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A quaint Superstition still current in the Rustic Villages and indeed among many Ignorant Folk, personifies the full Moon as a Loathsome Hag with a prodigious Appetite, who, roaming the country lanes and byways, Devours all whom she meets: Men, Women, Children, Horses, Cattle, Sheep, Goats, &c., all without Discrimination and sometimes at a Single Gulp.
This Superstition, our Colleague, Dr. Finsbury, hath traced back to the days of Dark Evanthum, and indeed, it is well known that Moon Worship was a feature of all the Ancient Religions. Whereas the Enlightened Pagans of Panterra worshipped the Moon Goddess as a stately white Woman, the Magicians and Adepts of Evanthum depicted her as a ghastly Giantess who, swelling ever greater at the time of her Monthly Approach, and her Appetite increasing in proportion, required to be Propitiated and her Blood-Lust sated with divers horrid Sacrifices, Rituals, and Ceremonies—the which neglected, her Anger was Terrible, and great Mutations, Quakes, Fires, Tempests, Deluges, and all manner of Disaster both Natural and Civil the Inevitable result.
Such Upheavals are not unknown in Our Own Day, but Modern Philosophers attribute them to another Cause, which is: to the Magnetic Attraction between the Earth and the Moon, whenever that chilly orb draws Nigh.
From Magica Antiqua, a Complete System of Magical Philosophy, containing both the History and the Principles of the Art, along with many Curious Anecdotes concerning the Beliefs and Practices of the Ancients by Horatio Foxx, F.G.G., Doctor of Alchemy, of Natural and Occult Philosophy, &c., &c.
Printed for Darrington, Dover, and Zabulon, at Porphyry Lane, Lundy, Imbria
In which a Discovery is made.
The moon wallowed, pale and bloated, on the horizon. The tide, running abnormally high even for this time of Iune’s near approach, had turned; no longer reversing the river’s natural flow, it swelled and accelerated the headlong rush of waters down to the sea. Oars creaked in rusty oarlocks as a flat-bottomed rowboat carrying a grizzled old man and a sturdy youth headed across the current, pulling for the dark western shore.
The old man sat on the stern thwart, scanning the river, while the boy rowed. At first glance, they might have been mistaken for sea-faring men, for they dressed much alike, in cloth caps and long full-skirted coats of some rough fabric so worn, patched, and stained that it could no longer be identified; they wore their hair in short tarry pigtails, sailor-fashion. But their pale faces gave them away, and their wide dark eyes, like the eyes of some nocturnal bird of prey. They were river scavengers, Caleb Braun and his grandnephew Jedidiah: men who slept by day and worked at night, rowing out on the river after dark when the fishing scows, barges, and pleasure craft that plied the river Lunn by day were all tied up in dock.
Near the middle of the river, Caleb reached out with the gaff hook to snag a piece of floating wood. It proved to be a piece of decorative molding depicting one of the Seven Fates, a gilded figure like to a naked man with outstretched eagle’s wings sprouting from its shoulders. The gold paint was beginning to flake away, giving the features a leprous cast, but the wood was still sound. With a grunt of satisfaction, Caleb dropped the molding in the bottom of the boat.
When they reached quieter water near the shore, Jedidiah rowed upstream, turned the boat, and started across again.
“Upriver!” Caleb’s hoarse warning barely allowed Jed time to reverse the stroke of one oar and turn the boat so that the bow took the impact. There was a dull thud and the boat rocked wildly as something heavy glanced against the bow and scraped along the side. Jed caught only a glimpse of a blunt-ended shadow riding low in the water and a gleam of moonlight on ornate brass fittings, before the current caught the coffin and sent it bobbing on ahead.
“Pull, lad, pull,” Uncle Caleb called out. “Blister me, we’ll lose it, you don’t move sharp!”
Jed plied the oars frantically, spinning the boat one hundred and eighty degrees, then rowing with all his might to get down-stream of the coffin. Then it was Caleb’s turn to move swiftly, using the gaff hook to draw the long black box closer, then tying ropes through two of the handles.
With the coffin securely in tow, Caleb sat down again, rubbing his hands on the sides of his thighs. “Ebon wood, by the look of it, and see them fancy handles? Some fine country gentleman, or a baron or a jarl inside, maybe. Should be money and jewels as well.”
Jed nodded glumly. If not gold coins or a jeweled brooch, the long black box would likely contain something of value. Yet at the thought of opening the coffin and claiming those valuables, he could not repress a shudder.
“You got no call to be so squeamish,” snorted Caleb. “You was bred for this life, which is mor’n I can say for some of the rest of us. You got no call to quake and rattle your teeth at the sight of a box of old bones.”
Jed knew it was so. Just about as far back as he could remember, he had been accompanying his granduncle on these night-time expeditions. But even before that (as Caleb was fond of reminding him) he had been a dependent of the river and the tide. The very cradle that had rocked him as a baby was constructed of planks from the wreck of the Celestial Mary; his first little suit of clothes—in which he had amazed the other urchins, in velvet and lace—his mother cut from the cloak of a drowned nobleman. And much of the food and drink which nourished him since had been purchased with deadman’s coin.
Old Lunn, she was a capricious river, as Jed well knew: restlessly eroding her own banks, making sudden leaps and changes in her course, especially upriver in the country districts where there were no strong river walls to contain her. Swelled by a high tide or by the rains and snow-melt of Quickening, she swept away manors and villages, churches and farmhouses, crumbled old graveyards and flooded ancient burial vaults, dislodging the dead as ruthlessly as she evicted the living. No, the Lunn respected no persons, either living or dead, but the crueler she was to others, she was that much kinder to men like Jed and his Uncle Caleb.
For by river-wrack and by sea-wrack brought in by the tide, off goods salvaged from water-logged bales and salt-stained wooden chests, by an occasional bloated corpse found floating. with money still in its pockets, the scavengers gleaned a meagre existence year ‘round, and—especially when the full moon brought high tides and other disturbances—were sometimes able to live in comfort for an entire season off the grave offerings of the pious departed.
Despite all that, Jed always felt a cold uneasiness robbing the dead.
“Willi Grauman opened a coffin once—found the body of a girl inside: her hair down to her feet and the nails on her hands mor’n a foot long, and the box all filled with blood—Willi says she was fair floating in it.” Jed spoke over the continued creaking of the oars. “It weren’t a natural corpse at all, it was a blood-sucker. Willi slammed the lid down, and—“
“Willi Grauman is a liar. I thought you knowed that,” said Caleb, speaking with calm authority.
Jed hunched one shoulder. “Erasmus Wulfhart ain’t no liar. He says his granddad opened a box once, and there weren’t no body at all, just a white linen shroud and a great heaving mass of worms and yellow maggots—one of them worms crawled out and got into old Wulfhart’s clothes, and while he slept that night that worm ate a hole right through his leg: flesh and bone and all. Erasmus seen the hole hisself, or the scar, anyways, and the old man limped to the end of his days.”
“I heard another story how Karl Wulfhart lamed his leg, and it weren’t nearly so romantic,” Caleb replied coolly. He reached into a pocket somewhere inside the capacious folds of his coat and removed a long-stemmed pipe. Reckoning it was time for a change of subject, he said: “Heard there was a quake up-country. Mayhap we’re not the only ones in luck this night.”
When Iune drew near the earth in her elliptical orbit, the unstable country upriver was prone to seismic tremors and quakes, and sometimes it was the agitated earth, not the river, that leveled cities and towns and forests, or, in a ghastly reversal, swallowed the living as it spewed forth the dead.
“Oughtn’t to speak of luck afore it’s been proved good or ill—nor afore we’ve learned if our fine country gentleman took a notion to curse his grave goods,” Jed muttered. He remembered a time twelve weeks past, in the season of Frost, when old Hagen Rugen had come into possession of a pair of solid silver candlesticks, the grave offering of a rural parson—and died not three days later of the Horrors.
“Superstitious foolery,” said Caleb, as if he could read Jed’s thoughts. “Hagen Rugen was a drunk and guzzled hisself to death on the money he made off them candlesticks. ‘Dead men’s coin ain’t no worse than any man’s,’ “ he quoted.
Jedidiah set his jaw. Uncle Caleb was a fine one to scoff at superstition. Wasn’t it “superstitious foolery” that brought Caleb so low in the first place—him and that old madman at the book-shop?
“Aye, I know what powers there are to bring a man to ruin—and how he may bring his own self low with foolish schemes and crackbrained notions.” Caleb spoke again as if guessing where Jed’s thoughts were leading him—which in all probability he was, having a knack for that sort of thing. “What man knows better than me?”
Caleb stuck the pipe in the corner of his mouth. “I’ve lived off this river for nigh fifty years—a hard life, some would call it, but I never took no harm from it, though I took silver and gold from the dead as often as I could. No, and I never seen no bloodsuckers nor bonegrinders, neither. But when I lived in a fine mansion, having a respectable post as servant to the family of a jarl—and was more than a servant, was friend and confeedant to the son of that noble house—then I knew something and experienced something of Powers and Intelligences, and all the evil things that can blight a man’s heart, and twist a man’s soul, and dog a man’s footsteps wheresoever he might choose to go, and all with no other object than to bring him down to Ruination!”
Caleb nodded emphatically, took the pipe out of his mouth, and tapped it on the side of the boat as if for further emphasis. “When you’ve seen and done and suffered as much as I have, lad, then you’ll be fit to say what’s superstitious foolery and what’s just plain TOM-foolery. Until then, you’d do well to let yourself be guided by wiser heads.”
Jed said nothing, but continued to row.
Jed tied up at a wharf on the eastern bank, just below a tavern known as the Antique Squid. The upper stories of the tavern were dark, but the windows on the lower floor cast forth a welcoming glow of orange firelight, and the strains of a lively jig played on the fiddle and hurdy-gurdy drifted through an open door.
Jed scrambled out of the boat and climbed nimbly onto the stone pier. Caleb followed, his movements slow and stiff. They used a stout rope and an ancient winch to haul the coffin out of the water.
At the patter and scrape of approaching footsteps, Jed whirled around just in time to spot two furtive figures emerging from the shadows near the river wall. He reached for the gaff hook, ready for a fight. But then a familiar voice hailed him from the direction of the Squid, and two burly figures in dark cloaks and tricorn hats came out of the tavern. The footpads melted back into the darkness, at the approach of the Watchmen.
“Seems we’re in luck.” Matthias, a big, coarse-featured redhead, nodded in the direction of the coffin.
The men of the Watch claimed a share of everything the scavengers brought ashore in Thornburg, offering in return their protection against the thieves and ruffians who inhabited the wharf at night, and also against the hobgoblins and knockers who lived in warrens inside Fishwife Hill and crawled out through the sewers when the moon was full.
This same Matthias, Jedidiah suddenly recollected, had claimed a silver-plated figurine from the ill-fated Hagen Rugen—which argued in favor of Caleb’s contention that deadman’s plate and coin were as good as any man’s. It stood to reason that if the parson had cursed the candlesticks, he had not neglected the rest of his hoard, yet here was Matthias, as big and as ugly as ever, a full two seasons after Hagen’s demise.
Caleb began to unfasten the latches and bolts that sealed the coffin. Still thinking of all the gruesome tales he had repeated earlier, Jed felt that cold feeling grow in the pit of his stomach. Walther and Matthias, each at an end of the ebonwood casket, lifted the lid.
“Sol burn me black!” Walther exclaimed, but the others stared silently, rendered speechless by surprise.
The body of a man in antique dress, and what appeared to be a perfect state of preservation, lay inside. He was just past his middle years, with dark shoulder-length hair and a neat beard streaked with grey. His eyes were sewn shut and his limbs decently composed for burial, but a faint bloom was in his cheeks and a fresh color was on his lips, and the whole effect was so entirely lifelike that it seemed as though he had recently come from the hands of a high-class embalmer; yet he was dressed in the style of a scholar of the previous century, in a dark velvet tunic and breeches, a black silk robe, and a wide collar of delicate white lace. A pewter medallion lay on his breast, attached to a broad scarlet ribbon around his neck, and instead of the usual grave offerings of gold and silver, he had been buried with his books, ancient volumes bound in crumbling leather, with curious symbols stamped in gilt upon the covers. On one appeared the same mysterious sigil that was stamped on the medallion: a two-headed serpent devouring a fiery disk that might have been meant to represent the sun.
“Burn me!” Walther exclaimed again. “If that ain’t an ugly jest—to tog a man in fancy dress, pack him up with a load of dusty old books, and tip him into the river apurpose!”
Matthias, recovering, made a sign against bad luck. To rob the dead was one thing—an act, arising as it did from sound financial motives, which was instrumental to the advancement of the living—but to make a mockery of the rite of burial and with no discernible notion of profit, even to men as rough and profane as the two constables, this was a shocking impiety. And by the look on Caleb’s face, the expression of a man in the grip of some tremendous emotion, it was evident he was as shocked as the others.
But Jed had conceived another idea entirely. “Look here, I don’t reckon ‘tis a corpse, after all. Only a wax doll like the figures they sell at Madam Rusalka’s.
Indeed, the waxen transparency of the skin, the lifelike color, argued that the body could not be made of any ordinary mortal clay. Yet no one could bring himself to put a hand inside the coffin and put Jed’s theory to the test.
Matthias laughed uneasily, rubbing the red stubble that grew along his jawline. “A wax doll . . . aye. Dwarf work by the look of it. It may be worth sommat to somebody. Them velvet togs, too, and that lace collar, they didn’t come cheap—they’ll bring a pretty price of themselves, if no one wants to buy the figure.” He turned to Caleb. “Them old books, too . . . reckon we could sell them to your crony, old Jenk the bookseller?”
With a visible effort, Caleb tore his gaze away from the coffin and its contents. His voice shook and his body still trembled with a violent agitation. “Gottfried Jenk . . . aye, he’ll want to see the books—and mayhap the rest as well. Run along, lads, and fetch us a cart. I’ve no coin for you now, Matthias, but I’ve a notion that Jenk will pay us well for this night’s work.”
Of Gottfried Jenk, his History, and the Temptation he was subjected to that same night.
Jenk’s bookshop was located at one end of an ill-lit cobblestone street, in a decrepit building with a high peaked roof and a gabled front. The shop occupied the lower floors, while the bookseller lived in a tiny suite of rooms under the eaves.
When the moon-faced grandfather clock down in the bookshop struck the hour of midnight, Jenk had still not retired. These nights when Iune was full, strange fancies plagued him, making sleep impossible. He sat at a queer little desk in his bedchamber, reading by the light of a single candle: a high-shouldered old man in a snuff-colored coat and a powdered wig, bent over an ancient Chalézian manuscript he was attempting to translate. Every now and then, he passed a pale, trembling hand over his forehead.
His head grew heavier and heavier; his eyes watered and burned. The characters he was trying to decipher began to move, to hump and crawl upon the page, to slide off the edges . . . With a cry, he pushed the manuscript away. He rose and began to pace the floor.
A hollow-eyed figure in a tattered frock coat sprang up to block his path; Jenk threw out a hand to fend it off. The wraith rolled a bloodshot wolfish eye, tossed back its head, and howled at him, pawing its narrow chest as if in mortal agony. Jenk gasped; for the pain was in his own breast, a devouring heat that ate through flesh and muscle and bone, leaving a dark, burnt-out cavity in the place where his heart had been.
“Naught but a shadow and a mockery,” Jenk whispered to himself. With quaking limbs, he returned to his chair and collapsed. “A shadow and a mockery, which I may banish and be whole.” At his words, the apparition faded and was gone, and beneath his clutching hands the old man felt solid flesh and bone, the pounding of his heart—indeed, it leapt about and banged against his ribs so frantically that, for a moment, he feared it must burst.
“I am whole,” the old man repeated, not to himself this time but to the room at large. In all the dark corners, hobgoblin shapes groped and squirmed, struggling to acquire tangible form. Even when he buried his face in his hands, he could not block them out: visions of his past . . . old hopes, old fears, old loves, old hates, all of them grotesquely changed, grown strange and terrible in their altered shapes.
He shook his head, as if by doing so he might clear his mind. He knew he must remember—must remember who he was and what he had been—must separate the true memories from the false. In that way only could he hope to move beyond the tangle of dreams and visions.
He had been . . . a young man of good family, the youngest son of a jarl, with a modest fortune of his own. A brilliant, bookish youth, his name recognized far beyond his native Marstadtt, beyond the principality of Waldermark, known in all the capitals of Euterpe—a man admired, courted—his only liabilities (or so he thought them then) a pretty, spoiled wife and an infant daughter. Through a series of startling philosophical essays which he wrote and saw published, he gained the interest of an aged scholar who bequeathed to him certain rare books on alchemy and magic.
In those books, he discovered spells and formulas, diagrams, scales, magic squares: the tenets of a secret doctrine going back more than eighteen hundred years to the days of Panterra and Evanthum. Not all that he read there was new to him; he had some prior acquaintance with natural philosophy and knew of the Spagyrics, who claimed the pure, unblemished tradition, and of the Scolectics, who sought knowledge as power, often to their own destruction. He knew the dangers, but he had not been warned. Because those books promised him . . . ah, to be sure! What did those books not promise him? Wealth, fame, even immortality could be his, but most of all the higher knowledge, knowledge of the universe in its innermost, intimate workings. He sought that knowledge and lusted after that knowledge as ardently as ever man desired woman. And what was the price of this thing he craved with almost a physical longing? A few short years of study and various expenditures—laboratory equipment bought, salts and acids and metallic compounds purchased—the fire in his athenor consuming, consuming fuel day and night—and the expenses mounting until, his substance gone, he applied to moneylenders, ran up an enormous debt—and ruined himself in a fruitless quest for the Elixir of Life, the secret of transmutation, and the mystical stone Seramarias.
A distant kinsman in trade had provided the money for him to open this bookshop, and here he still lived and did business nearly a half a century later. He led a quiet, orderly, scholarly existence, punctuated the last five years by these periodic fits of disorientation and confusion, when the teeming products of his troubled brain threatened to overwhelm him.
As Jenk moaned and writhed in his chair, the sound of creaking cartwheels and scuffling feet down in the street attracted his attention. It seemed to him that there was something . . . something enormously portentous in those sounds. With an effort, he rose and crossed to a window. He was just unfastening the casement when someone knocked on the door below.
Jenk opened the window and stuck out his head. The moon had set behind Cathedral Hill; the lane was lit only by dim, flickering street lamps set at uneven intervals all down the street, and by a lanthorn which some demented person seemed to be waving about under his window.
As his eyes adjusted, Jenk made out the familiar figure of Caleb Braun, hopping about with uncharacteristic energy and doing a kind of impatient dance before the bookshop door. At his side, young Jedidiah held the lanthorn in one unsteady hand, while be attempted, with the other, to restrain Caleb’s impatience. Farther down the street, two burly constables pulled a spindly cart loaded with a huge black casket up the hill.
For a confused moment, Jenk thought the coffin had come for him, and that Caleb and Jed constituted his funeral party.
Then his mind cleared. Perhaps it was the damp weedy air rising up from the river, perhaps the sight of his old friend helped to restore him. Jenk clutched the windowsill to steady himself and called out softly, just as Caleb raised his fist to knock again, “I am here, Caleb. I will come down and let you in.”
The stairs leading from Jenk’s attic rooms to the ground floor were so narrow and steep that he had to descend sideways like a crab, with the candle in one hand and his back against the wall. The bookshop smelled of dust and mice and decaying scholarship. From the foot of the stairs, a narrow passageway led between high shelves crowded with old books and manuscripts. Jenk had acquired a notable collection of rare and valuable volumes, though many were there on consignment: The Mirror of Philosophy with its bizarre tinted woodcuts; Tassio’s Reflections; one of five known copies of The Correction of the Ignorant; and (the pride of the collection) Antony’s Fool’s Paradise bound in crumbling indigo leather with leaves edged in dull antique gold and but three minor errors in transcription.
At the front of the shop, the hands on the moon-faced clock marked the hour of three. Jenk balanced his candlestick on the top of the clock-case and crept to the door. With trembling hands he unfastened the latches, lifted the bar, turned the handle, and peered out around the edge of the half-open door.
As the cart pulled up in front, Jenk eyed the coffin mistrustfully. “Why do you bring me this? I’ve had no dealings with the dead these five and forty years. And why do you disturb me at this unconscionable hour?”
“It’s books, Gottfried . . . books with the mark of the Scolos on ‘em,” Caleb whispered hoarsely. “Books and sommat else. You’ll understand what it means better’n me, I reckon. But let us come in, Gottfried. You’d not want the neighbors to see what we’ve brought, or talk of it later?”
Reluctantly, Jenk moved aside and allowed the others to wrestle the coffin off the cart, maneuver it through the door, and set it down in one of the narrow aisles between the shelves. Caleb lifted the lid of the casket, and Jenk brought his candle over, the better to view the contents.
There was a serenity, a sort of blissful, dreaming peacefulness, on the face of the corpse that Jenk could not but envy. And he felt a curious sensation of familiarity, a sense of inevitability to this moment, that sent a cold chill creeping down his spine. “You found this in the river?” he asked, struggling to maintain his composure.
“Aye . . . floating on the river, just after the turn of the tide.”
Despite Jenk’s best efforts, the hand holding the candle began to shake; a splash of hot wax fell on the rim of the coffin. “This may be a gift of the sea, then, and not of the river.”
Caleb lowered his voice again. “Could be, but it weren’t in the water long; you can see by the condition of the wood. And however it come to us, it weren’t no accident.”
Matthias cleared his throat uneasily. “Young Jed, here, reckons ‘tis one of them wax figures the gentry set up in their parlors. But the eyes, now, that’s an uncommon touch. Morbid, I call it if it is a wax doll.
Jenk forced himself to smile benignly. “The gentry—and more particularly, the nobility—are addicted to morbid conceits. There is a fashion for mock funerals—all the rage, so young Sera informs me—whereby women whose husbands are still quite hale and whole don widow’s weeds and stage elaborate demonstrations of grief, declaring it were better to mourn their menfolk, if only symbolically, in advance, than to risk being overtaken by their own mortality, and not live to do the thing at all. I believe,” he said, more to himself than to the others, “that these reminders of the fragility of human life and the wanton caprice of the Fates add a certain piquancy to present good fortune. And a ‘corpse’ in the parlor, as I take it, may be the newest fad.”
As only Caleb stood in a position to see what he did, Jenk reached down and gently lifted one of the hands. The texture of the skin and the flexibility of the joints convinced him that he was not holding the hand of a wax figure. Though the flesh was as cold and as lifeless as clay, this thing had once been a man.
He felt the smile stiffen on his face as he continued: “And yet . . . perhaps not. The guilds use effigies in some of their more obscure ceremonies. I observed one such ritual myself, when I was a young man—though that figure was made of cloth and straw. “
He set down the hand and picked up one of the books; a section of the leather cover crumbled and fell as a fine dust into the coffin. He wondered if the continued preservation of the ancient volumes might not depend on their proximity to the corpse.
Jenk carefully returned the book to its place in the bottom of the casket. He turned toward Jed and the two constables. “But whoever is responsible for this curiosity . . . I am grateful, yes, most particularly grateful that you thought to bring it to my attention. For I am, as you must know, quite fond of curiosities.”
Walther and Matthias bobbed their heads vigorously and grinned at him—no doubt expecting more than his thanks in recompense. And Caleb sidled closer to whisper in his ear. “Don’t worry about Jed—he’ll keep quiet for my sake. But pay the others well. We don’t want them spreading no tales.”
“Indeed yes,” Jenk agreed loudly, for the benefit of the others. “The Guild—if it was one of the guilds—might resent any inquiry into their mysteries . . . purely scholastic on my part, I do assure you, but perhaps to be taken amiss. We had best keep the matter quiet, for all our sakes. If guildsmen put the effigy in the river, no doubt they expected it to stay in the river and might conceive some lasting resentment against those who brought it here.
Crab-wise, Jenk ascended the stairs to the second floor. In a dark corner near the back of the building stood a dusty oak cabinet once used as a wardrobe. Now it was stuffed with old letters, with ancient deeds and legal documents decorated with wax seals and faded ribbons. Placing his candle atop the wardrobe, Jenk removed a ring of heavy iron keys from a pocket in his breeches, unlocked the cabinet, and removed a little wooden box stowed away at the back behind a pile of yellowing papers.
The box contained a scattering of gold and silver coin, a handful of wrinkled bank notes: the savings of many years, intended as a dowry for his granddaughter, Seramarias. If he meant to make use of the books, Jenk knew, his expenses would not end with bribes to the Watch.
And yet he was convinced that Caleb had spoken truly, that the books and the body had not come into their hands by accident. Of all the men who worked on the river—ignorant, illiterate men most of them, who knew nothing beyond their daily struggle for existence—that the casket had come to Caleb Braun, who alone among the scavengers would recognize the symbols on the books, who alone would realize the other implications of the discovery as well . . . no, it was too great a coincidence. Caleb had been fated to make the discovery, just as he was fated to bring it to the attention of Jenk himself.
“And yet . . . to what end?” Jenk wondered aloud. “It may be that the books were sent for our consolation, that we may gain back all that we have lost.”
He thought of the long years of poverty and struggle, of the wife who deserted him, and of the daughter he had hardly known until, disowned by her mother’s kin, betrayed and abandoned by the man she married against their wishes, she came to the bookshop to live for a short space, to bear a daughter of her own, and die. The child she bore, at first an intrusion on his solitary existence, the bookseller grew to love—and suffered his poverty doubly through all young Sera was denied.
Sera was eighteen now, a handsome, spirited girl. Five years ago, he had reluctantly sent her to live with her wealthy relations. Oh, yes, he knew full well how her pride must suffer as the recipient of Clothilde Vorder’s condescending favors. But it was of Sera’s future he had been thinking, and of the wealthy men she would meet in the Vorders’ house—one of whom might have the wisdom to recognize the value of her beauty and intelligence, to ignore the paltry size of her dowry, and ask for her hand in marriage. Now it came to him that the hope was a vain one, and that his beautiful and accomplished Sera was doomed to dwindle into a dreary old maid, little better than a servant in the Vorder household . . . unless he could find a way to mend his fortunes.
“But how if the books were not meant for our worldly benefit, but for our spiritual redemption?” Jenk moaned softly to himself. “Caleb and I know the danger in possessing such volumes. It may be that we were meant to destroy them, to save some other poor fool from ruin. A final expiation for past sins, here at the end of our lives.”
He put a hand to his forehead. His brow burned as with a fever, but the palm of his hand was cold and clammy. Yet his mind remained clear, remarkably clear—indeed, he was impressed by the coherency and logic of his own arguments. “It may be that the Fates cast them carelessly our way, merely to see what we would make of them. Or it may be that the Intelligence which ordained our ruin so many years ago has not finished tormenting us yet.”
Were he to beggar himself a second time, Jenk told himself, Sera would not be materially affected; but the public disapprobation, if the nature of some of the activities he contemplated became known—that she must feel keenly.
And yet, was he strong enough to resist the sheer entrancing mystery of the thing, the allure of forbidden knowledge? If he and Caleb were to discover the secret that maintained the body of the sorcerer, entirely uncorrupted, these hundred years and more, that discovery might lead to other, even greater secrets as well. At the thought, Jenk felt a cold thrill pass over him, the first stirrings of an old excitement, far beyond any pleasure the flesh had ever offered him.
“May the Father of All forgive me,” he whispered. “I believed myself cured, but the old passion, the old hunger, returns, even stronger than before.”
With shaking hands, Jenk unlocked and opened the box. If Sera would suffer his disgrace only obliquely, he told himself, she would enjoy the full benefit of his success. Fine silken gowns he would bestow on her, velvet slippers and ruby bracelets, pageboys and serving maids to wait on her every whim, and a dowry sufficient to ensure a brilliant marriage.
With his head full of these and other pleasant fancies, ]enk counted six silver coins into his hand. Then he replaced the box, locked the cabinet, picked up his candle, and descended the stairs.
Concerning the Morbid pleasures of the Wealthy. The Reader is introduced to Miss Seramarias Vorder.
Thornburg-on-the-Lunn was a sprawling sort of town, a great, irregular, many-limbed town, shaped rather like a starfish, spraddled out on either side of the river. Indeed, it might be said that the Lunn gave Thornburg its character, for it was a capricious town, a town of many contrasts, ancient and young, rollicking and cruel.
River port and market town combined, that was Thornburg, where pink-cheeked farmers and their daughters sold their fruits and vegetables side by side with hoarse-voiced fishmongers crying their wares and dark-skinned foreign peddlers hawking painted fans, cockatoos, and “diamond” necklaces made of pinchbeck and paste. It was a cosmopolitan place where men and dwarves and gnomes lived amicably side by side; a shabby-genteel sort of town, where taverns and warehouses and tiny crowded shops, crumbling old churches with belltowers and medieval guildhalls with clocktowers, were all tumbled together with parks and public gardens and elegant neo-classical villas.
At the center of town was Cathedral Hill, where the streets were narrow and steep, and crowded at most hours of the day with a constant traffic of foot travelers, carriages, carts, and sedan chairs. But behind the cathedral existed an unexpected haven of peace, a quiet old graveyard hidden behind iron gates, where the grass grew long and green among crumbling marble monuments and mossy gravestones, and dandelions and daisies sprouted in the cracked flagstone pathways.
Twenty years and more had passed since the last bodies were buried there. The elegant mausoleums were falling into disrepair; statues and gravestones had tilted or tumbled and not been put aright. So it came as some surprise to the shopkeepers who did business on Church Street, one bright afternoon in the season of Leaves, to see a fashionably dressed funeral party trudging up the hill. At a stately pace the procession came, and not only the shopkeepers took note. The busy wives of the town, the gentleman loungers, and the country girls in bright calico gowns who came into Thornburg at this season of the year to sell tame rabbits in wicker cages and baskets of painted eggs—all stopped what they had been doing to stare and to wonder. For the procession was remarkable for two very curious facts: the absence of a corpse, a coffin, or a bier; and a group of white-stockinged serving men who stalked on ahead of the sable-clad mourners, bearing hampers and baskets bulging with foods and wines, linen cloths and fine crystal. The servants entered by the imposing iron gates, and proceeded to lay out an elegant picnic repast among the gravestones.
“Such a pity Count Xebo could not attend his own funeral.” The speaker, a stout matron in an enormous powdered wig, seated herself on a low cenotaph and lifted her gauzy black veil. “He left town on some business, you know (his estates in Spagne are sadly encumbered), and what was the poor Countess to do with the invitations already sent, and all the arrangements made?”
“A great pity,” agreed her companion, a middle-aged dandy in high leather boots like a cavalry officer. Except for the boots there was nothing military about him. He wore his hair unpowdered and neatly clubbed at the back, but the front hung loose in dark golden lovelocks; his garments were laced, fringed, and be-ribboned to a remarkable degree; and he carried a tiny black fan. To many a susceptible maiden, he was a perfect figure of romance.
He spoke, moreover, with a foreign accent and a slight hesitation, which lent weight to his words, creating an impression that everything he said, no matter how trivial or commonplace, was the product of deep thought. “But we may comfort ourselves with this thought: that at some future event, the Count will be beyond concern for his estates, and shall certainly be present.”
“Very true,” replied the lady, accepting a crystal goblet filled with red wine from one of the servants. “’Tis unlikely that a man of such venerable years will disappoint us a second time.
“But do tell me, my dear Jarl: what do you think of my daughter, Elsie?” she asked, nodding in the direction of a stand of dark yews, where two young women—one of them slight, pale, and golden-haired, the other a statuesque maiden with glossy dark brown curls—were strolling arm in arm.
“Your daughter is exquisite,” Jarl Skogsrå replied warmly. “And yet there is something—I do not know how to say it—a quality of fragility, perhaps, that while it enhances . . .”
“My Elsie has never been in the best of health. She suffers dreadfully from a number of mysterious complaints.” The lady spoke complacently, as though she believed she gained consequence by the possession of a sickly daughter. “However, we may see an improvement very soon. The dear Duchess has recommended a new man and a new course of treatment, and I am certain it will do poor Elsie good.”
The Jarl murmured a few words expressive of sympathy, and the fond mother, apparently satisfied, sipped her wine and turned her attention to the delicacies offered her by a footman in black and silver: quails’ eggs, boiled snails, cheese tarts, pickled samphire, and other dainties, all tastefully arranged on a bed of dandelion leaves.
“But I am curious about this other young woman I see always in Miss Vorder’s company,” said the Jarl. “Her cousin, I believe?”
The lady selected a pigeon pasty. “A distant relation only. The orphaned daughter of a profligate kinsman; my husband insisted on bringing her into our household as a companion for Elsie. An obstinate, headstrong girl, but my daughter is so passionately attached to her that it would be cruel to separate them.” Mistress Vorder selected another pasty and swallowed it at a gulp. “To do her justice, she takes great care of Elsie, and after all, she is more convenient than some wretched gin-swilling nurse, and entirely presentable besides.”
The Jarl heaved a soulful sigh; he took her hand (it was a little greasy after the meat pies) and kissed it. “And this toleration of an interloper in your home is but one of many sacrifices, I believe, which you have made for the sake of the precious ailing child.”
The lady turned pink, flattered by his air of sympathetic respect. “I could not begin to list them all. You little know what I have suffered on Elsie’s behalf. I believe we have seen every doctor, apothecary, herbalist, and chirurgeon in Thornburg, and the torments they have inflicted on my poor child are truly heart-breaking—the bleedings—the vile medicines—the horrid diets. I vow, I am a woman who has endured much.”
On the other side of the cemetery, in the shade of the trees, the object of Mistress Vorder’s motherly concern relinquished her companion’s arm and seated herself, with a weary little sigh, in the long grass.
The dark-haired girl sank down beside her. “Shall I send a servant for your powder?”
Elsie shook her head. “Please, Sera, no. I don’t feel ill, only a little tired and breathless. Let us sit here in the shade for a time, until I feel stronger.” She allowed Sera to remove her hat for her, an elaborate affair decorated with black velvet roses and a vast quantity of spotted black tulle, and set it down on the grass.
“I was thinking . . .” Elsie added dreamily, as she stripped off her black net mittens and dropped them into her lap, “that when I die, I would like to be buried in an old graveyard like this. So very peaceful, don’t you think? And the statues in the new cemetery are so—so immense and ugly, they frighten me a little.”
When her cousin spoke so, Sera found it difficult to answer, difficult to speak around the painful constriction in her throat. Yet she forced herself to reply briskly. “I don’t approve of these morbid fancies; I wish you would not make these ‘death-bed declarations.’ You are two years younger than I and shall most likely live to bury me.”
Elsie smiled her sweet, fragile smile. “Your death is something even I daren’t contemplate. You are so strong and so stubborn, dear Sera, I almost believe you will live forever.”
The other girl’s dark-browed face softened. “Then learn to be as strong and obstinate as I am, my darling, and spend eternity with me. How could I bear the prospect in any company but yours?”
Sera untied the black ribbons under her chin and removed her own plain, flat-crowned straw, which she immediately proceeded to use as a fan to cool both herself and Elsie. As Elsie’s natural delicate coloring returned, Sera felt a cold wash of relief. I am the one growing morbid, she scolded herself. Elsie has only to sigh, or turn pale, or say she is faint, and I am instantly convinced that the awful moment has come, that her doctors have finally succeeded in killing her. But I must not allow myself to think such things—must not allow myself to dwell on them—or else I shall grow so foolish and wicked there is no telling what I might do.
“I certainly don’t care for the company here,” she said aloud. “Or for the occasion—so precisely calculated to encourage sick fancies. I can’t imagine why Cousin Clothilde insisted you attend.” She fingered the skirts of her black bombazine gown. “And these ridiculous weeds, so warm and uncomfortable on a day like this. Why should either of us wear deep mourning for Count Xebo, who is no kin of ours, and rather more to the point, is not even dead?”
“Mama insisted that I come because she knew Jarl Skogsrå would be here,” said Elsie. “I believe she is match-making again. I see you frown, and I don’t blame you. He was perfectly charming to me, and I confess I liked him, but not when I saw how rude he was to you—not even asking Mama for an introduction, when we all rode in the same carriage together!”
Sera made an airy little gesture, dismissing the Jarl’s discourtesy. “His rudeness to me is nothing; I am accustomed to these slights. I don’t regard it, and neither should you. In general,” she added thoughtfully, “I believe I prefer a man who is at least honest in his in his imagined superiority, to the sly insinuating sort who hints at all kinds of horrid familiarities and supposes I must be flattered by his attentions simply because I am poor.”
As she spoke, Sera chanced to encounter the glance of a pasty-face youth in a preposterous wig, a certain Mr. Hakluyt, who, on the occasion of a previous meeting, had whispered a vulgar piece of impertinence in Sera’s ear and then slithered off before she was able to reply. He was watching her now with what could only be termed a speculative gaze. Sera returned his stare with a scorching glance of her own and hoped that would be sufficient to wither his pretensions.
Elsie remained innocently unaware of this little exchange. It was plain that she was strongly attracted to Skogsrå, but her loyalty to Sera was even stronger. “In general, you say . . . yet it is easy to see you have conceived a violent dislike of the Jarl. Well, I won’t like him, either—though he is so very handsome and speaks with such a delightful accent—for you see people more clearly than I do, and your judgement of character is better than my own.”
Sera experienced a sharp pang of remorse, for she knew she had a deplorable habit of conceiving strong prejudices, sometimes on the strength of a word or a gesture. “No, no, you mustn’t say so,” she protested. “Indeed, I know nothing against the man. Any animosity I may feel toward Jarl Skogsrå is purely personal and . . . rather puzzling, for I haven’t seen or heard anything to make me doubt his intentions or his character.
“Perhaps I am only jealous because you were so instantly and so strongly attracted,” Sera added softly, smoothing her cousin’s disheveled golden curls with a gentle hand and a fond smile. “I am so selfish that I am bound to resent any man who appears to be a serious rival for your affection—but you must not reject the Jarl on that account, indeed you must not.”
Elsie took her hand and squeezed it affectionately. “Perhaps I will allow myself to like him a little bit, but that is all. I could not love any man who didn’t value my Sera as much as I do.”
The afternoon grew warmer. Sitting in the long, sweet-smelling grass, the two girls began to feel drowsy. Sera continued to wave her hat in a desultory manner. Elsie stifled a yawn and looked around her for another topic of conversation.
Mistress Vorder still sat perched on a marble slab, deep in conversation with the Jarl. The other picnickers were scattered about the cemetery in pairs or small groups, seated on the ground, or strutting among the gravestones, like a flock of crows come to feed among the crumbling mausoleums and mournful statues: Countess Xebo, Lord Vizbeck and his aging mother, two barons and their baronesses, the pale Mr. Hakluyt with his eternally roving eye, the Duchess of Zar-Wildungen, representatives of a number of wealthy but untitled families—
“How odd,” said Elsie, with a mischievous sideways glance at her companion. “I made certain he would be here. It’s just precisely the sort of occasion to appeal to a gentleman of—of a poetical sort, don’t you think?”
“I really couldn’t say,” replied Sera.
She felt her face suddenly grow warm and an uncomfortable fluttering begin in the region of her heart. “That is . . . I suppose you must be thinking of Lord Skelbrooke. But he is such a will-o’-the-wisp, always appearing and disappearing when one least expects him, it is virtually impossible to determine in advance where and when one is likely to meet him.”
As evening approached, the servants began to pack up the baskets and the hampers, and a long procession of sable-draped carriages and sedan chairs lined up outside the cemetery gates.
“And so it is arranged,” said Jarl Skogsrå, as he escorted Mistress Vorder to the carriage which had conveyed them from Count Xebo’s town house earlier. “I shall call on you and your so charming daughter tomorrow morning.”
“Indeed, I depend on you.” Mistress Vorder leaned heavily on his arm, for she had eaten and drunk more than was good for her, and the combination of too much sun and too much wine made her head buzz unpleasantly. “I am delighted you have taken a fancy to my Elsie, sir, for I believe you are just the sort of man who can make her happy.
“But it is not my opinion alone—or her father’s—that Elsie will consult in choosing to accept or reject you,” she added, as the Jarl handed her up into the carriage. “You must exert yourself to please elsewhere. I hope you are not too proud to do so?”
The Jarl smiled a curiously feline smile. “I understand you. It is for me to win the favor of Miss Sera as well, to court her friendship as ardently as I woo the beautiful Elsie. It is not beyond my power to win her, madam, I do assure you. I have had some acquaintance with young women of her sort in the past—poor but proud, yet not immune to the persuasions I know how to exert.”
Mistress Vorder tittered obscenely. “Use what blandishments you will to win over young Sera. But as for those other young women . . . you will have to give them up, you know, if you are going to marry my Elsie. I won’t permit you to break her heart.”
“I am a passionate man, a man of single-minded purpose,” said the Jarl, putting one hand on his heart, clicking the heels of his high, military-style boots, and bowing deeply so that the loose golden curls obscured his face. “And I take leave to assure you that the woman I marry shall have no cause to complain of any neglect!”
In which Jedidiah falls in with Respectable Company.
Early one morning, when the shadows were long and the street lamps on every corner burning low, Jedidiah left his ramshackle lodgings by the river wall and set out at a brisk pace. It was that weird, plastic hour when night mutated into day, and the town of Thornburg took on a whole new character: when the prostitutes, footpads, and assassins who freely roamed by night returned to their back-alley hunting grounds or their ill-lit dens; when shop-keepers unshuttered the windows of their shops, and bakers, butchers, and greengrocers drove their rattling delivery wagons through the narrow streets of the town. It was that hour when the river scavengers tied up their little boats and headed for the nearest tavern to dine on peas-porridge, herring, and ale.
But Jed’s habits had drastically altered during these last eight weeks. Without explanation, Uncle Caleb abandoned the river and went to work for Gottfried Jenk. “Find another partner, or find other work—ain’t that what you always wanted, anyways?” the old man insisted. “You never did care for the river, and that’s a fact. Think you’d be grateful I finally cut you loose to do exactly as you please.”
Which was all very well and good, Jed countered, except for one small thing: he knew no trade but the one he’d been born to—supposing you could dignify it by the name of trade—and he was years too old, at the age of seventeen, to offer himself as a ‘prentice and learn anything new.
Six weeks later, Jed was still looking for work. Finding it increasingly difficult to live on the wages the old man earned at the bookshop, Jed and Caleb had long since been reduced to a diet of gruel and hard-tack. This morning, Jed headed for Antimony Lane, where a colony of dwarves had settled and opened up shop, as glassblowers, potters, and purveyors of fine porcelain. He had heard that one Master Ule, a prosperous dwarf who owned a bottle factory, wanted a boy to sweep up and run errands—menial work, better suited to a lad much younger, but by now Jedidiah was willing to take any job that would enable him to pay his rent and buy a little salt pork to go with his morning biscuit—any job that did not involve a return to his former occupation and his old disreputable way of life.
The Thornburg Jed knew best was unmistakably a riverside town: a town of docks and bridges, ships and sailors; of crooked streets with wet-sounding names, like Dank Street, Tidewater Lane, and Fisherman’s Alley. But to reach Antimony Lane on foot, Jed left that Thornburg and ventured into the “respectable” part of town, where thatched roofs gave way to slate, stone chimneys to copper chimney pots, and the architecture revealed a tendency toward antique columns, decorative stonework, and wrought-iron gates.
Jed followed Tidewater for about a mile, until it became Church Street and climbed Cathedral Hill. Even at that early hour, the traffic was dreadful. Jed felt something bump up against his knees and glanced down to see a self-important gnome, in a tall black hat adorned with an immense silver buckle, glaring up at him.
“Beg your pardon,” said Jed, stepping to one side—gnomes were terribly careful of their dignity, as Jed well knew, and like to take serious offense when taller folk blundered into them. But in doing so, he put himself directly in the path of a stout dowager in a goat-drawn vinaigrette, who pulled up just in time to avoid running him down.
Jed decided to escape the crowd by ducking down Mousefoot Alley, but he soon lost himself in a bewildering maze of narrow streets and tiny squares and courtyards, where the buildings were all of stone and brick. By this, even though he had lost all sense of direction, he knew that he was in the dwarf quarter; no respectable dwarf consented to live inside wooden walls. Jed was debating whether to stop a passerby and ask for directions, or enter into a china shop and inquire; when a familiar voice called out his name.
Glancing back over his shoulder, Jed spotted an open carriage on the other side of the square, parked outside a goldsmith’s establishment. There was no driver in evidence, only a page-boy in a powdered wig and scarlet livery to hold the heads of the horses. Jed did not know the boy, but he did know the passengers. One of them, a dark-haired girl of about his own age, in a gown of dull green poplin and a countrified bonnet tied with primrose ribbons, nodded at him and gestured imperiously.
Jed heaved a sigh, thrust his hands into the pockets of his old frieze coat, and walked across the square with dragging feet and a dim hope that some distraction might present itself and claim the young lady’s attention before he reached the carriage.
The hope was a vain one, as Jedidiah might have known. Sera Vorder’s fingers were doing a brisk, impatient dance on the side of the carriage when Jed finally arrived.
“Fine morning for a drive,” he said, ducking his head sheepishly, and studiously avoiding the gaze of Elsie, who looked prettier and more fragile than ever, in a big leghorn hat and a gown of white muslin figured with cabbage roses. “You ladies lost your coachman? Why don’t I scout around and see if I can find him?”
To his relief, Sera’s frown vanished and she burst out laughing. “Don’t be nonsensical, Jed—and don’t you bow and scrape to me! Our ‘coachman’ is Jarl Skogsrå, and he and Cousin Clothilde are inside the shop. I expect they will return at any moment, so don’t be difficult—just offer me a hand down, because I have something particular to discuss with you and I won’t tolerate interruptions.”
Jed heaved another sigh. Sera had such a decided way of making a request, it was difficult to resist her. He opened the door of the carriage and helped her to alight. But he could not resist a sidelong glance at her companion. Catching Elsie looking back at him, he blushed to the roots of his hair.
“I hope you know I don’t put her up to this, Miss Elsie.”
Elsie smiled at him. To Jed’s mind, she was the prettiest girl in Thornburg, with her fair, almost translucent skin, and her soft golden curls, but there was always a tentative quality to her beauty, a kind of delicate expectancy in her smile, that brought a lump to Jed’s throat.
“I know you don’t, Jed,” said Elsie. “But when did Sera require encouragement to stand by old friends?”
Sera took his arm and shook it impatiently. “Come along, Jed, before Cousin Clothilde returns. I’m in no temper for another lecture on the impropriety of being seen in low company—either from her or from you. I’ve heard it all too many times before.”
Even as she spoke, the shop door opened, and Mistress Vorder stepped out into the street, accompanied by a limping, foreign-looking dandy in high boots. From the grim look on Clothilde Vorder’s face as she approached the carriage, it was plain that Sera was in for a scolding and that Jed himself would likely come in for more than his share of the blame. Wishing to avoid a scene (and reckoning that Mistress Vorder, in her grotesque curled wig and her outsized hoop, was a sight too unwieldy to effectively pursue them), he turned tail and ran, dragging Sera with him: around a corner, down a long alley, and into another open square.
When he thought it was safe, he released her arm. Pulling off his cap, he used his sleeve to wipe his forehead. “I ain’t accustomed to all this running about in the heat of the day,” he said, leaning up against a cool brick wall.
“Really, Jedidiah.” Sera righted her straw hat, smoothed her skirts, and readjusted the drape of her flowered silk shawl. “Cousin Clothilde will suspect the worst now. And what of Jarl Skogsrå? They will imagine an elopement at the very least. I hope you are prepared to do the honorable thing and make an honest woman of me.”
Jedidiah glared at her. “When I do marry, she won’t be a sharp-tongued piece like you, that I promise you. She’ll be someone sweet and gentle, someone like . . .”
But now Sera was laughing at him again, which brought such an irresistible alteration to her dark-browed face that Jed could not help laughing along with her. And over her shoulder he spotted a canted signpost whose weathered lettering read: Cairngorm Court / Antimony Lane. If Sera had led him astray in one sense, she had at least set him straight in another.
“Anyways,” he said, replacing his cap and adjusting it with a pull and a tug, “your Cousin Clothilde don’t suppose nothing of the sort, nor Jarl what-you-may-call-‘im, I’ll wager. But you don’t tell me what this is all about, I might begin to suspect sommat of the sort myself.”
Sera’s smile faded. She was an attractive girl with a pink and white complexion and a head of thick dark curls like a Gyptian, and Jed thought she might have been prettier still were it not for the lowering brows and a habitual look of discontent, as though she could never quite forget all she had lost through her grandfather’s folly and her father’s wickedness.
“I called at the bookshop last week, and I heard—I heard that Caleb Braun has abandoned his old occupation, to spend his days minding shop and running errands for my grandfather. As for Grandfather, he is so secretive about his activities, I can’t help but wonder if the two of them have embarked on something ill-considered . . . even dangerous. What does it all mean, do you know?”
Jed shifted from one foot to the other, cleared his throat, tugged at his cap, and tried to think of a way to save himself. Not for the first time, he cursed himself for his promise to Uncle Caleb. “All for the young lady’s sake, not to go aworrying her for naught,” the old man had said, swearing him to silence and extracting a particular promise not to mention the coffin or the books to Sera. Without thinking the matter over carefully (for that was before his granduncle announced his decision to abandon the river) Jed had agreed.
“Ask Walther Burgen or Matthias Vogel—I’ve reason to suppose they might know sommat about it,” Jed temporized.
Sera regarded him with patent disbelief. “I? Ask Walther Burgen or Matthias Vogel? What an idea!”
Jed heaved a profound sigh and rolled his eyes heavenward; he had not really expected any other reply. “You know your own business best—or always say you do, anyways. I tell you what I can do,” he said, wiping his sweating hands on his coat and trying another tack. “I’Il keep a close eye on Uncle Caleb—and your grandfather, too. I see or hear anything different from what I already . . . that is . . . I see or hear anything I reckon you ought to know about, I’ll send word.”
From the way Sera bit her lip and tapped her slippered foot on the cobblestone street, it was ominously evident that she suspected him of withholding information. She looked like a young woman who was going to speak her mind in no uncertain terms. Jed braced himself to weather the storm.
But an unexpected diversion rescued him: a little gilded carriage, so small it might have been meant to carry a child, which came down the street at a sedate, not to say dignified pace, pulled by six fat beribboned sheep. The passenger was a dainty blonde woman, as exquisitely formed as a fairy, in a gown of pearl-grey satin and fluttering cobweb lace, and her coachman was a rotund gnome, no more than three feet high, with exceptionally large taloned feet and a fine pair of curving horns. Chained to the seat beside him was a sad-faced miniature indigo ape with a jeweled collar. As she passed by, the lady in the carriage nodded at Sera and raised a tiny hand in greeting.
“Better than a circus,” said Jed, goggling appreciatively.
“Don’t be impertinent,” replied Sera. “That is the Duchess of Zar-Wildungen, if you please, and a most particular friend of Cousin Clothilde’s. Her tastes are somewhat eccentric, I grant you, but she is known for her wit and intelligence as much as her fashionable affectations, and is equally well known, I should tell you, as the patron of many prominent doctors and philosophers.
“Which reminds me,” Sera added, with a sigh, “that I really ought to go back to poor Elsie. She is to see Dr. Mirabolo this afternoon—the Duchess’s current favorite—and I am determined to support her during that ordeal.”
Jed drew his breath in sharply. “Has Miss Elsie been ill again?”
“Oh, Jed, she is practically never well.” Sera’s expression turned suddenly tragic, and she made a little convulsive movement with one hand, clutching her shawl. “Her symptoms are so many and so varied, you would almost suppose she was shamming—though I am convinced she is not—and with every new physician who attends her, poor Elsie develops a new complaint.”
Jed stuck his hands back into his pockets and made a rude but expressive noise at the back of his throat. “Every new quack, it sounds like to me.”
Sera nodded sadly. “Yes, I fear you are right. And I have tried to convince Cousin Clothilde—however, you know how stubborn she can be! She says . . . well, she says a good many cruel and condescending things about my birth and my prospects which do not seem to address the subject at all. I haven’t convinced her yet, Jedidiah, but I assure you that I mean to keep on trying until I do.”
Jed took his hands out of his pockets, folded his arms, and scowled most horribly. “Seems to me your Cousin Clothilde takes a considerable pleasure in quacking Miss Elsie. Seems to me there must be some doctors in Thornburg who know what they’re about.
“I believe there must be, but Cousin Clothilde will have nothing to do with them,” Sera admitted. “She only seems to care for stupid fads and promised miracles. And the Duchess of Zar-Wildungen encourages her.
“I can only suppose that the Duchess means well—so sweet and generous as she is,” Sera added, with another sigh. “But from what I have heard of him, I can’t help thinking that this new doctor of hers—this Dr. Mirabolo—is bound to be immeasurably worse than any of the rest.”
In which Elsie Vorder suffers in Mind and Body.
Dr. Mirabolo was a fashionable physician who had gained a reputation treating fashionable women for fashionable complaints, by soaking them in tubs of saltwater, applying leeches to the soles of their feet, and by exposing them to the “healing influences” of large chunks of magnetized iron. In order to receive those treatments, it was necessary to seek the doctor at his consulting rooms in a narrow building on Venary Lane, an establishment he had modestly dubbed the Temple of the Healing Arts. The “temple,” as Sera soon discovered, was really a second-story suite, sandwiched in between a music school and a fencing academy. It could only be reached by climbing a long flight of steep stairs.
“If Dr. Mirabolo were in the habit of treating the truly ill and not an assortment of hypochondriacs and hysterics—it seems likely he would rent other rooms, no matter what the expense,” Sera whispered in Elsie’s ear, as she supported her up the stairs.
She glanced back over her shoulder, at Elsie’s mother, who, huffing and puffing and leaning heavily on Jarl Skogsrå’s arm, followed behind them. “As it is, I suppose many of his patients derive considerable benefit from the exercise.”
Elsie giggled a little breathlessly. “Poor Mama. I don’t think she had any idea what was in store for her.”
By the time they reached the doctor’s gilded reception room, Elsie and her mother were both on the point of collapse, and Jarl Skogsrå’s limp was more pronounced than ever. Nevertheless (and with an elaborate show of courtesy), he found a fragile-looking chair for Elsie to sit on, sent a servant after a sturdier seat to accommodate Mistress Vorder, and pulled up another frail, gold-painted chair and offered it to Sera.
This unexpected attention on the part of the Jarl, Sera barely noticed. She was too occupied with Elsie’s fan and vial of hartshorn as well as trying to attract the eye of a somber-looking serving man, who was offering tea in shell-like china cups to a sallow matron in plum-colored satin and her three spindly, blue-haired daughters.
I wonder if I might be of assistance?” said a quiet voice behind her, and Sera turned. The voice belonged to a slender gallant in lilac taffeta with foaming white lace at his throat and wrists and knots of silver ribbon on either shoulder.
“Lord Skelbrooke,” she said, and suddenly discovered she was as breathless as Elsie.
“How do you do, Miss Vorder?” Lord Skelbrooke removed a dove-colored tricorn liberally decorated with ostrich plumes and silver braid, and bowed over Sera’s limply extended hand.
Francis Skelbrooke did not paint his face as some of the other dandies did, for he had a fine fresh color of his own. He elected to wear his own hair, immaculately curled and powdered at the front, tied back in loose white curls at the back. But he always wore a tiny black satin patch in the shape of a five-pointed star high on one cheek, and he made liberal use of the scent bottle. I despise effeminate men, thought Sera. Though much to her annoyance, she felt her heartbeat accelerate and the palms of her hands grow damp.
Cousin Clothilde spared her the necessity of a coherent reply. “We’ve been here this age,” said Mistress Vorder, “and that dreadful serving man has not offered us any tea.”
“Allow me to rectify his neglect.” The young Imbrian nobleman bowed once more, tucked his hat under his arm, and strolled off to speak to the servant. Sera sank down into the chair which the Jarl was still holding for her, and waved her fan frantically in a futile attempt to cool her face.
Strong tea and dainty white sugar cakes did much to revive Elsie. “And if you had eaten a decent breakfast as I begged you to,” Sera whispered over the teacups, “I am convinced you could have made the climb easily. Dear me . . . I don’t doubt that I should have dizzy spells and swooning fits myself, if I started the day with a half a biscuit and a draught of vinegar!
“But you know that Mama doesn’t like me to eat before noon,” replied Elsie. “Dr. Gustenhover told her that a large breakfast would overheat my blood.”
Sera sniffed disdainfully. “Overheat your blood indeed! When your hands and your feet are always cold as ice.” She resolved to smuggle some sausages or boiled eggs up from the kitchen tomorrow morning and coax Elsie into eating them. What Cousin Clothilde does not suspect, she cannot forbid, and if she asks no questions, I shan’t be obliged to lie.
“You dislike Lord Skelbrooke—I can’t imagine why,” Elsie was saying. “He is not either kind of man that you described to me before: neither condescendingly haughty nor insultingly familiar. There is not a more courteous man in Thornburg.”
Sera herself did not understand it. Proud men and dissolute men did nothing to ruffle her composure; she could ignore the discourtesies of the one sort just as coolly as she crushed the pretensions of the other; therefore, it was a mystery to her (and the cause of great resentment) why Francis Skelbrooke, with his soft voice, his faint Imbrian accent, his speaking grey eyes, and his gravely respectful manner, never failed to discompose her. This did not, however, prevent her from inventing an excuse for Elsie’s benefit.
“Francis Love Skelbrooke is a poet . . . and what is more he is a visionary. To be one or the other is to be no more foolish than most young men, but the combination of ‘visionary poet’ is one that any rational being must find positively intolerable.”
Far from being shocked by her cousin’s vehemence, Elsie stifled a giggle. “Dear Sera, I do believe that I love you best when you are being completely unreasonable.”
Lord Skelbrooke reappeared a short time later, this time escorting the Duchess of Zar-Wildungen. They made a pretty pastel pair, the Duchess and Francis Skelbrooke: she in grey satin and cobweb lace, he in lilac and silver, and both of them so small and neatly made. Sera felt uncomfortably conscious of her extra inches and her matronly bottle-green gown.
“You see I arrive in good time to accompany you,” the Duchess said, in her clear, childlike voice, as everyone rose to greet her. “I cannot conceive how I have gained a reputation for always arriving late.” And she smiled so irresistibly, gave them such mischievous, piquant glances, that no one gainsaid her, for all she had kept them waiting for nearly an hour.
Standing on tiptoe, the Duchess kissed Elsie on the cheek. “And how fares my godchild today?”
It was another of the Duchess’s affectations to address Elsie as her godchild—though this, Sera was convinced, could hardly be true. The usual number of godparents was twelve: twelve sponsors to appear in church the day an infant was named, twelve godmothers and godfathers to send gifts every year on her birthday. Sera could name every one of Elsie’s twelve, and the Duchess of Zar-Wildungen was not among them—nor had she, as far as Sera remembered, ever sent any birthday gifts. Still, it seemed a harmless fiction, and afforded both the Duchess and Elsie considerable pleasure.
The Duchess had just seated herself, in the chair Sera vacated, when a servant came to usher their party into the inner precincts of the temple.
The matron and her three cadaverous daughters preceded them into the treatment room, and there were other fashionably attired visitors as well: the men in bag-wigs, sausage curls, and enormous pigeon-wings, the ladies in large, picturesque hats. Dr. Mirabolo catered to an exclusive clientele.
The inner sanctum was decorated in a rich foreign style, with potted palm trees in every corner and brass statues of sphinxes, griffons, and winged lions to either side of the door and between the floor-length windows. In the center of the room stood a large covered vat, oval in shape, encircled by more of the gilded chairs.
The doctor was a short, spidery, lively little fellow in a curly dark wig, a black suit, and a pair of gold-rimmed blue spectacles. He greeted the Duchess with effusive deference. “Always a pleasure, Gracious Lady, always a pleasure and an honor. And so you have brought this precious child to see me?”
He took Elsie’s soft, cold hand in his dry parchmenty one and eyed her sharply through the tinted glass. “Yes, yes, I see by looking at her. A distemper of the blood, there is no doubt, and magnetic treatments are the only cure.”
“But we have already tried magnetic treatments,” said Mistress Vorder. “Dr. Lully prescribed them for Elsie, along with a diet of barley biscuits and vinegar, and under Dr. Gustenhover’s care she consumed so many iron filings that I vow and declare ‘tis a wonder to me the poor child did not grow as heavy as lead.”
“Drs. Lully and Gustenhover are admirable men—indeed, I have the highest regard for them both. But sadly behind the times, madam, sadly outdated in their techniques.” The doctor spoke solemnly, shaking his head. “The magnetic tub is the latest, the very latest medical advance, and as you shall see, extremely efficacious.”
“Mama,” said Elsie, in a stifled voice. “You said that we had only come to consult with the doctor.”
“Of course, of course,” murmured the doctor, rubbing his hands together and shifting about from one foot to the other in so lively a fashion that his resemblance to a scuttling black spider was more pronounced than ever. “I shall explain the technique to you in detail, and you shall see these others experience the benefits. I make no doubt you will be so delighted with the demonstration, you will be impatient to begin your own course of treatments.” He skipped over to the vat in the center of the room and lifted the lid. Sera moved forward along with the others, to see what the tub contained. Corked bottles filled with a clouded fluid covered the floor of the vat.
“They contain magnetized saltwater,” said the doctor proudly, “and the medium surrounding them is fresh water treated with the most efficacious and salutary minerals, along with a judicious mixture of ground glass and iron filings.”
Cousin Clothilde appeared suitably impressed. “And how do you administer the benefits of this device?”
“Through a human agency.” The doctor replaced the lid of the vat, reached into a coat pocket, and produced a short iron rod. “I have many trained assistants—men and women of the first quality, I can assure you—who, possessing the required gift, donate their services to relieve the sufferings of their fellow beings.” He bowed in the direction of Jarl Skogsrå. “Perhaps you were not aware that your gallant escort is among them.”
Mistress Vorder eyed the Nordic nobleman with surprise and a little resentment. “You told me nothing of this, sir,” she said coldly. “I had no idea you were one of the doctor’s magnetizers.”
“But dear lady, I had no notion of deceiving you,” replied Skogsrå. “Indeed, I believed my connection with this establishment well known. It is the very reason why I insisted on accompanying you. The Duchess knew of it, certainly.” He limped over to Elsie and raised one of her hands to his lips. “I hope, in the future, to play some small part in effecting your cure.”
As they spoke, more people came crowding into the room through the same door. The atmosphere was growing close. Sera knew that Elsie had difficulty breathing in hot, confined spaces, so taking the younger girl with her, she maneuvered a path through the crowd, heading for the nearest window. After a futile struggle with the casement, she concluded that it was sealed in place. But at least the air was a little cooler near the glass.
“It is time for the demonstration to begin,” the doctor announced. A number of men and women, including the matron’s three gaunt daughters, seated themselves around the vat. Several others, including Jarl Skogsrå, produced iron rods similar to the doctor’s and positioned themselves between the chairs, with the rods extended horizontally in front of them.
“You understand,” said the doctor, speaking for the benefit of the Duchess and Mistress Vorder, “that my assistants have a marked affinity for the magnetic waters, which they have helped me to magnetize, as well as possessing a natural empathetic sympathy. For this reason, they are able to direct the healing influences into and through the rods, and thus effect a cure.”
As he spoke, those in the chairs reached out, each one grasping the iron rods to either side. The effect was almost instantaneous. Some closed their eyes and began to breathe harshly; others threw back their heads and fastened their gaze on the ceiling, moaning as if in pain. Most stared straight ahead, as if into some imaginary distance, their faces etched with expressions of the most sublime ecstasy.
“This is the most appalling nonsense I ever saw or heard of in my life,” said Sera, reaching instinctively for Elsie’s hand. Several people turned to glare at her, but Sera continued on boldly,”Magnetic influences, indeed! I daresay in most of these cases the cure just as much as the complaint is entirely imaginary.”
“I feel certain you must be right,” Elsie whispered. But then she felt the blood rush out of her head, and she was barely able to force out the words: “Oh, Sera, do look!”
Two of the girls had begun to twitch spasmodically, and a white foam had appeared on the lips of one of the ecstatics. As Sera and Elsie watched in horror, three women went into violent convulsions.
“Sera,” said Elsie, “I think I am going to faint. Please take me out of here.”
Sera tore her gaze away from the twitching figure in the nearest chair. Elsie trembled as though stricken by a palsy, and her eyes were wide and dark. This is monstrous . . . they have made her really ill. Why, oh why, had I not the wit to remove her earlier?
She offered her cousin the support of an arm and led her toward the door.
Elsie clutched Sera’s arm convulsively. “Here comes Mama—I know she is going to insist that we stay.” Mistress Vorder was bearing down on them, as if determined to cut off their escape.
Sera hardly knew which way to turn. While it was essential that she remove Elsie from the hysterical atmosphere present in the room, a bitter public argument between Sera and Clothilde was calculated to do almost equal harm.
“I think,” said a pleasantly accented voice in Sera’s ear, “that I may really be of some use here.” And Sera discovered Francis Skelbrooke at her elbow, with an expression of grave concern on his sensitive face. “Allow me to escort Miss Vorder from the room while you deal with her mother’s objections.”
Before Sera had time either to accept or reject his offer, he took Elsie by the arm and whisked her away. This ploy had the desired effect, for Mistress Vorder, taken by surprise and momentarily confused as to her objective, hesitated just long enough for her daughter and Lord Skelbrooke to make good their escape.
Sera watched him lead Elsie through the crowd and out the door, with a mixture of gratitude, relief, and resentment—though she had little time to contemplate either his convenient intervention or his cowardice in leaving the more unpleasant task to her. Cousin Clothilde was soon upon her, red-faced and indignant, demanding an explanation.
Before Sera could offer that explanation, Mistress Vorder launched into a long lecture on the impertinence of young women in general and the ingratitude of orphans in particular. Sera listened as patiently as she could, replied as temperately as her pride would allow, and left the room at the first opportunity.
Which is largely Concerned with the Manufacture of Glass.
By following Antimony Lane, Jedidiah eventually returned to the river, at a spot where the meandering Lunn all but doubled back on herself in a wide, shining loop. Master Ule’s Bottle Factory was located at the end of the street, where the lane ran downhill to the river and ended in a set of broad stone steps. It was a large red brick building of uncertain age—not very dirty, considering the clouds of grey smoke issuing through a number of stacks on the roof and its proximity to the damps of the river.
As a prospective employee, Jed went around to the rear of the building. It had, as he had suspected, a wharf of its own at the back, a weathered but sturdy-looking pier. On the wharf, two broad-shouldered dwarves were loading crates onto a barge, while a third dwarf, in a rough brown coat and a waistcoat of robin’s-egg blue, supervised and made notations in a little book. Jed’s spirits dimmed. Most wichtel (as the dwarves were called) were gregarious and seemed to enjoy the society of Men and gnomes, yet one did hear of the rare dwarf who refused to employ any but his own kind.
But in response to Jed’s inquiry, the dwarf in charge readily put aside his book and offered to take him to Master Ule.
Jed obediently followed the dwarf into the factory. He had never seen the inside of a glassworks before, and the bustle of activity immediately impressed him. He was relieved to note that at least half of Master Ule’s workers were full-sized men. An immense brick furnace, circular with a domed roof, dominated the center of the factory. Two large fellows were busy stoking it with mighty logs of pine and oak. All around the furnace, at glowing arch-shaped apertures, the glassblowers and their assistants worked: Men and gnomes and dwarves, shaping the molten glass into bottles.
Jed had only a moment to observe all this. His escort whisked him through the factory and through a series of passages and storerooms. At last they arrived in a bright, high-ceilinged chamber with windows facing on the street, which apparently served both as storeroom and counting-house. There, the dwarf took leave of him.
Two young dwarves sat busily writing at two small desks near the door. A larger desk in one corner of the room was piled high with ledgers and accounting books and papers, all tumbled together in what appeared (at least to Jedidiah’s untrained eye) to be an entirely random fashion. Sitting behind that desk was an elderly dwarf in a grey tie-wig, a plain suit of clothes, and a leather apron, sorting through the books and papers, muttering to himself, and tugging at his wig with an air of great distraction.
“Blast young Polydore! Scorch and blister him! He can make sense of it all; he can put his hand on the very paper immediately. But when he is away, I cannot find a thing, not a blessed thing!”
This, Jed surmised, must be Master Ule. As neither of the younger dwarves looked up to acknowledge his presence, he made bold to approach their master. “Begging your pardon, sir,” he said, removing his cap, “I’ve come about the job.”
The dwarf glanced up. Abandoning his accounts, he looked Jed over with a pair of piercingly bright eyes. “I fear you have come to the wrong place, young man—I advertised for an errand boy. And in any case, that position has already been filled.”
Jed’s face fell. Seeing his disappointment, the dwarf said kindly, “I can assure you that the position would not have suited you. The boy I hired was half your age. I feel certain you can find something better.”
“No, sir, I don’t reckon I will, saving your worship.” Jed could not help sounding a little bitter. “And as for not being suited, any honest work I could find would suit me proper.”
He turned and started back toward the door, wondering how he was going to find his own way through the maze of rooms and passageways. But the dwarf called him back. “See here, my lad, I take it you’ve been out of work for some considerable period of time?” Jed nodded. “Well, I may be able to find something for you, after all. What can you do—what skills have you learned?”
Jed blushed and shook his head, “No skills to speak of. But I’m powerful strong, I ain’t afraid of hard work, and I learn real quick.”
The dwarf continued to stare at him with those disconcerting dark eyes. “I can see you are strong, and I must confess that I like your face. You look to be a bright lad, and an honest one. All this being so: how is it that you were never apprenticed to any trade?”
Jedidiah shuffled his feet uneasily. He knew that most folks looked on river scavengers as little better than thieves; for all that, he did not like to tell a lie. “I used to work with my granduncle off the river, but he . . . well, he retired in a manner of speaking, and I never did care for that line of work.”
Master Ule nodded sagely. “I quite understand. A somewhat uncertain livelihood, I take it?”
“Yes, sir. It was, sir.” Jed was amazed to hear the dwarf take the matter so lightly. He wondered if Master Ule had misunderstood, taking him for a fisherman or a bargeman. “But it weren’t the money, sir. I’m willing to work cheap.”
The dwarf made an airy gesture. “Well, well, we needn’t worry about that. I do not pay my workers starvation wages—and I pay at the quarter moon as well as the full.” By which Jedidiah understood that the dwarf had not misinterpreted him. “Now then . . . let me see what I can find for you to do—“
It did not take long for the dwarf to find something. For the next several hours, Jed worked hard, moving crates of glass, restacking firewood, and at a variety of other tasks. But as the day wore on he began to wonder whether he was actually doing valuable work, or Master Ule was inventing things for him to do.
That thought troubled Jed. He did not like to accept charity, no matter how discreetly offered. But when he tried to broach the subject to Master Ule, the dwarf waved him off with a good-humored grin. “Nonsense, my lad, nonsense. We are a little slow in getting out the orders this week, with Polydore absent, but when he returns there will be plenty for you to do.”
Polydore was Polydore Figg, Master Ule’s nephew (as Jed had gathered by now), and he was normally in charge of the warehouses and the counting-house; he had been out seven days with a chill in his lungs, and his lengthy absence had created considerable confusion within his domain.
But in the factory Master Ule reigned supreme, and there the making of glass bottles proceeded with great energy and efficiency, for Master Ule was everywhere, overseeing his workers, lending a hand or a piece of advice wherever it was needed, as well as attending to those special tasks which were specifically his as Master of the Glasshouse, like preparing the batch: the mixture of sand, ash, and other materials of which the glass was made. This last called for considerable skill, Jed learned, for the quality of materials varied, measurements could not be exact, and the proper mixture was only achieved by that combination of experience and intuition which distinguished a master glassmaker.
Moreover, several different varieties of glass were manufactured at Master Ule’s, and each kind required a different sort of sand, a different sort of ash: hard sand and oak ash, high in salt and soda, for the dark green bottles used to store wine, ale, oils, scents, and medicines; fine white sand, crushed from pebbles, combined with the ash of barilla or glass-wort for the clear glass bottles that would later be painted with bright enamels or etched with acids, and eventually grace sideboards and supper tables in the homes of the wealthy. There were also blue, pink, and pale yellow bottles destined for ladies’ dressing tables.
Catching Jed watching him, in an idle moment, Master Ule set him to work pulverizing cullet, which was the broken glass the journeymen used to top off the huge pots of red clay in which they fused the batch.
But he was back in the room at the front an hour later restacking a pile of crates—the arrangement of which had not entirely satisfied Master Ule earlier—when the glassmaker rushed into the room and began searching among the ledgers and papers on the large desk.
“Here now,” the Master said to one of the clerks, a stout young dwarf with ruddy cheeks and a moleskin waistcoat, “do you know where the bill of lading for the alehouse consignment might be?”
The younger dwarf declared that he had no idea.
“Begging your pardon . . .” said Jed, glad of an opportunity to be of real use, “ain’t that the paper you’re looking for over there on that box?”
Master Ule crossed the room and picked up the sheet that Jed indicated. “It is, thank the Powers.” But then he gave a little start and examined Jed all over again with those disconcerting dark eyes. “Did you see me put this down here earlier?”
“No, sir,” said Jed.
“Did anyone tell you what this paper contained?”
“No, sir,” said Jed, growing more puzzled by the moment.
“Then how on earth did you know what it was?”
“Don’t it say so right at the top . . . ‘The Moon and Seven Stars, Tavern and Brewery’?”
“It does indeed, “ said Master Ule. “But tell me this, my lad . . . do you actually mean to tell me that you know how to read?”
It was then that Jed realized his mistake. In the country districts, literacy was comparatively high, for there was no end of parish schools and energetic parsons to take the children of laborers and farmworkers in hand, but in towns like Thornburg there were few charitable institutions, and many, many more poor boys and girls in want of an education, so that only the children of the genteel poor were ever chosen. The result was almost universal illiteracy among men of Jed’s class. That Jed himself was an exception to this rule, his associates on the river treated as something of a joke—his betters, when they learned of it, regarded his abilities as a mark of presumption.
Jed blushed and hung his head, wishing he’d had the sense to keep quiet. “I ain’t no scholar,” he protested.
“But you can read?” Master Ule persisted. “In the name of the Father and the Seven Fates, it is nothing for you to be ashamed of! But where on earth did you happen to acquire that skill?”
“From Gottfried Jenk the bookseller.” Jed made the admission reluctantly. “I used to take lessons along of his granddaughter, Miss Sera Vorder, but she always got on better than me, coming to it naturally, as you might say.”
Master Ule handed him a ledger bound in green leather. “Read something to me; choose any page you like,” he demanded.
Somewhat hesitantly, Jed read off a page of names and figures.
“And I suppose . . . but naturally, this schoolmaster of yours—what did you say his name was?—taught you to write as well?”
As Master Ule already knew the worst of him, Jed saw no reason to conceal the truth. “He taught me to write and to . . . well, there was history, and geography, and just about every sort of lessons in them books he taught me to read, and I couldn’t very well help learning them things along of my letters, now could I?”
“Show me,” said Master Ule, and provided him with pen, ink, and paper. This, however, was rather more difficult. Even without books, Jed had plenty of opportunities for reading things: street signs, and shop signs, and handbills pasted up on walls. But since abandoning his studies with Gottfried Jenk he had never had occasion to set pen to paper.
Using a crate for a writing desk, Jed laboriously wrote out his name and the day of the year.
“You are somewhat rusty, I perceive,” said the dwarf, examining this effort. “But with a little practice I believe you might write a very fair hand. I suppose you can add up a column of figures?”
Jed replied that he could, and proceeded to demonstrate. “But my dear good lad, did it never occur to you to seek employment as a clerk?”
Jed shook his head. It certainly had not. Young men who dressed and spoke as he did were not employed in counting-houses and offices.
“Well, perhaps not. Your appearance is somewhat rough, and your speech leaves much to be desired. But with a little polishing . . . with a little polishing we might put you in the way of a very good position.”
“Yes, sir,” said Jed, rather stunned by this proposition, though by now he began to perceive that he had fallen into the hands of a sort of dwarf philanthropist.
For the rest of that day, Master Ule set him to copying accounts from one ledger into another. When he had a moment to think, Jed wondered how the absent Polydore Figg would react on learning that Master Ule had hired such an unprepossessing new clerk. Much to his surprise, the other clerks did not seem to mind at all, and continued on with their work, ink-stained and cheerful, as though it were nothing out of the ordinary for them to work, virtually side by side, with a ragged boy from the river who filled the room (Jed knew he was no garland of meadowflowers) with a fishy odor of brine and riverwater.
“See here,” he finally gathered the courage to ask the others, “am I of any use here at all?”
The stout young dwarf put down his pen, tipped back his chair and appeared to consider. “You’ve given Master Ule the opportunity to do a good and generous deed—which there’s nothing he likes better. That’s useful, anyway. And if you work hard and learn all that you can, why then, he’ll find you another position just as he promised, and there you may be of use, as well as affording considerable satisfaction to the kindest heart in Thornburg.”
Jed thought that over. “I take it, I ain’t the first piece of river trash Master Ule’s taken up and tried to make into something better.”
“You’re the first in the counting-house,” said the other dwarf, looking up from his work. “But half the fellows in the glasshouse were once ‘trash’ (as you are pleased to call yourself) and now they are all worthy and useful members of the community . . . thanks to Master Ule. Oh, I don’t say he hasn’t taken a scoundrel or two in by mistake, but he’s a very good judge of character and most of his charity cases turn out well.
“We don’t mind taking our turn and helping you to get on,” he added. “Why should we? We are all Master Ule’s beneficiaries, in one way or the other. Work hard and learn all you can—that will please the Master—and if you please him, you please us as well. But if you are too proud or too lazy to take the opportunity he has offered you . . . why then, you will disappoint us all.”
With the matter presented to him in that light, Jed could only conclude that he would be a bit of a scoundrel himself, did he refuse Master Ule’s help. He went back to his ledgers with a good will, and a firm resolution that he would work hard, learn all that he could, and prove himself one of the deserving ones.
When evening came, Master Ule took his hand and pumped it vigorously. “You are a hard worker, and a very good boy. I am pleased to employ you.”
Under the circumstances, Jed felt uncomfortable bringing up the subject of money—but gratitude, and good resolutions notwithstanding, he could not afford to work for nothing. “We never did come to no agreement on the matter of wages.”
“No more we did,” said the dwarf. “I thank you for reminding me. Now, let me see—you have been out of work for some time now, so I think I may safely assume that your financial circumstances are . . . somewhat embarrassed?”
There was no denying that, but Jed was still reluctant to take advantage of the dwarf’s good nature. “There ain’t been any talk of throwing me and Uncle Caleb out of our lodgings . . . not yet, anyways.”
Master Ule considered for a few moments more. “What do you say to fifteen shillings a week—the first fortnight in advance? In that way you may pay off some of your more pressing debts, as well as buy yourself garments of . . . rather more recent vintage.”
Jed was too dazed to answer. Fifteen shillings a week, thirty a fortnight—that was close to a season’s pay for his gleanings on the river, except when the moon and the tides were particularly generous.
Master Ule continued on: “In general, we begin our day here an hour after sunrise, but you needn’t trouble yourself about that tomorrow. I expect you will wish to spend the morning settling your affairs and seeing to that new suit of clothes.”
When Jed arrived home that evening, he found Uncle Caleb waiting up for him, in the little room they shared above a grog shop, seated in the one good chair the room could boast of: a rocking chair pulled up by the tiny fireplace.
Even at this season, nights by the river were often cold and damp, so Caleb had lit a little driftwood fire on the hearth and set Jed’s evening bowl of porridge on the hob to keep warm.
“We can save the porridge for morning and fry it up in grease,” said Jedidiah, unwrapping a brown paper parcel he had carried in and arranging the contents on a little table by the fire: a side of bacon, six sausages, a pot of fresh cheese, and a loaf of bread.
The room was not an elegant one, but it possessed a certain broken-down charm. Besides the rocking chair, there was a footstool and two or three less reliable chairs. The walls had been papered some fifteen years before—during a period of comparative prosperity following the sale of a jeweled brooch—in a pattern of blushing gillyflowers and curling green ivy on a cream ground, but the paper was scarred and faded now, and a large oak sideboard (the result of another windfall) was filled with mismatched china in blues and roses and antique golds, most of it chipped or broken.
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