?”

“I can’t recall him ever mentioning the subject to me.” He turned to Mrs. Gissing, who shrugged and shook her head.

“I ask because he seems to have recently begun building a library of the occult, which suggests that something might have excited his interest in such matters. He never mentioned disturbances in the house to you?”

“No.”

“Did he appear distressed in recent weeks, or seem tired and anxious to you?”

“No.”

“Do you think I’m mad, Mrs. Gissing?”

For the first time, she smiled. “I couldn’t possibly say, sir. But this is a big, old house, and big, old houses are filled with creaks and groans that can seem strange to those who aren’t used to them. I’ll go and make you that breakfast, sir, and you’ll feel better for it.”

“What about you, Mr. Willox?” I said. “Do you doubt my sanity?”

“I don’t know you well enough to be certain, sir, but you look sane enough to me. But, like Mrs. Gissing says, it takes time to get used to a strange house, especially one as old as this. Even I sometimes find myself looking over my shoulder when I’m alone in it. It’s the way of such places, isn’t it? They wear their history heavily.”

I asked him about Mr. Maulding, but he could add nothing to what Mrs. Gissing had told me. He did ask about his wages, and I told him that I’d arrange for Mr. Quayle to make the payments. He seemed satisfied with that, although he might not have been had he known Quayle personally. Quayle rarely paid quickly, and Maulding’s financial obligations to his domestic staff would have been very low on Quayle’s list of priorities. The fact that he had paid me in advance was a sign of just how anxious he was to ensure Maulding’s safe return.

Willox departed to work on the grounds. I heard the sound of bangs and crashes from the kitchen, and the smell of frying bacon began to waft, not unpleasantly, into the library. Surrounded by these noises and scents, these indicators of normality, I became less and less certain of what I had witnessed the previous night. It was not unnatural. The undisturbed mind will tend to seek the most rational explanation for an occurrence: to do otherwise is to sow the seeds of madness. I had a troubled mind, fractured by experience, but I was not yet ready to surrender entirely to disquiet.

It was about this time that there came a knock on the door. Mrs. Gissing being otherwise occupied, I answered it myself and found the boy from the post office waiting with a telegram for me. I gave him a shilling for his troubles, having nothing smaller, and sent him on his way. I wondered if I could claim the shilling from Quayle as an expense. Perhaps I should have asked for a receipt.

The telegram was from Fawnsley. Its brevity made clear that he was paying by the word and counting every one. There was no greeting, merely an insincere expression of regret that no confirmed address could be found for Dunwidge & Daughter, although he had heard that they operated from somewhere near the King’s Road in Chelsea, and a final, terse addition:

TEN THOUSAND POUNDS WITHDRAWN FROM MAULDING FUNDS LAST MONTH STOP NOT APPROVED BY QUAYLE STOP INVESTIGATE STOP

Ten thousand pounds was more than a small fortune. I had found a safe in Maulding’s library, but I had no way of accessing its contents. It was possible that the money was still in there, but if Maulding had withdrawn it without going through Quayle, as he was perfectly entitled to do, even if it was not according to his habit, this suggested that the funds were required for some purpose that he did not wish to share with his lawyer, and one with a hint of urgency to it.

In my experience, unusual patterns of spending gave rise to certain speculations about the reason for them. For example, a gradual seepage of money, slowly rising in quantity and instances of occurrence, might lead one to suspect a gambling problem; larger but more consistent sums suggested a newfound interest in a woman, or a tart. A single significant payment, particularly the kind that a man chose not to share with his lawyer, might be the consequence of an investment opportunity of dubious legality, or an effort to make a problem go away.

But from what I knew of Lionel Maulding, he had no particular interest in gambling or women and therefore was unlikely to be troubled by the problems that might arise from overindulgence in either. No, the ten thousand pounds suggested a purchase of some kind, but Maulding already had one huge house: he didn’t need another. Neither was there a sudden proliferation of motorcars or yachts in the immediate vicinity of Bromdun Hall.

So: on what did Lionel Maulding spend his money as a matter of habit?

Lionel Maulding spent his money on books.

What kind of book, or books, would cost a man ten thousand pounds?

A rare book. A very rare book.

I ate my breakfast, confirmed the times of trains with Mrs. Gissing, and prepared to return to London.


V

I HAD rarely, if ever, darkened the door of Stanford’s, mainly because there was nothing in there that I felt qualified to read. I also feared this would be recognized the moment I crossed its threshold, and some officious clerk would appear from behind a counter piled high with works on physics and the nature of the atom, politely steer me back out of the door, and point me in the direction of a newsstand liberally stocked with illustrated weeklies. Instead, a very polite young man with the build of a good front-row rugby player showed me to a seat in a cluttered office and listened as I explained my purpose. I had brought with me some of the receipts for Maulding’s recent purchases, but the handwriting on them was abysmal, and those words that I could read meant nothing to me.

The young man, who introduced himself as Richards, could have made a decent career out of the interpretation of ancient Sanskrit if the rugby or science didn’t work out, for the errant handwriting gave him not a moment’s trouble.

“That’s Old Mr. Blair’s hand,” he explained. “I’ve got to know it well over the years.”

“Is Mr. Blair available?” I asked.

His face assumed an awkward expression.

“I’m afraid Old Mr. Blair passed away some weeks ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“He was ninety-two.”

“I’m still sorry to hear it.”

“The original Mr. Stanford gave Mr. Blair his job,” Richards explained. “He was the last link to the store’s foundation. His handwriting was always terrible, though.”

He returned his attention to the list.

“There’s a definite pattern to these purchases,” he said.

“In what way?”

“Well, you have a copy of the Leibniz–Clarke correspondence, first published in English in 1717, although this is obviously a later edition. The main interest in them for most readers is a dispute over the nature of space and, indeed, time. Here’s Mach’s The Analysis of Sensations from 1897. Mach suggested that only sensations were real, and nothing else, if I understand him right, although it’s not entirely my area.”

He read out some more names that meant little to me—“Planck . . . Einstein, quite the coming chap”—and then frowned.

“Hullo,” he said. “He ordered various pieces by William James. Some of these are a bit outside our usual remit: Proceedings of the American Society for Psychical Research, Volume 3; The Varieties of Religious Experience; The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy. That’s a curious one. Not uninteresting, but certainly curious.”

I waited. Sometimes, my own patience astounded me.

Richards smiled apologetically. “Sorry. Fascinating stuff. James refers to something called the ‘multiverse,’ a hypothetical set of possible universes, of which this universe is just one part.”

“And what does he think is in these other universes?”

“I’m not sure he’s got that far, but I can’t confess to being an expert on James. Judging from Mr. Maulding’s list, though, I’d guess that he’d become interested in the nature of reality. Complex business, especially for the general reader.”

I thanked him. I wasn’t sure there was any more to be learned here, or any more that I might have a chance of understanding.

“By the way,” I said, “have you ever heard of a bookseller called Dunwidge, or Dunwidge & Daughter, in Chelsea?”

“Can’t say that I have,” said Richards. “We can ask Young Mr. Blair, though. He knows every bookseller in London.”

He led me up various flights of stairs to a small section devoted entirely to works of psychology. A slight man in a dark suit, who must have been eighty if he was a day, was snoozing quietly behind a till.

“Old Mr. Blair’s brother?” I inquired.

“Strangely enough, no,” said Richards. “They weren’t even related, and they didn’t get on at all. Young Mr. Blair wouldn’t even contribute half a shilling for the wreath.”

Mr. Richards gently woke Young Mr. Blair, who took the disturbance well. In fact, he seemed rather pleased that somebody wanted to talk to him. Perhaps at his age he was just glad to have woken up at all.

“This is Mr. Soter, Mr. Blair. He has a question about a bookseller.”

Young Mr. Blair smiled and mumbled a string of words, out of which I managed to pick two, “delighted” and “help,” which boded well.

“I was wondering if you knew anything of a bookseller in Chelsea named Dunwidge?” I asked.

Young Mr. Blair’s face darkened. He scowled. He shook his head. An index finger appeared and was waved in an admonitory manner. Another string of muttered words emerged from his lips, blending into one long caw of disapproval. Eventually, spotting that I was somewhat at a loss to make any sense of what he was saying, he managed to force out some coherent, if short, sentences.

“Dreadful man,” he said. “Daughter worse. Umm . . . Occultists! Fire and brimstone sorts. Quite. Quite. Old books. Nasty books. Not science. Not science at all.”

He leaned forward and tapped his finger on the counter.

“Mumbo jumbo,” he said, enunciating each syllable carefully.

“I need an address for them,” I said. “I’ve been told they’re in Chelsea, perhaps on the King’s Road.”

Young Mr. Blair returned to his mutterings, but he found a scrap of paper and, in elegant copperplate, wrote down an address for me. I thanked him for his help and prepared to leave, but he stood and gripped my arm with a surprisingly strong hand.

“Stay away from ’em,” he urged. “Bad sorts, both of ’em, but the daughter most of all!”

I thanked him again, and he released his grip and resumed his seat. His eyes closed, and he returned to his slumbers.

Richards was quite impressed.

“You know,” he said, “I haven’t seen him that excited since Old Mr. Blair died . . . ”


VI

I WENT next to Chancery to report my progress, or lack thereof, to Quayle, but he was not in his chambers. Only Fawnsley was present, scratching disconsolately with his fountain pen at a document thick with legalese, like a sick hen scrabbling for a piece of stray corn in the dirt.

“Took your time getting here,” he said, in lieu of a greeting.

“What do you mean by that?” I replied. “I’ve only been gone for one night. I’m not a miracle worker.”

Fawnsley tapped the calendar on his desk. It was made of various blocks of ivory that could be turned to change the day, the month, and the year. The calendar read 15 October.

“Your calendar is wrong,” I said.

“My calendar is never wrong,” he answered.

I sat down heavily in a chair by the wall. I had lost a week. It wasn’t possible. It simply wasn’t possible. I had taken the train on the eighth. I had the ticket in my pocket. I had kept it so that Quayle wouldn’t question my expenses. I searched my pockets and my wallet for the ticket, but it was gone.

“You look ill,” he said.

“Trouble sleeping,” I said. I stared at the calendar. Not possible. Not possible.

Fawnsley chewed a question silently in his mouth. I could actually see his jaws working.

“You’re not . . . ?”

He trailed off. The shadow of Craiglockhart hung over us as surely as if the military psychiatric hospital itself lay outside Quayle’s chambers, and the sun was setting behind it.

“No,” I said. “I’m fine.”

He didn’t look as though he believed me. I tried not to look as though I cared.

“Did you get my telegram?” he asked.

“I did. Ten thousand pounds: a man could buy a lot with that kind of money.”

“Well, have you discovered what the man in question did buy with it?”

“Since you informed me about it only this morning, I may need a little more time,” I said.

Again, Fawnsley gave me that look. I corrected myself. I didn’t want Fawnsley reporting back to Quayle that I was troubled, or unreliable. I needed the money.

“Sorry,” I said, making the best of a bad situation. “I meant that I have only this morning received some information, based on what was contained in the telegram.”

“And what is this great leap?”

“I think Maulding might have spent the money on books.”

“Books?” squawked Fawnsley. “He could buy a whole bloody library of books for ten thousand pounds.”

“He already has a library,” I said. “When a man has as many books as Maulding, he stops being interested in the ones that are easy to acquire, because he already has them. Instead, he starts seeking out rare volumes, and the rarer they are, the more they cost.”

“And what kind of rare volumes are we talking about?”

But before I could reply, Fawnsley was considering his own question.

“Surely it’s not literature of a depraved nature? He never struck me as the type.”

“It depends upon what one means by ‘depraved,’ I imagine.”

“Don’t come the philosopher with me, man. You know precisely what I mean.”

“If you’re referring to works of an erotic nature, then, no, I don’t think that was Maulding’s weakness. He had some volumes of that type in his library, but not many. He did seem to have developed something of a fascination with the occult, though, and I couldn’t trace all the books on the subject that he had acquired. Some of them appear to be missing, although I admit I might have overlooked a couple on his shelves. There are only so many titles that one man can examine at a time.”

“Occult? Erotica? You’ve become quite the expert, haven’t you, and all that in just a week? Clearly, our money is being well spent. We may not have Maulding, but you’re improving your education by leaps and bounds.”

There it was again: a week, a week.

“It’s just common sense. Tell Quayle I’ll be in touch when I have something more solid to offer him.”

“What about receipts?” said Fawnsley.

“You’ll get them.”

“I should hope so. We’re not made of money, you know.”

“I never thought you were, Mr. Fawnsley,” I said. “If that was the case, you’d invest in a better suit of clothes, and the manners to go with it.”

Fawnsley seemed about to say something in reply but decided against it. I knew what he thought of me already. Through a half-open door, I’d once overheard him carefully trying to steer Quayle away from hiring me shortly after I’d left Craiglockhart. I’d done some work for Quayle before the war, much like the work I was doing now, but back then Fawnsley had yet to make his appearance. His predecessor had been a clerk of the old school named Hayley, who was wounded at Sevastopol and drank port with his lunch.

“He wasn’t even a proper officer,” Fawnsley had protested, a reference to the fact that I had been promoted from the ranks. “Worse, he is a broken man!”

And Quayle had replied, “He was more of an officer than you or I, and a broken man can be fixed, especially one who wants to mend himself.”

That was why I was loyal to Quayle. He had faith in me. It also helped that he paid me for my services: not well, and not fast, but he paid.

“Good-bye, Mr. Fawnsley,” I said, but he bade me no farewell.

IT WAS already dark when I reached the address in Chelsea occupied by Dunwidge & Daughter, Booksellers. It lay in an area known as World’s End, named after a pub at the western end of the King’s Road. In the last century, this area had been something of an artists’ colony: Turner, Whistler, and Rossetti lived and worked there, and it still had something of a bohemian feel to it.

Dunwidge & Daughter, though, seemed intent on maintaining a discreet presence, and the only indication that the terraced house might shelter a business lay in a brass plate on the front door, engraved with a pair of interlocking letter D’s. I rang the bell. After a minute, a bald man wearing a suit jacket and waistcoat over his otherwise bare chest opened the door. He held a cigarette in one hand and a brass candlestick in the other.

“Yes?” he said.

“Mr. Dunwidge?”

“That’s me. Do I know you?”

“No. I’m here on behalf of Mr. Lionel Maulding, one of your customers,” which was not so much a lie as an approximation of truth. “My name is Soter.”

“It’s late, but I suppose you’d better come in if you’re here on Maulding’s business.”

He opened the door wider, and I stepped inside. The house was dimly lit but reminiscent of Maulding’s own home in the sheer number of books that lined the walls of the hall. A stairway led up to the next levels of the house, but Dunwidge directed me through a door on the right. It was one of two interconnected rooms that served as a kind of shop floor, with books on tables and shelves and, in some cases, securely locked away behind glass-fronted and barred cabinets.

“He send you with his shopping list, then?” asked Dunwidge. He put the cigarette in his mouth and gestured with his right hand. “Well, hand it over. Let’s see what he wants this time.”

I didn’t answer. There was a table by the window in the main room, and on it rested an ashtray filled with cigarette butts. It was clearly where Dunwidge worked when he had no customers to trouble him. The rest of the table was taken up by various sheets of paper covered in handwritten symbols, part of some code that I could not decipher. I flicked through them, but they were all similarly arcane.

“What are these?” I asked.

“You might want to tell your Mr. Maulding about those,” said Dunwidge. “Very interested in them, he was, but I didn’t have a full set of sixty folios to offer him, not then. They’re Cipher Manuscripts. I suppose you could call them a compendium of magick.”

“What language is this?”

“English and Hebrew, mostly. It’s a substitution cryptogram. It’s not hard to interpret, once you find the pattern. This one came from a former Adeptus Major in the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. Seems he had a falling-out with Berridge over at the Isis-Urania, and Crowley, too. Can’t say I blame him when it comes to Crowley. I won’t have him in the house. He’s a wrong ’un, and I should know: I’ve seen enough of them in this business. Once I’m sure that we have the lot, I’ll let your Mr. Maulding know. I’ll give him a good price, he need have no fear of that.”

Dunwidge lit a fresh cigarette without offering me one, and peered at me suspiciously through the smoke.

“He usually comes down here himself, does Mr. Maulding,” he said. “Always struck me as a private sort. Unusual that he’d send someone else along on an errand.”

I turned to face him.

“Mr. Maulding seems to have disappeared,” I said. “I’ve been asked to find him.”

“I see,” said Dunwidge. “Well, he ain’t here.”

“When did you last see him?”

Dunwidge engaged in some ear-tugging and cheek-puffing. “Oh, not for two or three months or more, I would have said.”

“Really?”

“At least.”

I reached into my pocket and removed a sheaf of receipts from Dunwidge & Daughter.

“That’s odd,” I said, “because all these receipts are more recent than that.”

“Well, we do a lot of business by post.”

“I’m sure. Nevertheless, Mr. Maulding made a number of visits to London in the last month, and he was not in the habit of visiting the city more often than was necessary. He was a meticulous man. He kept train tickets, notes of meals eaten and taxis taken. I’ve gone through them all, and it seems that your premises was his destination on more than one of those occasions.”

I waited to be called on the lie, but Dunwidge buckled.

“I might be mistaken, of course,” he said. “We get all sorts of people through here, at all sorts of hours. I might have missed him. My daughter, she deals with most of the customers. I’m more of a backroom boy myself. Always have been.”

“Is your daughter here, Mr. Dunwidge?”

“Oh, she’s about, right enough. I expect she’ll be along in her own good time.”

He fussed with some books, straightening their spines so that they were aligned with the edge of their shelf. It was clear he now regretted being the one who had answered the door to me.

“Do you recall what books Mr. Maulding might have purchased?”

“Not off the top of my head. You’d be surprised how many books we sell. Lot of interest in our area, lot of interest.”

More fussing, more aligning, the tension knotting in his shoulders.

“But you keep records, I’m sure?”

“My daughter does. I’m a numbers man. I add up the takings at the end of the day and see it all safely to the bank in the morning.”

“A backroom boy and a numbers man,” I said. “The only limit to your talents appears to be your memory.”

He didn’t let the sarcasm bite but merely smiled bashfully.

“I’m not as young as I used to be,” he said, and the smile twisted just slightly so that it became a thing more unpleasant, more knowing. “My memory does tend to come and go, I’ll admit, but that can be a blessing, you know, and a convenience, too.”

He glanced over my right shoulder, and I saw relief and, perhaps, a hint of fear on his face.

“Ah, here she is,” he said. “I was wondering where you’d got to, my dear. Gentleman here has some questions about Mr. Maulding.”

There came that sly grin again. “You’ll forgive me, sir, but your name has already slipped my mind.”

“It’s Soter,” I said, as I turned to face his daughter.

What struck me first about her was her solidity. She was certainly not thin, but neither was she fat. She had the bulk of one who had engaged in heavy physical labor for much of her life, and I felt that, if I were to poke her with a finger, there would be only a little give to her flesh before I encountered hard muscle. She was tall for a woman—five-eight or a fraction more—and might have been any age from thirty to fifty. Her hair was a muddy brown, pulled tight in a bun and fixed with pins. Her face was largely unadorned, apart from a slash of lipstick that was rather too pale for her complexion and lent her an aspect of bloodlessness that belied her bulk. She wore a black dress with mother-of-pearl buttons, and, although it was relatively tight, it showed few curves. I might almost have said she had a sexlessness about her, but that would not have been right. She was clearly a woman, but I would no more have considered seducing her than I would have considered seducing a statue of Queen Victoria herself. The unattractiveness in her emanated from inside. I had met plain women, even ugly women, whose physical shortcomings had been remedied by the spirit within, their decency and kindness even effecting a kind of transformation upon them, softening the bluntness of their features. This was not such a woman. The blight was inside her, and no restyling of her hair, no careful use of cosmetics, no pretty dresses could have made her any less unsettling than she was.

“I’m Eliza Dunwidge,” she said. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Soter.”

And something in the way she said my name made me believe she already knew of me, although I had not perceived a similar response in her father when first we met. That benighted man seemed to take courage in his daughter’s presence and was now looking at me with his arms folded and an expression of satisfaction on his face, as if to say, “Now, here’s the thing, and a pretty thing it is. She’ll set you right, oh yes. She’ll scatter the pigeons and come back with feathers in her mouth . . . ”

As if in response to such imagined thoughts, Eliza Dunwidge’s hands emerged from behind her back, as though ready to wring the neck of the nearest bird. They were thin and delicate, and entirely without lines or blemishes. They resembled the hands of a mannequin that had been fused to human limbs. Their nails were perfect and gleamed as they caught the light in the room.

“Mr. Maulding is a good customer,” she said. “We always look forward to seeing him here.”

“Did he visit you often?”

“May I ask why you’re inquiring after him? We maintain the utmost discretion when it comes to our clients. As you may have gathered already, we offer a very specialized service. There are those who frown upon what we sell, which is why we choose not to display our wares in a shop window on Charing Cross Road.”

“Mr. Maulding is missing,” I said. “He has not been seen for a week—” I thought of the calendar on Fawnsley’s desk, and added, “or more. I’ve been employed by his lawyer to inquire into his condition.”

Eliza Dunwidge did not seem at all taken aback by this announcement. Perhaps people disappeared around her on a regular basis. There might even be a section in the shop containing works alluding to such practices: People, Disembodiment of. Still, she found it in herself to say the appropriate words under the circumstances, even if she gave no sign that she meant them.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “I hope no harm has come to him.”

“As you say, he was a good customer. Wouldn’t want to go losing too many of those, would you?”

Her head tilted slightly. She was examining me in a new light, although it wasn’t clear if she liked what she saw.

“No, Mr. Soter, I would not.”

I, not we. Interesting. It was easy to see who was the principal partner in this particular firm. They would have been better off naming their business Daughter & Dunwidge.

I moved away from her and paused in front of the locked cabinets.

“Are these valuable?”

She joined me. She did not use perfume, and her body gave off a musky odor that was not unpleasant.

“Every book is potentially valuable. It depends upon the person who wants it, as much as the book itself. Value is linked to age, rarity, condition, and, of course, affection for the book in question—or simply the desire to acquire it. Eventually, of course, some books acquire an agreed value. The books in that cabinet are among them.”

“Do you sell many books with an agreed value that might be higher than most?”

“Some.”

“What is the most expensive book that you have in stock?”

“Off the top of my head, there are some sixteenth-century occult volumes that we would price in the high hundreds, but the demand for them is low.”

“And the thousands? Do you have books that cost more than a thousand pounds?”

She shook her head.

“Oh no, not here. To sell a book worth that much, one would need to have a buyer to hand. We would not be in a position to make a speculative purchase of a book worth so much simply in the hope that we might be able to sell it on at a later date. It would bankrupt us.”

“But there are such books?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Occult books?”

She paused before answering.

“A few. Not many.”

“Was Lionel Maulding looking for such a book?”

She was staring at me intently now. Her face didn’t give much away, but I knew she was considering how much I might know, and how much she could give away, if anything, before she was obliged to start lying or clam up entirely. I understood, too, that she was a strong woman but also a vain one. I had felt her dislike of me from the moment we set eyes on each other. To be caught in a lie would humiliate her and wound her pride. To remain silent would be little better, for it would be a tacit admission that I was on the right track, and any further inquiries on my part would catch her on the back foot. Either result would also mean that I had won the first stage of whatever game was being played here.

So she went for the truth, or some of it.

“Yes, he was seeking a very rare book,” she said.

“What was it?”

“It’s a work so unusual that it doesn’t have a fixed title, or rather, it’s known by a number of names, none of which quite captures the essence of it, which is apt under the circumstances. Mr. Maulding wasn’t sure at first that it even existed, but the nature of his researches meant that he had begun consulting books that were more and more obscure, and each obscurity led to further obscurities, like the branches of a tree growing thinner and thinner. Eventually, he was destined to find references to works that were more whispers than actual volumes, to books that contained within them the myths of books.”

I waited. She was enjoying herself now. Experts love a captive audience.

“The title by which he knew it, and one by which I had heard it described in the past, was the Atlas Regnorum Incognitorum, usually translated as the Atlas of Unknown Realms, although it has also been called the Atlas of Geographical Impossibilities, and the Fractured Atlas. It has no known author and no confirmed genesis. It is mentioned in other texts, but without any specific references to its contents. It is a book of which only a handful have any knowledge, but which none have actually seen.”

“And what does it contain?”

“Maps of worlds, it seems. Worlds other than this one.”

“You mean planets? Mars and suchlike?”

“No, I mean realms of existence, universes beyond our own.”

“The multiverse,” I said, recalling something of what the young man at Stanford’s had mentioned.

Again, I saw her reappraising me, although I felt that I was operating under false pretenses, as I couldn’t recall the name of the chap who had come up with the word to begin with, and I wasn’t sure that I could explain the concept in any depth if a gun was put to my head.

“Yes,” she said, “I suppose you could call it that.”

“And how much would this book be worth, should a copy of it come on the market?”

“Ah, but that’s the thing,” she said. “There are no copies. There is only the original, and that, if it ever existed, has long been lost.”

“No copies? Why not?”

I could almost see the twists of her thoughts reflected in the tense movements of her body. We were reaching the limits of what she was prepared to share, for now. She settled for her first lie, but I smelled it on her. Even her body odor changed, growing more bitter.

“One can’t duplicate what one cannot see,” she said. “To create a copy would require the presence of the original. Despite some lengthy searches, we were unable to meet Mr. Maulding’s needs.”

I inhaled the scent of the untruth and touched my tongue to my lips to test its flavor. It stank of nettles and tasted of copper.

“And if someone found out where this atlas was, and there was a buyer to hand, would ten thousand pounds cover the cost of it?”

“Ten thousand pounds would cover the cost of many things, Mr. Soter,” she said, and she followed it with a strange remark, if one could ascribe degrees of strangeness to a conversation that had been peculiar as soon as it had begun.

“Ten thousand pounds,” she said, “may even buy a soul.”

She excused herself, informing me that her father would see me to the door. She stamped her way slowly up the stairs. A door opened and closed again above our heads, and then the house was quiet.

But I could hear her listening.

“Hope that was helpful to you,” said Mr. Dunwidge.

“Somewhat,” I replied. “Tell me, are there other booksellers in London who deal in similar material?”

“None like us,” he said, “but I can give you some names. I don’t see why we should be the only ones to have the pleasure of your company.”

He scribbled the relevant information on a sheet of notepaper, but he insisted on escorting me to the door before he handed over the list.

“Bye, now,” said Mr. Dunwidge as he released me back into the night. “Mind how you go.”

“I’ll be seeing you again, I think,” I said.

“I’ll let my daughter know,” said Mr. Dunwidge. “She will be pleased.”

And he closed the door in my face.


VII

I SPENT much of the following day working through the names on Dunwidge’s list, but I gained little from the experience. I was familiar with some of the businesses already, having seen their receipts among Maulding’s records, but in every case it appeared that Maulding’s dealings with them had been relatively minor and involved few volumes of significant value. When I raised the title of the Atlas of Unknown Realms, I was met variously with blank stares or denials of its possible existence. Meanwhile, any mention of Dunwidge & Daughter elicited largely negative responses, underpinned by what I thought might have been a degree of unease.

Stanford’s was still doing business when I arrived, for it stayed open later than most stores of its kind in order to cater to the students whose formal studies absorbed all the hours of daylight. I asked after Young Mr. Blair and was told that he was fetching his hat and coat and would be leaving by the front door. I waited for him there, night now fully descended, the fog embracing the city. I blew my nose to clear it of some of the filth, and wondered, not for the first time, what the air in the city was doing to my lungs. Those I could not purge so easily.

Young Mr. Blair emerged from the shop like an infant being pushed from the womb, forced from a warm, familiar place into the cold, hostile world without. He took a final, fond glance back at the interior before placing a cloth cap on his head, carefully adjusting it so that as much of his ears as possible might be covered. His brown leather briefcase, weathered but not worn, rested by his right leg, his umbrella by his left. I could see him wrestling with the apparent familiarity of my face as I approached him, before the light of recognition illuminated his features. He had a benignity about him that I liked, a happy disengagement from the futilities and ugliness of life’s toil that one encountered in those who had discovered a way to take something for which they had only love and gratitude, and make it their means of support.

I greeted him and asked if I might walk with him for a time, to which he assented with a nod and what I thought were the words “Of course,” and “Pleasure, dear fellow,” although they were so interspersed with various “ums” and “ahs” and unintelligible words that it was difficult to be sure. Together we headed toward Tottenham Court Road and on to Oxford Street. As we passed the first of the Lyons Corner Houses he sniffed wistfully at the air, and he required little convincing to enter.

A Gladys took an order for tea and sandwiches, and while we waited for them to arrive Young Mr. Blair sat with his hands clasped in his lap and a pleasant smile on his face, taking in the bustle and life around him. It must have constituted quite the racket compared to the near-monastic silence of Stanford’s, but Young Mr. Blair basked happily in it all. I could see no ring on his finger, and I could not imagine that the junior members of staff spent much of their leisure time with him once Stanford’s closed its doors. With the passing of his nemesis, Old Mr. Blair, he was now the most senior bookseller, and there would have been few peers to keep him company, even if they could have understood more than a fraction of what he was saying.

I recalled that wistful look he had cast back at the store as he left it. Stanford’s was his true home. Wherever he laid his head at night was merely an adjunct to it.

I suspected that Young Mr. Blair, when away from the shop, was sometimes rather lonely.

So we ate our sandwiches and drank our tea, and when Young Mr. Blair had cleaned his plate by licking an index finger and dabbing it on the china so that not even a single crumb might escape, I suggested some apple tart with whipped cream. I raised a hand to the passing Gladys, and Young Mr. Blair, with only a token effort at resistance, agreed that, yes, some tart would be very nice, and so we continued eating, and had our teapot refilled, and it was while we were letting the food settle in our stomachs that I raised again the subject of Dunwidge & Daughter.

Young Mr. Blair puffed his cheeks, and scratched his chin, and drummed his fingers on the table, like a man contemplating the purchase of an item of whose provenance and quality he was profoundly distrustful.

“Dreadful woman,” he said at last, as if the conclusion had ever been in doubt. “Quite, quite dreadful.”

I made it clear that I was not about to disagree with his assessment, and then explained something of my quandary: a mutual acquaintance (at this Young Mr. Blair tapped a finger to his nose and winked theatrically) had sought a book from Dunwidge & Daughter (frown, more puffing of cheeks, “appalling woman”), but the book was so obscure that they were unable to source it. Under such circumstances, I asked, to whom might our mutual acquaintance have turned?

Young Mr. Blair considered the question.

“Occult?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Bad stuff. Ought to have stayed away from it.”

“Probably.”

“Rare?”

“Very.”

“Expensive?”

“Very, very.”

“Maggs,” said Young Mr. Blair decisively. “Maggs is the man.”

“Does he have a first name?”

“Might do. Never uses it. Rotten fellow.”

He leaned across the table and whispered, “Maggs the Maggot,” and nodded his head solemnly.

“Is he a bookseller?”

“Oooooh, no, no, no.”

Young Mr. Blair appeared quite offended at the suggestion, as though by even implying such a thing I had besmirched the reputation of his trade.

“Book scout,” he corrected.

“I don’t know what that is.”

“Looks for rare books. Buys ’em cheap—widows and suchlike, don’t know any better—and sells ’em on to booksellers. Won’t have him in the shop. Thief, um? Cheat, um? But he can find ’em. Can find anything if it’s got a cover on it. Knows his books, does Maggs. Doesn’t love ’em, though. That’s the thing of it. You have to love them. No point to it otherwise.”

Young Mr. Blair rubbed his right thumb against the middle and index fingers of his right hand in an unmistakable gesture.

“All about this, you know? Money, um? Nothing else. Bad as the woman. Ought to marry her!”

He laughed at his joke and glanced at his pocket watch.

“Must be off,” he said.

He withdrew a wallet from the inside pocket of his jacket, but I waved it away.

“A thank you,” I said. “For your help.”

“Oh,” he said, and I thought that his eyes went moist. “Oh, my dear fellow. Most kind.”

“Just one last thing,” I asked, as he began gathering his belongings. “Where would I find this Maggs?”

“Princelet Street,” he said. “By the synagogue. Don’t know the number. Have to ask. Again, most kind, most kind.”

He tapped my arm.

“Beware of Maggs,” he said solemnly. “Doesn’t love books. Might have done, once, but something happened. Occult. Bad books, bad business. Understand?”

I didn’t, not then, but I thanked him once more. We shook hands, and he headed into the night.

Princelet Street: that was in Whitechapel, close to Spitalfields. I knew that part of the city well, and from what I could recall there were two synagogues on Princelet Street: the Princelet Street Synagogue and the Chevrah Torah. I looked at my watch. It was after eight. I could go back to my lodgings, or I could try to find Maggs the book scout. Like Young Mr. Blair, or the domestic vision that I had of him, there was little for me at home, and I realized I might well have been projecting my own loneliness onto the old bookseller.

No matter. I decided to go after Maggs.


VIII

IF IT was true that nobody in Whitechapel had a bad word to say about Maggs the book scout, then it was only because nobody I encountered appeared to want to waste any words on him at all. I began asking about him in the vicinity of the Chevrah Torah but was directed gruffly to the Princelet Street Synagogue farther along the way. There, questions about Maggs were greeted with dark looks and, in one case, a veritable fountain of mucous spittle that missed my boot by an inch. Eventually, an old Hasidic man wearing an ancient spodik on his head directed me to a laneway that smelled of cat piss and stagnant water. There a doorway stood open, revealing a veritable warren of small apartments. A young woman, who might well have been a tart, stood smoking outside.

“Do you live here?” I asked her.

“Live—and work,” she said, and the way she tipped her head in the direction of the stairs removed any doubts I might have had about her profession. When I didn’t bite, she sucked deeply on her cigarette and ran her soft pink tongue over her lips.

“You a copper?”

“No.”

“You look like a copper.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“Not around here.”

“I’m trying to find a man named Maggs. I was told he lives nearby.”

“He in trouble, then?”

“Why would you say that?”

“Because men who look like you don’t go asking after men like Maggs unless there’s trouble involved.”

“And what kind of man is Maggs?”

“He’s the kind of man I wouldn’t roll with if his cock was dipped in gold and he gave it to me after for a doorstop.”

It was an arresting image.

“I’ve been struggling to find anyone who might say something pleasant about him,” I said. “When he dies, it’s likely to be lonely by the graveside.”

“Shouldn’t have thought so. Lot of people will show up just to make sure he’s dead.”

“They offer dancing shoes for just such occasions, I believe.”

She smiled. “If they don’t, I’ll make do with what I have.”

“Is he about, this Maggs?”

“Think so. He came in earlier, I believe. I heard him going up. He coughs a lot, does Maggs. Coughs, but doesn’t die.”

“You really don’t like him, do you?”

“He looks at women like he’s planning to slice them and sell them by the pound. He stinks because he’s bad inside. He’d steal the smell from a corpse, and he wouldn’t spare a penny if it would save a life.”

She finished the cigarette and tossed it into the shadows.

“Number nine, top of the stairs,” she said.

“You, or him?”

“Him. I’m in number five, if you change your mind.”

“I won’t, but thank you anyway.”

“Why? Because you’re too good for a tart?”

“No, because the tart’s too good for me.”

I found some money in my pocket, and I slipped her what she would have charged for a roll with me. As with the boy from the post office, I didn’t ask for a receipt: Fawnsley and Quayle would just have to take it on trust.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said, and her voice was softer than it had previously been.

“You’ve saved me that much in time,” I said.

The money vanished.

“You watch out for Maggs,” she said. “He’s been inside.”

“For what?”

“Murder, they say. With a knife.”

Maggs, it seemed, belied the impression some might have had of the book world as a place filled with the shy and the studious.

“Thank you for the warning,” I said.

I was about to leave her when a thought struck me. I took the picture of Lionel Maulding from my pocket and showed it to her.

“Have you ever seen this man around here?”

She held the picture steady and stared at it for a long time.

“I think so, but he was older than he is in this picture.”

“When was this?”

“I can’t be sure. Not as long ago as a month, but not as short as a week.”

“Was he coming to see Maggs?”

“Well, he weren’t coming to see me.”

She handed the picture back to me, hitched up her skirts to prevent them from dragging in the foul water of the lane, and went off to seek some business elsewhere. I watched her go. She was pretty in a hard way, but if she stayed in her current trade then the prettiness would fade and the hardness would take over, moving from the surface to the heart like ice on a lake. In another life I might have gone with her. I would have paid my money as much for her company as for any physical pleasure I might have derived from it.

Before the war, perhaps: before High Wood.

As I climbed the stairs to Maggs’s rooms, I began to form a narrative in my mind. Maulding approaches Dunwidge & Daughter as part of his search for the atlas. When they can’t help him, he looks elsewhere and finds his way at last to Maggs. He’s offering a lot of money for the book, more money than Maggs has ever seen before, but Maulding has led a sheltered life, and Maggs has not. Maggs sees the possibility of greater wealth than he has ever imagined. He lures Maulding with the promise of the book and then takes his life.

Maggs, the book scout, with knife in hand.

Maggs, the murderer.

All very neat, all very tidy, which meant that it probably hadn’t happened that way. But if the girl was right, then Maulding had been here, which made Maggs a link in the chain of events that had led to Maulding’s disappearance.

I reached the door of number nine and knocked upon it. There was no reply. I called Maggs’s name and knocked again. The door, when I tried it, was locked, but a locked door is more the promise of security than security itself. I removed my wallet of picks, and it was the work of a minute to open the door.

Inside was darkness. The drapes were drawn, and I could hear no sounds of occupancy, no movements, no snores. I called Maggs’s name one more time before I entered, mindful of the reputation of the man I was seeking, wary of his knife.

I stepped inside and was immediately in a large single room, furnished with a sagging couch, some mismatched chairs, and a bed in the corner. The rest was books, but after time spent in Maulding’s home, and the premises of both Stanford’s and Dunwidge & Daughter, I was growing inured to the sight of so many volumes crammed into every available space. A smell of unwashed clothes and unwashed skin prevailed, but beneath it was the stink of burning meat: pork, or something like it.

Beyond the bed, an open door led into a small kitchen, where a man sat upright at a small table, his back to me. He wore a waistcoat over a gray shirt that might once have been white, and his feet were bare. He was balding, and wisps of hair clung to his pate like gossamer threads caught on stone.

“Mr. Maggs?” I said.

Maggs, if Maggs it was, did not move. I slipped my hand into the pocket of my coat and removed my cosh, but as I drew nearer to the figure I could see that his hands were resting flat upon the table, and there was no weapon in sight.

I stopped when I was a few feet from the door. The man remained still. He was either holding his breath, or he was dead. I moved into the kitchen, and the reason for his stillness was confirmed.

The corpse at the table had no eyes, and his sockets now extended so far into his head that, had I a flashlight to hand, I felt sure I could have shone the light into the holes and glimpsed the inside of his skull. I leaned closer and thought that I smelled burning from the twin orifices, as though a pair of hot pokers had been pushed into his brain, searing as they went. I tested his flesh and found stiffness but no decay, not yet. This man was not long dead.

On the table before him, resting between his hands, lay an envelope. I picked it up and looked inside. It contained five hundred pounds, an enormous sum of money for one such as Maggs, yet there it rested. Where had it come from? I looked again at the envelope. It was cream, and of good quality, with a gentle ridging to the paper. I recalled the desk at the firm of Dunwidge & Daughter, with its pens and its papers. In my wallet I still had the list of names given to me by Dunwidge. I unfolded the list and set it beside the envelope. The paper was the same.

And then I heard a scuttling behind me. I turned, expecting to see a rat, but instead I glimpsed a wriggling, jointed carapace with sharp pincers disappearing behind the stove. Once I had recovered from my shock at the sight of it, I seized a broom from the corner of the kitchen and went down on my knees. The floor was sticky and had not been washed in years. I peered into the murk beneath the stove and detected movement. Grasping the broom by its bristles with one hand, and placing the other halfway along its length, I stabbed at the presence in the shadows. I felt the tip of the broom handle strike something that wriggled as it was pinned to the wall. I pressed harder, but the thing broke free. It moved to my right, but now it was trapped in the corner, and I had it. I stabbed at it, over and over, until its struggles ceased, then used the broom to push its remains into the light.

It was about seven or eight inches in length, its body armored like that of a lobster. Its carapace was a milky red, as though it had somehow survived being boiled in a pot, and I counted twelve pairs of jointed legs, each leg spurred with a vicious curving spike at the first joint. The pincers were at the rear of its body, increasing their resemblance to those of an earwig that had first struck me back at Maulding’s house, but the multiple eyes at the other end were more like those of a spider: two large black orbs were positioned above its jaws, with a cluster of smaller organs scattered around them in what seemed like a random manner. The jaws themselves were lined with twin rows of small, sharp teeth that curved inward, and around them, corresponding to the main points of a compass, were four clawed extrusions for cutting and tearing.

I was reluctant to touch the thing, for small, translucent hairs covered its frame, and even in death they seemed to be releasing a milky fluid that I felt a profound desire to avoid. Heat was coming off it, too, as strong as the flame on a stove, although it was gradually decreasing in intensity. I moved it so that I could look more clearly at its mouth, and I thought I glimpsed something caught behind those curved teeth. A knife and fork lay on a dirty plate on the kitchen sideboard, and I used them to force the creature’s jaws farther apart to examine more clearly what lay within. It was white but with hints of color, almost like a small egg, almost like . . .

I dropped the knife and fork and stumbled away from the creature, my gorge rising. Having seen so much that was awful in life, I was surprised at my capacity to be revolted by anything, but revolted I was.

Caught in the creature’s mouth was an eyeball, and I could only assume that it had once belonged to the unfortunate Maggs. I looked again at the corpse in the chair and the creature on the floor. I felt again its diminishing heat, and smelled the stink of burning from the eyeless sockets in Maggs’s head, and the twin channels that had burned through his brain. I had thought that something like a hot poker had twice been forced into his skull, but now I feared I was mistaken. Was it possible instead that something hot had worked itself out of his head, burning as it went, until at last it emerged into the light?

But why had he not moved? Why had he not struggled against it? Why was his body sitting upright in a chair, his hands placed on the table before him like a man waiting patiently for his evening meal to be served? And this thing, this awful beast, was too big to have been accommodated by that narrow channel. Could it have grown so much already, swelling in its new environment? But how could such a creature grow? It must have shed its skin. Somewhere on the floor, perhaps. If I looked closely . . .

I was about to return to my knees, ready to find proof of my theory, when I paused. There were two holes in Maggs’s head, two channels burned through his brain. This creature, if it had emerged from inside the book scout, having somehow implanted itself in his brain, could only have created one of them, which meant—

Which meant that there was another of these horrors somewhere in Maggs’s rooms. I froze and listened carefully for the telltale sound of it. Using the broom, I poked in the corners of the kitchen and under the sideboard. I then made my way into the main living area and searched it carefully, even dragging the sheets from the bed and stripping the mattress from its base, but I could find no sign of a second creature. It was not among the piles of books, nor was it hiding on the top of the dusty shelves. If I was right about the source of the second injury to Maggs’s skull, then, somehow, the creature had escaped.

I returned to the kitchen. Maggs had not moved, nor would he ever again, and the money was still in its envelope. So, another narrative, linked to the first: Maulding approaches Dunwidge & Daughter, and they, in turn, introduce him to Maggs, although now Maggs is working on their behalf and is not a lone operator. Maggs either finds the book that Maulding is seeking, and in return receives a finder’s fee from Dunwidge & Daughter; or, more likely, he convinces Maulding that the book is in his possession, Maulding brings the money, and once the money is safely in his hands, Maggs disposes of Maulding for the Dunwidges and gets paid five hundred pounds for his efforts. But where did the creature and its now-missing twin come from, and how did a similar creature come to be in a bathtub in Lionel Maulding’s house?

I looked at Maggs, as though he might give me the answer.

And Maggs, it seemed, tried to do so, for his mouth began to move. His chin shifted, and his lips parted, but instead of words a quartet of claws emerged, forcing his already stiffening mouth wider, and I heard his jaw cracking with the force of it. The head of the second creature appeared from the maw, its own mouth pulsing redly as it chewed on some unidentifiable fragment of Maggs’s innards.

I attacked it with the broom handle, striking at Maggs’s face so hard that I felt his teeth shatter under the impact, and the broom itself broke in two. Maggs’s body toppled and fell to the floor, landing on its back. The blow had caused the creature to retreat into his mouth, seeking the safety of his gullet, but I was not to be denied. I could see its dark eyes gleaming in Maggs’s throat, so I took the sharp end of the broken broom and forced it again and again into the dead man’s mouth, beating at it until his palate and tongue were reduced to so much meat, and his teeth had been knocked entirely from his head, and the mess of the creature inside him was barely distinguishable from the general ruin.

And then I wept.
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IX

I DON’T know how long I stayed that way, seated in a corner of the filthy kitchen with Maggs’s body lying in front of me on the floor. During that time, it seemed that I fell in and out of my earlier life—no, not life but lives, for in each one was a different man: a son, a husband, a father, a soldier, a patient, and now a soul adrift. I felt and heard again the broom handle striking Maggs’s flesh, and then it was no longer a broom handle but a rifle, and the bayonet at its tip was lodged so hard in the breastbone of the man in the mud before me that I had to place my right foot on his chest in order to pull it free. I was crouched down at Crucifix Corner, beside the pitted figure of the tortured Christ, High Wood in the distance, Death Valley before me, with the shelling, the endless shelling. I was standing over a crater on a September morning, watching as the first of forty-seven men from the London battalions was interred in the gray mud, which enveloped their forms so that they became part of it, presaging the greater decay to come.

And then I was broken, and the world itself became a fragmented place.

Craiglockhart: a nurse was wheeling me into a small private room where a chaplain and a brother officer were waiting, and someone was whispering the impossible to me, tales of a raid by Gotha bombers on 13 June, of a woman, a girl, and a boy buried in rubble.

Finally, I was standing by another hole in the ground, and more bodies were being lowered into it. I had not been permitted to see their remains before the coffin lids were screwed down, as though I had never before seen human beings reduced to raw meat and shattered bone by bombs, as though what I imagined could be any worse than the reality of the damage done to them.

IF I am not a husband, not a father, not a soldier, then what am I?

Who am I?

I SHOULD have called the police, but common sense prevailed. Maggs’s face was terribly damaged, and I was responsible. The dead creature on the floor had finally cooled. As it did so it turned to a dried husk, and when I touched it with my shoe it fell apart as though it were made from ashes. The one lodged in Maggs’s throat had disintegrated in a similar fashion, coating the dead man’s mouth and gullet with flakes of dark matter. If the police came, I did not doubt that I would be charged with the mutilation and murder of the book scout. I remembered the girl who had directed me to his rooms. She did not know my name, but she would be able to describe me without any trouble, and I didn’t believe that I had paid her enough to buy her silence. Maggs was a scrawny man, and, were we in a more isolated place, I could have carried his body from the house and disposed of it, but I could hardly walk through the streets of Spitalfields and Whitechapel with Maggs’s remains hanging over my shoulder.

There came a knocking on Maggs’s door. I ignored it, but it came again, and I heard a woman’s voice, a familiar voice, calling out from the other side.

“Sir? Sir? Are you all right?”

It was the girl from the laneway.

“Sir?” she said again.

I got to my feet. If I ignored her, she might well take it upon herself to call the police. I had no choice but to answer the door.

I opened it about halfway: just enough to let her know that I was safe while preventing her from seeing into the rooms behind me. She looked both relieved and puzzled.

“I was worried,” she said. “Mr. Maggs—”

“Has a reputation,” I finished for her. “Undeserved, I might add, or no longer applicable.”

“Is he all right?” she asked. “You didn’t have to hurt him, did you?”

“No. Actually, he’s a little the worse for wear.”

I made a gesture of drinking, for I had seen the empty bottles of cheap gin piled up in a corner by Maggs’s bed. The girl nodded in understanding.

“That’d be him,” she said. “I don’t know if he’s better with or without it. It’s as little as makes no difference.”

“Well, I’ll put him in his bed, and turn him on his side so that he doesn’t choke in the night, and then I’ll be on my way,” I said.

“You look ill,” she said. “Are you sure you’re feeling all right yourself?”

“Now that you mention it . . . ”

There was sweat on my face. I could taste it on my lips.

“Why don’t you come down to the Ten Bells,” she said. “A whisky will sort you out. It’ll be on me, for your kindness earlier.”

I was tempted to refuse, to get as far away from there as quickly as I could, but a drink sounded good, and not the poor stuff that Maggs was in the habit of imbibing. Neither did I want to look in any way suspicious by fleeing the scene.

“You know, I’ll take that drink,” I said. “Just let me see that Maggs is fixed, and I’ll be with you shortly.”

“Do you want some help?”

“No, I can manage.”

“Right then. I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

I smiled and closed the door. I returned to the kitchen and looked at Maggs. There was nothing to be done about him for now, but we were not far from the river. If I waited until the city was quiet, I could perhaps carry him to the bank under the pretext of his being the worse for drink, as long as I kept his face covered, and then dump him in the Thames. It might be days before he was found, and there was the possibility of the damage to his face being ascribed to his time in the water, or the propeller of a boat. In the meantime, I took the envelope of money from the table and placed it in my pocket.

In case you take me for a thief, let me say that I intended not to keep it but to pass it on to Quayle for safekeeping. It was Lionel Maulding’s money—of that much I was certain—and, if it were left in these rooms, it would eventually find its way into the pockets of another. Quayle would look after it. Quayle would know what to do. For a moment, I was almost tempted to seek his help, to tell him of what had transpired in Maggs’s kitchen, but I feared that he would not believe me and might even hand me over to the police.

Quayle was cunning and careful, but he was not actively dishonest, or certainly not when it came to the possibility of a killing. I believed it would pain him to turn me in (“He was never the same after the war, poor fellow”), and he might even act on my behalf if it came to a trial, but he would not shelter me if he thought me guilty of murder.

I went downstairs and joined the girl, who told me her name was Sally. I walked with her to the Ten Bells on Commercial Street. The bar enjoyed a certain notoriety for its associations with Annie Chapman and Mary Jane Kelly, two victims of Jack the Ripper, although any number of such establishments might have boasted of a similar connection. It didn’t seem appropriate to discuss the murders with Sally, and she didn’t bring them up. We talked instead of her life, steering clear of her profession, and I told her a little of myself, but not too much, and I did not give her my true name. After an hour, some women of her acquaintance appeared, and I made my excuses.

By then, Sally was tipsy. She tried to kiss me as I left, and asked me to return to her rooms with her. I declined but promised I would seek her out on another night. She saw the lie, though, and the hurt in her face pained me. She was a good girl, and I had not been with a woman in so very long, not since my other life.

I left money at the bar and ordered a round for her and her friends. She watched me leave, watched me with dark, wounded eyes. I wonder now what became of her, but it is too late. It is too late for all of us.


X

SO WHEN did I begin to suspect that I was going mad? When the first of those creatures appeared in the bathtub, perhaps, or when that entity made from exploded, frozen darkness appeared to me in the night? Yes, I came close to doubting my sanity then, although they were real to me, of that I was convinced. Was it when I met Fawnsley, and he told me that a week, not a day, had passed since his telegram to me? Possibly then. Yes, perhaps that really was the start of it. The presence of two more of those strange segmented crustaceans in Maggs’s rooms was simply further proof that, if I was being tormented by my imagination, then it was in a most profound way, and my grip on reality was weakening so much that eventually all doubt would cease, and I would be well advised to end it all with a bullet while some clarity of thought still remained.

But I truly began to fear for my sanity when I returned to Maggs’s quarters, buoyed with Dutch courage and ready to throw his body into the Thames, and found that Maggs was gone. His body no longer lay on the kitchen floor.

And that was not the worst of it. The very rooms themselves had changed: the position of his furniture, the distribution of his books, even the arrangement of his lodgings—all were different. The kitchen was now to the left as one entered, not to the right. The bed was near the doorway, not on the other side of the room. The bookshelves were gone, and the books were now arranged in neat formal piles, like the beads on an abacus.

“No,” I said aloud. “This is not possible.”

But it was. It had happened. I could see it with my own eyes.

I checked the pocket of my coat. The envelope was still there. I looked at the palms of my hands and saw the marks left upon them by the broom handle. I felt giddy, and the whisky was curdling something in my stomach. There was a chair by the window, and I sat down on it and tried to compose myself.

I had been seated for only a few seconds when I observed movement in the shadows of the laneway below. I stayed very still, hidden by Maggs’s filthy, flyspecked lace curtains, and watched as Dunwidge, adrift from his daughter’s anchorage, slipped away into the night.


XI

SO THIS, I think, is how it transpired.

Eliza Dunwidge was woken by a noise from the rooms below, the rooms that housed those wonderful books. Many of the most valuable were now packed in boxes, safely stored for transportation, and she and her father would have the rest ready to be moved within the next twenty-four hours. Well, they would if, and when, her father returned. He should have been back by now, but he was a man of nocturnal habits, and she was not about to begin worrying about him at this stage of her life.

The sound came again: the faint shifting of a weight against leather, the creaking of wood. Perhaps her father had come home unbeknownst to her, but he always made a point of telling her that he was back, whatever the hour.

No, there was someone else downstairs.

She removed a baton from beneath her bed. It had once belonged to a Liverpool policeman who was dismissed from the force during the 1919 police strike and died soon after. His uniform he had surrendered; his baton he had not. Eliza Dunwidge had acquired it from his widow, along with a small library of occult volumes that had been bequeathed to the officer by his grandfather, and of whose value he and his family were ignorant. Eliza had made the widow a more than fair offer for the books, given that she could have bought the lot for a fraction of what she paid. Eliza was not in the habit of cheating people, though. She knew the nature of books better than most. Books had histories, and history was a form of remembering.

And occult books were better at remembering than most.

Carefully she descended the stairs. She heard the crackle of logs burning and saw the light from the flames reflected upon the walls. She panicked then, fearing that the house was on fire and the books in danger. She entered the room quickly, her thoughts only on saving her volumes.

“Hello, Miss Dunwidge,” I said. “I was wondering when you might join me. I have a nice little blaze going here, for it’s a cold night out.”

I tore another handful of pages from the book I was holding and added them to the fire in the grate. The volume was entitled The Book of Ceremonial Magic by Arthur Edward Waite, originally published in London in 1913, although this was apparently a later, private printing, according to the introduction. I had chosen it because the pages were large and of good-quality paper. They burned very well.

Eliza Dunwidge let out a shriek and prepared to descend on me with the baton, but the screech and the advance died simultaneously when I showed her the gun: a Luger with a four-inch barrel that I’d taken from a German corpse at Crucifix Corner. I had never had cause to use it, but I’d returned to my rooms to collect it following my talk with old Dunwidge. I’d caught up with him on Commercial Street and encouraged him to return to Maggs’s rooms with me. He had proved less cooperative at first than I might have hoped, but I had found ways of convincing him to help me with my inquiries.

“I don’t know,” he had said, over and over. “I don’t know. Don’t ask me.”

But he did know something, just not enough.

“It’s the Atlas,” he said at last, after I’d been forced to rough him up a little. “It’s the Atlas. The world is no longer the same.”

Which was why I was back at the premises of Dunwidge & Daughter. I placed the police baton by the side of my chair: it seemed safer for both Eliza Dunwidge and me if I had it. I told her to sit down and she did so, wrapping her dressing gown around her in case a glimpse of her flesh might sire lascivious thoughts in me. I asked her about the baton, mainly out of some concern that she or her father had some connection with the police, which would not have been helpful. Her description of its history put my mind at ease on that score.

Keeping the gun trained loosely on her, I used my left foot to shift a box of books nearer to me. I examined a couple while Eliza watched me anxiously. They looked much older than the Waite volume, and were carefully wrapped.

“You seem to be leaving,” I said. “Relocating to bigger premises, perhaps, thanks to Lionel Maulding’s money.”

“We’re moving to the country.”

“May I ask why?”

“The city isn’t safe anymore.”

“It certainly wasn’t safe for Mr. Maggs. In fact, it had a very bad effect on him at the end.”

She didn’t blink, but her father’s presence at Princelet Street left little doubt about her involvement in whatever had led Maggs to his fate. The old man claimed not to know what had become of Maggs. He had not entered the rooms, he said. He had not moved the body. He said that he did not even know there was a body until I told him of it. Strangely, I believed him.

“You paid Maggs five hundred pounds, a huge sum of money for a man like him,” I said to Eliza now. “Why?”

Still she said nothing.

I picked up the first book from the box at my feet and tossed it on the fire.

“No!”

She rose from her seat, and even when I raised the gun from my lap, it was all she could do not to attempt to rescue the book from the flames.

“I will shoot you, Miss Dunwidge,” I warned. “I’ll shoot you in the foot, or the knee, because I don’t want to kill you. But it will hurt. It will hurt a lot. You should also know that I have your father. His continued good health, recently undermined, is in your hands.”

In truth, I had only had to slap the old man twice on the face before he became more amenable to conversation, and he had made me feel ashamed of my behavior when he started to cry, but his daughter didn’t need to know that. I had learned, though, that he was his daughter’s creature, and he had been privy to few of her recent dealings with Maggs. She had simply dispatched him to inform Maggs of my interest in Lionel Maulding and encourage him to leave London for a time, for fear that my inquiries would eventually lead me to his door.

“He’s an old man,” she said.

“If you start cooperating with me, he’ll live to be older still.”

She swallowed hard.

“Please don’t burn any more books,” she said.

“I won’t if you’ll talk to me, Miss Dunwidge. Just tell me about the five hundred pounds. Tell me the truth about the Atlas.”

And in the light and heat of the burning volumes, she did.
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XII

SHE SPOKE to me as if to a child.

“The book is rewriting the world,” she said.

Under other circumstances I might almost have laughed in her face, but her expression brooked no such mockery and, truth be told, I was already inclined to believe her. After all, I had seen the change in Maggs’s rooms and had listened to the pained, desperate testament of her father.

“How? How can a book rewrite the world?”

“Look around you, Mr. Soter. Books are constantly changing the world. If you’re a Christian, you have been changed by the Bible, by the word of God, or what was left of it when it was finally wrung through the hands of men. If you are a Muslim, look to the Koran; if a Communist, to Marx and Engels. Don’t you see? This world is constantly being altered by books. The Communist Manifesto was published in 1848, less than a century ago, and Das Kapital is younger still, yet already Russia has fallen to them, and other nations will soon fall, too.”

“But those are ideas,” I said. “The books communicate them, and the ideas take hold in the minds of men. The books themselves are not responsible, no more than a gun can be culpable for the bullet that it fires, or a blade for the wound that it inflicts. It is men who fire bullets and wield knives, and men who change the world. Books may inspire them, but they are passive objects, not active ones.”

She shook her head.

“You’re a fool if that is what you truly believe. A book is a carrier, and the ideas contained within its covers are an infection waiting to be spread. They breed in men. They adapt according to the host. Books alter men, and men, in their turn, alter worlds.”

“No, that’s—”

She leaned over and placed her hand upon my arm. Though we were seated in the warmth of the fire, her touch chilled me to the bone. I felt a physical pain, and it was all I could do not to recoil. This woman was unnatural.

“I can see that you believe me,” she said. “You are altered in aspect since last we met. Tell me of Maggs. Tell me what you saw.”

How could she know of Maggs? I wondered. Yet somehow she did.

“There were holes burned in his skull through the sockets in his eyes,” I said. “There were creatures, insects or crustaceans, but not like anything I have seen or heard of in this world. I believe it was these creatures that bored their way out of Maggs’s head, emerging through his eyes. I destroyed them both.”

“Maggs,” she said, with a hint of sorrow to her voice. “He hated books, you know. He saw them only as a source of wealth. He loved only the hunt and not the object of it, but he had not always been that way. He had come to fear them. It happens, sometimes, to those in our particular trade: not all the books that we handle are beautiful inside and out. We breathe in the dust of the worst of them, fragments of their venom, and we poison ourselves. I think that is what happened to Maggs. He sourced books, and the stranger the better, but he would not read them. Yet I believe his curiosity about the Atlas overcame his fear: he looked upon it, and something in it took root in his brain.”

“How did he find it?”

“He had always been seeking it, hunting rumors and whispers. Maggs was a scout unlike any other, and he wanted to achieve what others before him had failed to do. Then Maulding came to me. I tried to dissuade him from looking for the Atlas, but Maulding had begun to lust after it, too. If Maggs was a scout unlike any other, then Maulding was a unique collector. It was a combination of forces, a perfect conjunction of circumstances: it was the book’s opportunity, and it chose to reveal itself.”

“You speak of it as though it were alive,” I said.

“You still don’t understand,” she said. “Books are not fixed objects: they transmit words and ideas. Their effect on each reader is unique. They put pictures in our minds. They take root. You saw Maggs. You saw what might happen to a man who underestimates a book, especially a book like the Atlas.”

I looked at the fire. Books were still burning in it. I smelled their leather bindings charring in the heat. Their pages curled inward as they took flame, as though in agony.

“You were speaking of the Atlas,” I said.

“Maggs found it at last in the most unlikely of places: in the collection of a widow in Glasgow, a God-fearing woman who did not even seem aware of its existence and could not tell him how she had come by it. It had hidden itself away amid worthless reprints. It would not allow itself to be read, not until its time had come. Then Maggs found it and knew it for what it was, and he contacted me. He asked if I could find a buyer for it, not knowing that the buyer, too, had revealed himself. But the Atlas knew. The Atlas was ready for them both.”

“So you paid Maggs a finder’s fee and passed the book to Maulding.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t cheat him?”

“No. I am scrupulous about such matters.”

“You are moral about such things?”

“Not moral. Afraid.”

I let that go.

“Did you look at it?” I asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Again, because I was afraid.”

“Did you even see it?”

“Briefly, when Maulding came to collect it.”

“What did it look like?”

“It was perhaps two feet by a foot and a half, the bindings a deep red, the spine ringed with gold loops. Two words had been burned into the cover: Terrae Incognitae. Unknown Lands.”

“What was the binding? Leather?”

“No. I believe it was skin.”

“Animal?”

For the second time, she shook her head.

“Not . . . human?”

“Again, no. I don’t believe that the binding was of this world, and the book pulsed beneath my hand. I could feel the warmth of it, the sense of something like blood pumping through it. It did not want to be held by me, though, only by Maulding. He was meant to have it. In a way, the book was always his.”

It seemed extraordinary. I did believe that she had acquired the book and sold it to Maulding, but the rest I found harder to accept: a living book, a book with intent, a book that had hidden itself away until the right moment, and the right owner, came along.

“If what you say is true, then why now? What changed to cause the book to act?”

“The world,” she said. “The world has altered itself without the book’s impetus. Evil calls to evil, and the circumstances are right. You more than anyone should know this to be true.”

And I understood.

“The war,” I said.

“The war,” she echoed. “ ‘The war to end war,’ isn’t that how Wells put it? He was wrong, of course; it was the war to end worlds, to end this world. The fabric of existence was torn: the world was made ready for the book, and the book was ready for the world.”

I closed my eyes. I heard the wet, heavy sound of bodies being dropped into a crater, and my own screams as they brought me the news of my dead wife and children. I saw twisted remains being carried from the ruins of a farmhouse, a whole family killed by a single shell, children born and yet to be born brought to an end in fire and rubble. She is right, I thought: if this is all true, then let the book take the world, for whatever emerged in its aftermath could be no worse than what I had already seen. The landlord’s wife had been right: I did not believe that the war had purged the earth of poisoned seeds. Instead, they had germinated in spilled blood.

“Who wrote this book?” I asked. “Who made it?”

She looked away.

“The Not-God,” she said.

“The Devil?”

She laughed: a hoarse, unlovely sound.

“There is no Devil,” she said. “All this”—she waved a hand at the occult books, boxed and unboxed, and she might as well have been consigning every one of them to the flames—“is so much smoke and mirrors, mere amusements for the ignorant. They have as much bearing on reality as does an actor capering on a stage, dressed in a cloak and horns and waving a pitchfork. The thing that created the book is greater and more terrible than any three-headed Christian god. It has a million heads and each head a million more. Every entity that rages against the light is part of it and is born of it. It is a universe unto itself. It is the great Unknown Realm.”

“What are you saying—that, through this book, some entity wants to transform this world into a version of its own?”

“No,” she said, and now the sternness left her face, and it glowed with a zealot’s light, making her appear more ugly than before. “Don’t you grasp it? This world ceased to exist as soon as the book was opened. It was already dying, but the Atlas disposed of its remains and substituted its lands for ours. This is already the Unknown Realm. It is as though a distorting mirror has become not the reflection of the thing but the reality of it.”

“Then why can’t we see the changes?”

“You have seen the changes. Why, I do not know, but soon others will, too. Somewhere deep in their psyches, down in the dirt of their consciousness, they probably sense it already, but they refuse to recognize what has occurred. To recognize it will be to submit to the truth of it, and that truth will eat them alive.”

“No,” I said. “Something can still be done. I’ll find the book. I’ll destroy it.”

“You can’t destroy what has always been.”

“I can try.”

“It’s too late. It’s too late for us all. The damage has been done. This is no longer our world.”

I stood, and she rose with me.

“I have one more question,” I said. “One more, and then I’ll leave you.”

“I know what it is,” she said.

“Do you?”

“It is the first and last question, the only question that matters. It is ‘Why?’ Why did I do it? Why did I collude with the book? Why, why, why?”

She was right, of course. I could do no more than nod my assent.

“Because I was curious,” she said. “Because I wanted to see what might occur. But like Maggs, like Maulding, I think that I was merely serving the will of the Atlas whether I knew it or not.”

If “why” was the first and last question, then “because I was curious to see what would happen” was the first and last answer. A version of it had been spoken to God Himself in the Garden of Eden, and it was always destined to be the reason for the end of things at the hands of men.

“I tell you,” I said, “that I will find a way to stop this.”

“And I tell you,” she replied, “that you should kill yourself before the worst of it comes to pass.”

She retreated from me until she was against the fireplace, the mantel at her shoulders. Her dressing gown ignited behind her, the material blooming red and orange around her legs. Then she turned her back to me, revealing her naked body already blistering in the heat, the material adhering to her skin, and before I could move she threw herself face-first into the blaze. By the time I dragged her from the hearth her head was a charred mess, and she was already dying. Her body trembled in its final agonies as the books around her burned in sympathy.

I left them all to the flames.


XIII

AS I walked away from the Dunwidge home, I heard the sound of screaming and shouting, and windows breaking. Before I had gone barely half a mile, the noise of the fire engines was ringing in the distance.

I had no cause to return to my lodgings. I had a gun, and I had left some spare clothing at Maulding’s house. My business in the city was concluded. There was only one more task to be accomplished before I returned to Norfolk, and so I made my way on foot to Chancery and the chambers of the lawyer Quayle.

I was perhaps a mile from my destination when I had the sensation of being followed. I turned and saw a little girl wearing a blue-and-white dress on the opposite side of the road from me but about thirty feet behind. She had her back turned to me, so I could not see her face. Then, from the shadows between the streetlamps, again a similar distance but this time on the same side as me, a boy emerged, walking backward. He wore short trousers and a white shirt. His movements were jerky and unnatural, and I was reminded of a moving image slowly being projected and simultaneously rewound.

Somehow the boy, like the girl, seemed to realize that he had been spotted, and he ceased all movement with one leg still suspended in the air. It was only then that I noticed his feet were bare and strangely deformed. I was reminded of limbs I had seen in the trenches, swollen by gangrene or distorted by broken bones. The girl’s feet were also bare, but she was splayfooted, giving her the aspect of a large, pale penguin.

“Go away,” I said, then, louder: “Go away! Go home. This is no hour for children to be abroad.”

But even as I spoke, I felt that any home they had was far, far from this place; or, if Eliza Dunwidge had spoken true, this was now their home, and had always been, and I was the stranger, the intruder.

I did not want to give my back to them, so I, too, began to walk backward, and a peculiar sight we would have presented had there been anyone to see us, but there was no one. And as I moved, so, too, did the boy and the girl, and I heard their joints crack as they came, as though in that short time ice had formed on their limbs. The boy advanced with his irregular, loping gait, his feet twisting beneath him, while the girl waddled, her knees at an angle from the side of her body, and now she was not so much a penguin as a toad that had somehow managed the feat of walking upright, an impression reinforced by her girth, for she was a swollen child.

Eventually I ran. I confess it. I turned tail and fled. I could hear them coming after me, their feet slapping faster on the ground, and I prayed that someone might appear, a fellow night traveler who would force them to leave me be, or confirm, at least, that I was not yet completely mad. But I saw nobody: no people, no cars, not even a horse and cart. The city slumbered, or perhaps there was no city left, and the London that I had once known was entirely gone, replaced by a shadow of itself in which dwelt only deformed children and eyeless men.

I was still running when I recognized the silence. They were gone. I stopped, my hands on my knees, and gasped deep, painful breaths. My lungs were not as they once were. I had gone to France a young man, but now I was old in all but years. Ahead of me was the West End: there, at least, would be people, even at this hour, and dawn could not be far away. I cast one final glance behind me to ascertain that I was alone, then turned to be on my way.

They were there, of course. I should have known it. I had read enough ghost stories in my time, and passed an hour or two with the penny dreadfuls. The children, if that was what they were, had circled me just as troops in wartime will do, seeking the advantage in coming at the enemy from an unexpected direction. They were now only ten feet ahead, their backs still to me, but slowly they began to revolve—yes, revolve, as a weight suspended on a line will revolve—until I saw their faces at last.

Monstrous children, foul things: a random scattering of small black eyes cast over the upper part of their features, a dozen or more, like raisins in dough; no nose on either, but twin slits divided by a thin stretch of septum; and their mouths were lipless grimaces drawn back over jagged, rodentlike teeth, with sharp protuberances at either side like the venomous jaws of a spider.

I did not pause. I did not think. An elemental fear had overcome me. I pointed the gun at the girl’s face and pulled the trigger. The bullet took her in the forehead and exited in a stream of fluid that was not red but yellow, like the innards of an insect. She fell back without a sound, but the boy let out a shriek from somewhere in his maw. He sprang at me, and I shot him, too, but the fury of his reaction took me by surprise, and the first bullet hit him in the shoulder, twisting him and sending him to the ground, so that I was forced to finish him off as he writhed beneath me, his jaws clicking as though, even in his dying, he desired to consume me.

When I was done with them, I dragged their remains into an alley and hid them behind overflowing bins that stank of rotting meat. There was no time for police, no time for explanations. I had to find the book: to find it, and destroy it.


XIV

FAWNSLEY ARRIVED first, as he always did. It was shortly after eight. I had spent hours waiting, curled up in a corner of that dreary courtyard, the closed doors surrounded by their dark, shuttered windows seeming to me like the faces of great sleepers. I had tried to break into Quayle’s offices, but the lock had resisted my ministrations. Quayle, I now knew, was miserly in all things but his own security.

I approached Fawnsley from behind as he searched for his keys, but the shadow on the door revealed me to him. He turned to face me, and his already pale features grew suddenly grayer.

“You,” he said. “Why are you here?”

His voice trembled, and the keys jangled in his hand as he tried to find the lock without taking his eyes from me.

“I came to see Quayle. There is something I need from him.”

“You have no business in this place.”

“You are wrong. I have important business, more important than you can realize. I know what happened to Maulding, or think I know. I am close now. I can stop this. The world is changing, but I can make it right again.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Fawnsley. “It’s been weeks, man, weeks! We gave you money, and then you vanished. Not a word, not a single word. I warned you when last you came to me. I told you what was expected of you.”

His bullish note struck false with me. There was something else here, something that I didn’t understand, but I was distracted by his words. I did not want them to be true.

“What do you mean ‘weeks’? I came to you not days ago.”

“Nonsense. It’s the twelfth of November. You’re raving. Look at yourself, man. Look what you’ve become.”

I tried not to let my fear show.

“It is not me,” I told him. “It is the world. Look at what the world has become, and then see what it has done to me.”

I watched Fawnsley regain some degree of control, as though the mere pretense of bravery had been enough to fool even himself. His hand stopped shaking, and his fear was moderated by his instinctive cunning.

“Perhaps you should come inside,” he said. “Warm yourself. You know where the pot is. Make yourself some tea, and take your rest. I will go and find Mr. Quayle. He is at the Sessions House today, but he will come if I tell him of your, um, agitation.” He swallowed hard. “He is most fond of you, despite all that has transpired.”

The Sessions House was the name commonly given to the Inner London Crown Court in Southwark. It was some distance from Quayle’s offices, and it would take time and effort for Fawnsley to travel there and return with Quayle. The Fawnsley I knew would go to no such lengths for me. He would barely have troubled himself to cross a street to help me if I stumbled.

I showed him the gun, and a dark stain appeared on his trousers.

“No,” he said. “Please don’t.”

“Tell me,” I said, “and tell me true.”

I poked the gun hard into his ribs in case he still had any doubts about the gravity of his situation.

“The police,” said Fawnsley. “They’re looking for you. They say that you killed a man in Whitechapel. They found the body in the basement of a tenement, and a woman, a whore, said that she remembered you. They wish to talk to you about other matters, too: a fire, and . . . ”

The words caught in his throat, and he could not go on.

“Speak!” I said.

Fawnsley began to weep. “Children,” he said. “There are dead children.”

“They were not children,” I said. “Am I the kind of man who would kill a child?”

Fawnsley shook his head, but he kept his eyes from mine.

“No, sir,” he said. “No, you are not.”

“Inside,” I said.

He managed at last to turn the key in the lock and open the door. I followed him inside.

“Don’t kill me,” he said. “I won’t tell.”

“Just do as I say,” I told him, “and I’ll see that you’re unharmed.”

“Anything. Whatever you require: money, food. Only ask.”

I forced him up the stairs, recalling the last time I had been there, when the world was fractured but had not yet come apart entirely.

“I need neither,” I said. “I just want to look at your files on the Maulding house.”


XV

I LEFT with that which I had sought. The business of the Maulding family had been in the hands of Quayle and his predecessors for generations, and Quayle’s grandfather had supervised the purchase of Bromdun Hall at the beginning of the last century. It was good fortune that the meticulous records of the firm included a detailed drawing of Maulding’s house, but I thought I was due a little good fortune at last.

I bought a copy of The Times on High Holborn. It was dated 12 November. Fawnsley had not been lying. I had never really thought he was.

The city seemed to close in on me as I walked, so that only the will of God prevented its buildings from toppling down and burying the populace in rubble. It might have been a blessing for some, for the men and women on the streets struck me as particularly restive and churlish, oppressed by a lowering sky and an unseasonable heat that had arisen in the early hours.

Some way past Chancery Lane, an omnibus had misjudged the corner and struck a deliveryman’s cart, seriously injuring his horse so that the poor animal lay whinnying miserably on the ground, one of its back legs twisted so badly that the femur had erupted through its coat. The omnibus was a B-type, similar to the hundreds that were requisitioned for battlefield use as troop carriers and mobile gun emplacements, even pigeon lofts to house the birds used for communication on the front. The Omnibus Company had begun to phase out the old B-types in favor of the K and the S, and it was a wonder that this old vehicle was still functioning, so battered did it appear. I had not come across one in a year. It was already an anachronism.

An old man smoked a cigarette by the scene, a large suitcase by his side.

“Been traveling this route for most of my life, and I never seen the like,” he said. “You’d believe the man had never been behind a wheel before, but he’s been working the buses since Tilling sent the first one out of Peckham, and that’s neither today nor yesterday.”

“1904,” I said.

“That’s right.”

“I grew up there. I remember.”

The driver did indeed have the look of experience about him, but he was clearly badly shaken by what had occurred. He was speaking softly with the carter while a policeman took notes. I pulled my hat low on my face and looked to the pavement.

The old man took a long puff on his cigarette and inclined his head disdainfully.

“I heard him say that he’d swear the road had narrowed. I think he’s been drinking.”

More policemen were approaching now at a run. With them was a young gentleman in a stained tweed suit. In one hand he carried a black bag, in the other a crude-looking gun.

“That’ll be the police veterinary,” said the old man. “About time, too. If I’d had a gun, I’d have put the creature out of its misery myself.”

Instinctively my hand went to the gun in the pocket of my coat. The old man looked at me peculiarly.

“Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “It’s . . . it’s the horse, that’s all. I don’t like hearing an animal in pain.”

“It’ll end soon enough,” said the old man, and as if in answer to him I heard the report of the gun, unnatural in the still London air. I closed my eyes. I thought I could smell the horse’s blood.

“You ought to sit down before you fall down,” said the old man.

“No,” I said. “I think I’ll be on my way.”

“Please yourself.”

I lost myself in the crowd, but I was dizzy and ill, and I feared the streets. I took the Twopenny Tube to Liverpool Street, and there boarded a train. By late afternoon I was back in Norfolk. Bromdun Hall was silent and locked. I tried my key in the door, but it would not open. I broke a pane in a window of the study and thus gained access. I did not go upstairs, for I felt safer in the ground-floor rooms. I found some stale bread in the kitchen and ate it with black tea.

I almost started work there and then, but the depredations of the preceding hours had begun to tell on me. I lay on the couch in the study with my coat as a blanket. I do not know for how long I slept, only that the texture of the light had altered when I woke. The night was the color of molasses, and the dark had substance. I could feel it as I raised my hand against it, as though the nature of gravity had changed and the atmosphere was conspiring to keep me down.

I heard an unpleasant scraping sound coming from nearby, like nails on a blackboard. It was that which had roused me. I searched for its source and saw a shape move against the window. The scraping sound came again. Slowly, my movements still hampered by the very air, I approached the window. I had my gun in my hand, three bullets left in its chambers.

There were parallel scratches on two of the panes, and the glass was stained with a black fluid like squid ink. I looked out at the grounds beyond, but there was no moon visible in the sky, and no stars shone. The blackness was so thick that I might as well have been underwater, and it would not have surprised me had a liquid darkness begun to pour through the broken pane and fill the room, slowly drowning me.

The broken pane: if I had gained access to the house by slipping my hand through the gap and opening the latch, then whatever was out there could have done the same. Why, then, scrape and scratch?

The answer came first as sound, then as form. I discerned a single deep inhalation from without, quickly followed by smaller, faster sniffs as something in the darkness caught my scent. A gray wrinkled form pressed itself against the glass in a gesture of dreadful longing, its thin limbs splayed, the loose skin that hung from them cracked and oozing, its fingers like sharp, jointed needles. It was about the size of a man, but hairless and eyeless, its flat nose twitching as it smelled me. And then its mouth, indiscernible until now, slowly opened, toothless and red, and from deep in its jaws an appendage shot forth, less a tongue than a fleshy tube, its sucking opening ringed with tiny barbs. It struck the glass hard, leaving more of that black residue.

The sniffing came again, and the creature changed position, lowering itself to the shattered pane, its left hand blindly exploring the window until it found the gap and pushed its way through, blocking it entirely.

I prepared to shoot it, then paused. What else might be out there? I thought. What horrors might I draw to me with the noise? And the bullets: so few left, and no chance of securing more.

I searched for another weapon, finding a letter opener on Lionel Maulding’s desk. The blade was dull, but the end was sharp. I stabbed hard at the creature’s arm and, although no blood or viscera came forth from the wound, I saw its mouth widen in soundless agony. I jabbed at it again and again as it struggled to pull its hand back, tearing its flesh still further against the sharp edges that clung to the frame, until at last it was free. It retreated into the dark and was gone.

The windows had wooden shutters. It was clear from the dust and dead insects upon them that they had not been used in some time, but I pulled them closed and secured them, and did the same with the other windows. I did not sleep again but waited for the coming of the dawn. When at last light began to appear I came close to weeping, for I had begun to fear that I might never see a dawn again, so black was the night. I opened the shutters. Mist lay upon the grass, and the sun washed the dark clouds with red.

I thought that I had never seen anything so beautiful.


XVI

I BEGAN my work as soon as morning had secured its grip on the world. I checked the measurements of the rooms on the plans of the house before pacing those same rooms, checking my own reckoning against the original dimensions. It was my good fortune to have started with the study—that, or the final gasp of logic and rationality in a world that appeared to be coming apart at the seams. Quite simply, the study was not as long as it should have been, and it was clear that the shelves at the western end of the room had been set about seven feet away from the wall. Still, it was the work of an hour or more to determine a means of access to whatever lay behind, and I resorted, in the end, to emptying the shelves to a height of almost six feet before the mechanism revealed itself: a simple lever hidden behind an ornately bound first volume of Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire—quarto sections, 1776, I noted, for this book business was, I admit, starting to rub off on me.

I moved the lever, and a section of shelving opened with an audible click. I paused before widening the gap, uncertain of what might be revealed to me: a stink of corruption, another of those foul burrowing creatures, its body burning with an awful heat, or a glimpse of the maelstrom itself, a pathway between universes? Instead, when curiosity inevitably got the better of me, I saw only a lesser version of the room I already occupied, furnished with a small square table and a single straight chair. A candle stood on the table, unlit. I found my matches and put one to the wick, for the door did not open fully, either by design or a fault in the mechanism, and I had barely been able to squeeze my way inside. In the flickering light of the candle, Lionel Maulding’s occult library was revealed to me, volume upon volume, most of them old and having about them, even in appearance, the taint of the forbidden and the unclean.

I paid them little heed, though, for there on the table lay the book that most interested me. It was as Eliza Dunwidge had described it: a large bound work with a lock, now unlocked, covered in a material that was quite clearly skin of some kind. I could see wrinkles and scars upon it and, God help us, what might even have been a tracery of veins. Worse, the book’s surface did seem to pulse with life, but that might simply have been a function of the candle’s imperfect light combined with the nature of its binding and the tale told to me by the Dunwidge woman. Still, I was reluctant to touch it. With its red covers and its yellowed page edges, it reminded me uncomfortably of a mouth. I recalled, too, the memory of Maggs the book scout, and the channels burned in his head by whatever the book had seeded in his brain.

But the book called to me. I had come so far. I wanted to know. Somewhere in its pages lay the truth: the truth of what had befallen Lionel Maulding, but more important, an answer to what was happening, or had already happened, to my own world.

I opened the book. I looked inside.

It was blank. How could it not be? After all, it had transferred its contents to this world, overwriting all that had once existed, like a palimpsest that slowly, surely overwhelms the original.

And from somewhere both nearby yet immeasurably far away, I swear I heard laughter, but it was the laughter of the damned.


XVII

I BURNED the book. I set fire to it in the fireplace of Maulding’s library, laying it flat upon the wood and coals once I was certain that the blaze had reached the required intensity. The book sizzled and hissed and popped, more like meat roasting than paper burning. At one point it emitted a loud, whistling sound almost like a scream, but it ceased as the binding blackened. It stank as it was destroyed. It smelled like decayed flesh finally consigned to the crematorium.

I don’t know how long I sat there, using a poker to move the book and stir the fire, but eventually nothing was left of it but the smell. I dozed for a time and dreamed of the book as it might once have been, with detailed maps of worlds unlike this one, its territories marked with the images of beasts and demons, its intricate cartography the work of the Not-God. But those pages were empty, because all they had once contained had been fed into this world like sand falling through an hourglass. Now there was nothing left, and the process of transformation had begun. Where Lionel Maulding was, I could not say. Perhaps, like Maggs, he had begun to die the moment he opened the book, and its ideas had gestated in his head before erupting and, finally, consuming him.

But another narrative occurred to me, too, of course, even if I retreated from it just as assuredly as I desired to turn my back on the possibility of one world’s infecting and corrupting another: the book had never existed. It was a fraud perpetrated by the Dunwidges with the collusion of Maggs, and that unfortunate’s death had been carefully staged in order to maintain the pretense and ensure his silence. I, too, had colluded in it. I had played my role. I had allowed myself to be manipulated.

But what of those burrowing creatures, or the exploded thing in the hallway of this very house? What of the deformed children that had followed me through the streets, or the gray wraith at the study window? What of days—weeks—lost, according to Fawnsley? What of—

Everything?

For there was a third narrative, was there not?

IT WAS late afternoon. Mrs. Gissing had not appeared, nor Willox. I left the Maulding house, my possessions in my overnight bag, and walked to the station. The train to London was due. I would return there. I would go to Quayle. Whatever answer he gave me, I would accept. If a cell and a noose waited at the end of it, that could be no worse than this.

Nobody was at the ticket office when I reached it, and I detected some sounds of confusion from the platform. I followed the noise and found the stationmaster remonstrating with prospective passengers, his assistants beside him, all of them looking troubled.

“What’s happening here?” I asked of no one in particular.

“The train from London didn’t arrive this morning,” said a portly woman. “The train to London came and went, right enough, but nothing from the city.”

She indicated the stationmaster.

“Old Ron here is as ignorant as the rest of us, but I have to get to London. My daughter’s about to have her first child, and I swore to her that I’d be with her to help her through it.”

I was bigger and taller than the rest of those gathered, and eased my way through the crowd until I was face-to-face with the stationmaster. He was nearing the end of his time: gray-haired, overweight, and with a handlebar mustache that increased his resemblance to an old walrus.

“Explain,” I said to him, and something in my tone silenced those around me and brooked no opposition from the old man.

“It’s like I’ve been telling these people, sir: we’ve had no trains come through since this morning, and all the lines are down. I can’t get through to anyone to find out what’s going on. I sent one of the lads down to Norwich on his bicycle to see if he could find out anything, but he hasn’t come back yet. I can tell you no more.”

I stood on the platform and looked to the southwest. It might have been a trick of the light, but it seemed that the sky was darker down there, and tinged with red, even though it was not yet sunset. It resembled a great conflagration seen from a distance. I glanced at the station clock and watched the minute hand move.

“The clock,” I said.

“What about it?” said the stationmaster.

I continued to stare at the clock face. It was coming up to noon but, instead of inching closer to twelve, the minute hand had just slipped down a notch toward eleven.

“It’s running backward,” I said.

I LEFT them and returned to Bromdun Hall. I have closed the shutters and barricaded the doors. I have food here, and water. The sky is darkening, and it will not be light again. There are noises coming from upstairs and from the grounds. I have closed the door to Lionel Maulding’s secret study. From behind it, I can hear the splintering of reality, like ice cracking on a frozen lake.

It is the coming of the Not-God.

I have three bullets.

I will wait.
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I prefer winter and fall, when you feel the bone structure of the landscape—the loneliness of it, the dead feeling of winter. Something waits beneath it, the whole story doesn’t show.

—Andrew Wyeth (1917–2009)


CHAPTER

I

At the time of his dying, at the day and the hour of it, Harlan Vetters summoned his son and his daughter to his bedside. The old man’s long gray hair was splayed against the pillow on which he lay, glazed by the lamplight, so that it seemed like the emanations of his departing spirit. His breathing was shallow; longer and longer were the pauses between each intake and exhalation, and soon they would cease entirely. The evening gloaming was slowly descending, but the trees were still visible through the bedroom window, the sentinels of the Great North Woods, for old Harlan had always said that he lived at the very edge of the frontier, that his home was the last place before the forest held sway.

It seemed to him now that, as his strength failed him, so too his power to keep nature at bay was ebbing. There were weeds in his yard, and brambles among his rosebushes. The grass was patchy and unkempt; it needed one final mow before the coming of winter, just as the stubble on his own chin rasped uncomfortably against his fingers, for the girl could not shave him as well as he had once shaved himself. Fallen leaves lay uncollected like the flakes of dry skin that peeled from his hands and his face, scattering themselves upon his sheets. He saw decline through his window, and decline in his mirror, but in only one was there the promise of rebirth.

The girl claimed that she had enough to do without worrying about bushes and trees, and the boy was still too angry to perform even this simple service for his dying father, but to Harlan these things were important. There was a battle to be fought, an ongoing war against nature’s attritional impulse. If everyone thought as his daughter did, houses would be overrun by root and ivy, and towns would vanish beneath seas of brown and green. A man had only to open his eyes in this county to see the ruins of old dwellings suffocated in green, or open his ears to hear the names of settlements that no longer existed, lost somewhere in the depths of the forest.

So nature needed to be held back, and the trees had to be kept to their domain.

The trees, and what dwelled among them.

Harlan was not a particularly religious man, and had always poured scorn on those whom he termed “God-botherers”—Christian, Jew, or Muslim, he had no time for any of them—but he was, in his way, a deeply spiritual being, worshipping a god whose name was whispered by leaves and praised in birdsong. He had been a warden with the Maine Forest Service for forty years, and even after his retirement his knowledge and expertise had often been sought by his successors, for few knew these woods as well as he. It was Harlan who had found twelve-year-old Barney Shore after the boy’s father collapsed while hunting, his heart exploding so quickly in his chest that he was dead within seconds of hitting the ground. The boy, in shock and unused to the woods, had wandered north, and when the snow began to descend he had hidden himself beneath a fallen tree, and would surely have died there had Harlan not been following his tracks, so that the boy heard the old man calling his name just as the snow covered the traces of his passing.

It was to Harlan, and to Harlan alone, that Barney Shore told the tale of the girl in the woods, a girl with sunken eyes, and wearing a black dress, who had come to him with the first touch of snow, inviting him to follow her deeper into the woods, calling on him to play with her in the northern darkness.

“But I hid from her, and I didn’t go with her,” Barney told Harlan, as the old man carried him south upon his back.

“Why not, son?” said Harlan.

“Because she wasn’t a little girl, not really. She just looked like one. I think she was very old. I think she’d been there for a long, long time.”

And Harlan had nodded and said, “I think you’re right,” for he had heard tales of the lost girl in the woods, although he had never seen her himself, unless bad dreams counted, and he prayed to his god of air and tree and leaf that he might be spared the sight of her. There was a time, though, when he had felt her presence, and he had known as he was searching for the boy that he was once again drawing close to her territory.

He shuddered and thought carefully before he spoke.

“If I were you, son, I wouldn’t mention the girl to anyone else,” he said at last, and he felt the boy nod against him.

“I know,” he said. “They wouldn’t believe me anyway, would they?”

“No. I reckon they’d think you were suffering from shock and exposure, and they’d put it down to that, most of them.”

“But you believe me, don’t you?”

“Oh yes, I believe you.”

“She was real, wasn’t she?”

“I don’t know if that’s the word I’d use for her. I don’t reckon that you could touch her or smell her or feel her breath upon your face. I don’t know that you could see her footprints indented in the snow, or discern the stain of sap and leaf upon her skin. But if you’d followed her like she asked I’d never have found you, and I’m certain that nobody else would ever have found you either, alive or dead. You did well to keep away from her. You’re a good boy, a brave boy. Your daddy would be proud.”

Against his back began the convulsions of the boy’s sobs. It was the first time he had cried since Harlan discovered him. Good, thought Harlan. The longer it takes for the tears to come, the worse the pain.

“Will you find my daddy too?” said the boy. “Will you bring him home? I don’t want him to stay in the woods. I don’t want the girl to have him.”

“Yes,” said Harlan. “I’ll find him, and you can say goodbye to him.”

And he did.

Harlan was already in his seventies by then, and had a few more years left in him, but he was no longer the man he once had been, even though he, and he alone, had found Barney Shore. Age was part of it, that was for sure, but so too were the losses he had endured. His wife, Angeline, had been taken from him by a cruel alliance of Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s one year before Barney Shore spoke to him of predatory girls. He had loved her as much as a man can love his wife, and so nothing more need be said.

The loss of his wife was the second such blow that Harlan would receive in less than a year. Shortly after she passed away, Paul Scollay, Harlan’s oldest and closest friend, had sat on a bucket in the little woodshed at the back of his cabin, put his shotgun in his mouth, and pulled the trigger. The cancer had been nibbling at him for a while, and now had got a taste for him. He put an end to its feeding, as he had always told his friend that he would. They had shared a drink earlier in the day—just a beer or two at the pine table beside that very woodshed with the sun setting behind the trees, as beautiful an evening as Harlan had seen in many a year. They had reminisced some, and Paul had seemed relaxed and at peace with himself, which was how Harlan had known that the end was near. He did not remark upon it, though. They had simply shaken hands and Harlan had said that he would see Paul around, and Paul had replied, “Ayuh. I guess so,” and that was the end of it.

And though they spoke of many things in those final hours, there was one subject upon which they did not touch, one memory that was not disinterred. They had agreed years before that they would not talk of it unless absolutely necessary, but it hung between them in the last of their time together as the sun bathed them in its radiance, like the promise of forgiveness from a god in whom neither of them believed.

And so it was that at the time of his dying, at the day and the hour of it, Harlan Vetters summoned his son and his daughter to his bedside, the woods waiting beyond, the god of tree and leaf moving through them, coming at last to claim the old man, and he said to them:

“Once upon a time, Paul Scollay and I found an airplane in the Great North Woods. . . . ”


CHAPTER

II

Fall was gone, vanished in wisps of white cloud that fled across clear blue skies like pale silk scarves snatched by the breeze. Soon it would be Thanksgiving, although it seemed that there was little for which to be thankful as the year drew to its close. People I met on the streets of Portland spoke of working second jobs to make ends meet, of feeding their families with cheap cuts of meat while their savings dwindled and their safety nets fell away. They listened as candidates for high office told them that the answer to the country’s problems was to make the wealthy wealthier so that more crumbs from their table might fall into the mouths of the poor, and some, while pondering the unfairness of it, wondered if that was better than no crumbs at all.

Along Commercial Street some tourists still wandered. Behind them a great cruise ship, perhaps the last of the season, loomed impossibly high above the wharves and warehouses, its prow reaching out to touch the buildings facing the sea, the water supporting it invisible from the street, so that it seemed a thing discarded, marooned in the aftermath of a tsunami.

Away from the waterfront the tourists petered out entirely, and at the Great Lost Bear there were none at all, not as afternoon melted into evening. The Bear saw only a small but steady stream of locals pass through its doors that day, the kind of familiar faces that ensure bars remain in business even during the quietest of times, and as the light faded and the blue of the sky began to darken, the Bear prepared to ease itself into the kind of gentle, warm mood where conversations were hushed, and music was soft, and there were places in the shadows for lovers and friends, and places, too, for darker conversations.

She was a small woman, a single swath of white running through her short black hair like the coloring of a magpie, with an S-shaped scar across her neck that resembled the passage of a snake over pale sand. Her eyes were a very bright green, and, rather than detracting from her looks, the crow’s-feet at their corners drew attention to her irises, enhancing her good looks when she smiled. She seemed neither older nor younger than her years, and her makeup had been discreetly applied. I guessed that most of the time she was content to be as God left her, and it was only on those rare occasions when she came down to the cities for business or pleasure that she felt the need to “prettify” herself, as my grandfather used to term it. She wore no wedding ring, and her only jewelry was the small silver cross that hung from a cheap chain around her neck. Her fingernails were cut so close they might almost have been bitten down, except that the ends were too neat, too even. An injury to her black dress pants had been repaired with a small triangle of material on the right thigh, expertly done and barely noticeable. They fit her well, and had probably been expensive when she bought them. She was not the kind to let a small tear be their ruination. I imagined that she had worked upon them herself, not trusting in another, not willing to waste money on what she knew she could do better with her own hands. A man’s shirt, pristine and white, hung loose over the waist of her pants, the shirt tailored so that it came in tight at the waist. Her breasts were small, and the pattern of her brassiere was barely visible through the material.

The man beside her was twice her age, and then some. He had dressed in a brown serge suit for the occasion, with a yellow shirt and a yellow-and-brown tie that had probably come as a set, perhaps with a handkerchief for the suit pocket that he had long ago rejected as too ostentatious. “Funeral suits,” my grandfather called them, although, with a change of tie, they served equally well for baptisms and even weddings if the wearer wasn’t one of the main party.

And even though he had brought out the suit for an event that was not linked to a church happening, to an arrival into or departure from this world, and had polished his reddish-brown shoes so that the pale scuffing at the toes looked more like the reflection of light upon them, still he wore a battered cap advertising “Scollay’s Guide & Taxidermy” in a script so ornate and curlicued that it took a while to decipher, by which time the wearer would, in all likelihood, have managed to press a business card upon you, and inquire as to whether you might have an animal that needed stuffing and mounting, and, if not, whether you felt like rectifying that situation by taking a trip into the Maine woods. I felt a tenderness toward him as he sat before me, his hands clasping and unclasping, his mouth half forming slight, awkward smiles that faded almost as soon as they came into existence, like small waves of emotion breaking upon his face. He was an old man, and a good one, although I had met him for the first time only within the hour. His decency shone brightly from within, and I believed that when he left this world he would be mourned greatly, and the community of which he was a part would be poorer for his passing.

But I understood, too, that part of my warmth toward him arose from the day’s particular associations. It was the anniversary of my grandfather’s death, and that morning I had placed flowers upon his grave, and sat for a time by his side, watching the cars pass by on their way to and from Prouts Neck, and Higgins Beach, and Ferry Beach: locals all.

It was strange, but I had often stood by my father’s grave and felt no sense of his presence; similarly for my mother, who had outlived him by only a few years. They were elsewhere, long gone, but something of my grandfather lingered amid the Scarborough woods and marshes, for he loved that place and it had always brought him peace. I knew that his God—for each man has his own God—let him wander there sometimes, perhaps with the ghost of one of the many dogs that had kept him company through his life yapping at his heels, flushing the birds from the rushes and chasing them for the joy of it. My grandfather used to say that if God did not allow a man to be reunited with his dogs in the next life He was no God worth worshipping; that if a dog did not have a soul, then nothing had.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “What did you say?”

“An airplane, Mr. Parker,” said Marielle Vetters. “They found an airplane.”

We were in a back booth of the Bear, with nobody else near us. Behind the bar, Dave Evans, the owner and manager, was wrestling with a troublesome beer tap, and in the kitchen the line chefs were preparing for the evening’s food orders. I had closed off the area in which we sat with a couple of chairs so that we would remain undisturbed. Dave never objected to such temporary changes of use. Anyway, he would have more significant worries that evening: at a table near the door sat the Fulci brothers with their mother, who was celebrating her birthday.

The Fulcis were almost as wide as they were tall, had cornered the market in polyester clothing that always looked a size too small for them, and were medicated to prevent excessive mood swings, which meant only that any damage caused by non-excessive mood swings would probably be limited to property and not people. Their mother was a tiny woman with silver hair, and it seemed impossible that those narrow hips could have squeezed out two massive sons who had, it was said, required specially built cribs to contain them. Whatever the mechanics of their birth, the Fulcis loved their mother a lot, and always wanted her to be happy, but especially so on her birthday. Thus it was that they were nervous about the impending celebrations, which made Dave nervous, which made the line chefs nervous. One of them had cut himself with a carving knife when informed that he was to be solely responsible for looking after the Fulci family’s orders that evening, and had requested permission to lie down for a while in order to calm his nerves.

Welcome, I thought, to just another night at the Bear.

“You mind me asking you something?” Ernie Scollay had said, shortly after he and Marielle arrived and I’d offered them a drink, which they’d declined, and then a coffee, which they’d accepted.

“Not at all,” I replied.

“You got business cards, right?”

“Yes.”

I removed one from my wallet, just to convince him of my bona fides. The card was very simple—black on white, with my name, Charlie Parker, in bold, along with a cell-phone number, a secure email address, and the nebulous phrase “Investigative Services.”

“So you got a business?”

“Just about.”

He gestured at his surroundings.

“Then how come you don’t have a proper office?”

“I get asked that a lot.”

“Well, maybe if you had an office you wouldn’t get asked it so much,” he said, and it was hard to argue with his logic.

“Offices are expensive to keep. If I had one, I’d have to spend time in it to justify renting it. That seems kind of like putting the cart before the horse.”

He considered this, then nodded. Maybe it was my clever use of an agricultural metaphor, although I doubted it. More likely it was my reluctance to waste money on an office that I didn’t need, in which case I wouldn’t be inclined to pass on any associated costs to my clients, one Ernest Scollay, Esq., included.

But that was earlier, and now we had moved on to the purpose of the meeting. I had listened to Marielle tell me of her father’s final days, and to her description of the rescue of the boy named Barney Shore, and even though she had stumbled a little as she told of the dead girl who had tried to lure Barney deeper into the forest, she had kept eye contact and had not apologized for the oddness of the tale. And I, in turn, had expressed no skepticism, for I had heard the story of the girl of the North Woods from another many years before, and I believed it to be true.

After all, I had witnessed stranger things myself.

But now she had come to the airplane, and the tension that had been growing between her and Ernie Scollay, the brother of her father’s best friend, became palpable, like a static charge in the air. This, I felt, had been the subject of much discussion, even argument, between them. Scollay appeared to pull back slightly in the booth, clearly distancing himself from what was about to be said. He had come with her because he had no choice. Marielle Vetters planned to reveal some, if not all, of what her father had told her, and Scollay had known that it was better to be here and witness what transpired than to sit at home fretting about what might be said in his absence.

“Did it have markings?” I asked.

“Markings?”

“Numbers and letters to identify it. It’s called an N-number here, and it’s usually on the fuselage, and always begins with the letter ‘N’ if the plane was registered in the United States.”

“Oh. No, my father couldn’t see any identification marks, and most of the plane was hidden anyway.”

That didn’t sound right. Nobody was going to fly a plane without registration markings of some kind.

“Are you sure?”

“Very. He said that it had lost part of a wing when it came down, though, and most of the tail was gone.”

“Did he describe the plane to you?”

“He went looking for pictures of similar aircraft, and thought that it might have been a Piper Cheyenne or something like it. It was a twin-engine plane, with four or five windows along the side.”

I used my phone to pull up an image of the plane in question, and what I saw seemed to confirm Marielle’s statement about the absence of markings. The plane’s registration number was on the vertical fin of its tail; if that was gone, and any other markings were on the underside of the wing, the plane would have been unidentifiable from the outside.

“What did you mean when you said that most of the plane was hidden?” I asked. “Had someone tried to conceal its presence?”

Marielle looked at Ernie Scollay. He shrugged.

“Best tell the man, Mari,” he said. “Won’t be much stranger than what he’s heard already.”

“It wasn’t a person or people that did it,” she said. “My father told me that it was the forest itself. He said the woods were conspiring to swallow the plane.”
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