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Prologue

Gall pechod mawr ddyfod trwy ddrws bychan

A great sin can enter through a small door

WELSH PROVERB

He wakes to the unmistakable smell of sulfur and a room as black as pitch.

What woke him, he cannot rightly say. There is a chill to the room that can only be accounted for by the cold Welsh stone, stone which retains little heat even with a fire burning fierce in the grate. There is the screech of a barn owl, a sound that has always soothed him despite its harsh hunter’s cry. There too has been the sound of running water from the stream abutting the gatehouse, its watery chime a boon to his tired mind rather than a bane.

And, of course, that smell of sulfur.

It comes and goes. He has tried to account for it, consulted Plas Helyg’s gardener about the matter. Fungus in the water he was advised, a consequence of the stream being so close to the wall, compounded by a lack of natural light on account of the crowding trees. Or, perhaps, the smell comes from the mines up on the nearby hill. If the wind blows a certain way, such things might be possible. In any case (he was told) it is no cause for concern, and so the smell is something he has grown accustomed to. It is not so very bad, after all.

Still. Something is different this night. He tries to place the anomaly, stares wide-eyed into the dark, but soon it is no good. With a groan he swings his legs out of bed and in the dark his gnarled toes feel for the slippers on the rug, pushing the soft pumps onto his feet, first one, then the other. It takes him a moment to stand, to accustom himself to the stiffness in his joints. He almost changes his mind, almost sinks back down on the feather mattress, but now he has exerted himself it seems futile to have wasted the accomplishment, and so he forces himself to the window, pulls the curtains apart on their rings.

There is no moon. The trees that surround the house, unfathomable.

He sees nothing.

Only when the old man moves to turn away does he apprehend what is out of place, what it was that must (must) have woken him, for there is nothing else to account for it. Beneath the familiar sounds of rural night, the running water of the stream, like an undercurrent, he hears it:

Whispering.

With shaking fingers he twists the window latch, pushes the pane up into its casement, leans out, strains to listen. Frowns.

It is no louder. He thought perhaps it was the wind whispering through the willows up at the mansion or those nearby at the family vault; perhaps, even, the lull of the sea across the valley a mere two miles away. It happens, sometimes, on a clear night.

Yet.

He begins to lower the sash, wonders if his hearing has started to fail him, if his body has found one more damnable way to bow to its advancing years. He has diagnosed it in others. The “bewitched ear.” Common, in older folk . . . But what is this? Fingertips pressing onto the glass, he peers down.

Nothing wrong with his eyes.

A light—a lone red orb—has appeared between the trees.

No. Not an orb. A small dancing flame; a candle, he is sure. As he watches, the flame begins a slow trajectory toward the gatehouse and he strains into the darkness, tries to discern a body connected to the candle but perceives none. All he can see is that one single suspended light.

“Who goes there?”

There is no answer, no variation to the candle’s movement, no pause to those infernal whisperings. The red light (such an odd color for a flame) bobs along on its journey before it disappears, cut off by the wall below.

Gone.

His sister often speaks of the tolaeth, supernatural warnings of death or some other approaching of a calamity. Corpse candles, these. Well, he has never set any store in them, not in any of the local superstitions. He is a man of science, has no patience for silly delusions. Candle it may be, but no corpse about it to be sure. What a notion, he thinks grimly, slamming the window shut. Enaid always did have a fertile imagination.

The old man turns from the window, spends some minutes attempting to quicken the tinderbox. Village folk, he thinks now, descending the stairs with his own candle aloft, and more than one. Though his hearing is very good (and he is convinced now that age has not thwarted him in this instance after all) he did not hear a single voice and no man, no sane one at least, would whisper to themselves outside, alone. It will be those pesky miner’s children—led by Cai, probably—sneaking about the woods, carrying naked flames at that! Troublesome whelps. He will soon see them off.

On the bottom step he stops abruptly. The whispering is louder here, he realises. The wretches, then, have got into the house! But how, when he bolted the door, latched the windows fast and firm?

Concentrate, he thinks. Use reason. Where does the sound come from? The red light went to the right of the gatehouse, did it not? The old man raises his candle in its holder, grips the hoop tightly with one arthritic finger, crosses the hall into his sitting room. Nothing, no one, but the whispering is louder now and so he continues round, through the open door into his library . . .

. . . and almost drops the candle on the floor.

A flickering light emits from the bookshelves on the far wall. He shakes his head, rubs his eyes with his free hand, looks again. He must be hallucinating. His bookshelves have no means to glow!

Cautiously he crosses the room, is shocked to discover on the approach that his bookshelves do not glow, but there is instead a wide opening within them, the way beyond lit by thick pillar candles in ornamental sconces. For a moment he stares, perturbed. After all these long years how could he not have known there was a door here? It was rumoured, of course, in old Cadwalladr’s day, that Plas Helyg and its grounds were a haunt for smugglers. Village gossip, he always thought, a tale to thrill and shock. And yet, here, a tunnel!

He pulls the door open wider, the heavy wood creaking on its hinges.

Before him lies a stone passage, at the end a set of spiral stairs leading downward, and cautiously the old man descends on creaking knees. The iron banister is cool to the touch; he grips it tight, heart pinching in his chest. When he reaches the bottom he is greeted by a rush of air, smells the dankness of earth and wet stone. All of a sudden he is suspended with indecision—he wishes neither to go on nor to retreat. But! He has come too far to turn back now and before him is another, longer passage, lined with torches attached to ornate braziers, crusted with age.

The old man continues on.

Halfway down (or is it up?) he stops. Listens. The echoed whispering is much louder here. Drawn now to its strange cadence he begins to move forward again, uses the flat of his free hand to touch the rough damp walls, hard-knuckled fingers reading crevices in the stone as if he were blind, his worn slippers scuffing on the dirt floor. The smell of sulfur catches at his throat and as the old man coughs he sees his breath pool in the air before him.

How far underground is he? To where does the passage lead? And the whisperings! They come not from village children at all, but someone else, something else, and in the wake of that knowledge he finds that he is trembling. But as if an invisible thread has attached itself to his spine, that whispering—seductive yet frightening in its strangeness—pulls him to the end of the passage, and taking a deep and rattling breath, the old man enters the cavernous room beyond. . . .
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There are hells everywhere,

Both under the mountains, hills, and rocks,

And under the plains and valleys.

EMANUEL SWEDENBORG

Heaven and its Wonders and Hell: From Things Heard and Seen (1758)





Chapter One

The journey from London had been pleasant enough, to begin with.

The many coachmen who conveyed him made easy and timely progress—the roads were good, the weather altogether fine, and on their approach to the Welsh border the landscape began to take on a new face. Henry Talbot watched as rugged mountains rose in the distance, as previously flat fields started to slope gently upward, chequered black and white with grazing sheep and cattle. Even the air—though the journey by that time had been almost exclusively along open roads and the towns were miles behind—smelt different: fresher, sweeter, with hints of flora and sharp fir. For a brief moment Henry had let himself feel something akin to optimism instead of the bitterness that has dogged him since leaving the capital, but then his progression across the border and thence into the valleys took a decidedly downward turn; the temperature dropped as the horses ambled into dense woodland, the roads within them tight and winding, the chaise rocking from side to side almost continually for twenty miles. At the mountain he heard called Dinas, Henry was required to exchange the luxury of that enclosed vehicle for a pony and cart led by a gruff driver who did not seem to speak any English. By the time they had ascended an incomprehensibly steep hill to then descend along a very bad and stony dirt track (at which point heavy rainfall made itself most keenly known) Henry’s mood was sober, the experience having dampened any pleasure he might have taken from the scenery of this wild and desolate country he must now call home.

Until that moment there had been in Henry a sense of denial, as if he were merely playing out a part; until that moment he let himself believe that his journey was a temporary one, to be considered an excursion only, from which he would return in due course. But as the cart’s wheels clattered over those uneven roads littered with slate shards and jagged pebbles there was no denying it any longer: his old life is over. His new one must begin.

With a sigh Henry turns up his collar. The sun has finally made its appearance but the lateness of the day has tempered the May air with a touch of cold. Still, this next stage of the journey is picturesque; the vale they travel through now is watered by what Henry assumes is the estuary which widens as the cart advances, its sides bounded by hills and lush woodland. On the curve of another tree-lined bend he catches the scent of brine.

At length they reach the outskirts of a town called Abermaw where the driver stops at the bottom of a sharp incline of shale-rock. Two labourers climb aboard, settle themselves down in the straw next to Henry’s trunk strapped into the back of the cart. He looks over his shoulder, doffs his hat, proffers a smile.

“Good afternoon.”

Both men stare stonily back. Henry’s smile slips. His tone had been friendly; there was no need at all for them to look at him like that and turn so pointedly away. A discord of whispers begins between the two men, and in confusion Henry twists back to face front.

The cart rumbles on. The road angles itself on an unsteady turn; a gull cries high in the arch of a sharp breeze. As the sea hoves into view—an undulating sheet of iron-gray shot with jade—Henry grips the handles of his portmanteau even tighter, takes a grudging kind of pleasure from the sound of waves, the quaint fishing boats bobbing along the horizon.

It is the first time he has ever seen the sea.

Further down at the harbor stand much larger boats, all at various stages of construction. Fascinated, Henry watches as they pass what looks to be the beginnings of a brigantine with its wooden skeleton only half complete, three men at its belly with hammer and nail. Further down the quay he spies a line of smaller boats being loaded with crates, an empty wagon waiting on the sand, and Henry turns to the driver with interest.

“What do you export? Slate? I heard there were mines nearby.”

Henry’s driver—an older man with a heavily lined face beneath a coarse hay-colored beard—glances at him. He sniffs, says nothing. Henry reaches into his coat, extracts the Welsh dictionary he was obliged to purchase in an obscure bookshop on the fringes of Piccadilly a week before his departure, and thumbs through the pages. “Llechen?” he tries, tripping over the word for slate, but still the Welshman does not answer. Behind them one of the laborers snorts, and the cart trundles by—the moment with it. They emerge once more onto open road, leave Abermaw behind them. Henry returns the dictionary to his pocket with a sigh.

He has pored over that dictionary, felt duty-bound to attempt to at least try to accept what fate has dealt him. He knows he will be at a loss in this rugged land without speaking the language, but it is damnably difficult; he does not understand the clauses or the grammar, and to his ear the sounds are guttural, hard to adapt to. Henry suspects too that he is mispronouncing everything, applying the incorrect word to the situation, and it angers him, this weakness. He, who was respected for his intellect in London by his colleagues at Guy’s and Bow Street alike. He, who could speak to a room full of medical students with eloquence and finesse! Henry sought positions in other places of course, both in London and beyond, but without recommendation no one would deign grant him an interview.

Instead, he has had to come here.

Henry thinks of the letter nestled at the bottom of his trunk, folded and refolded so many times it has grown limp. My dear sir (it started), it has come to my attention that you are without position under circumstances most unfortunate. To ease such misfortune, it would be my greatest pleasure to offer you the vacant post of physician in Penhelyg, Meirionydd.

It was signed, I am, &c, Lord Tresilian.

Intrigued, Henry had located Penhelyg on a map purchased from the same bookseller who later sold him the dictionary, and was disappointed to find it a small and inconsequential mining village in Wales with no large towns or cities to be found that were not over fifty miles away—an isolated place by the sea, quite far removed from anything he had ever known before. Many thoughts jumbled in his head at that moment as he examined the disc of wax that had sealed the letter, its strange curling symbol set within a crimson circle. Who was Lord Tresilian, and how did he come to know of what happened in London? It was something Henry puzzled over for an inordinately long time, yet in the end he could only be grateful for the opportunity. After all, it was blatantly apparent no other was forthcoming.

“Will we reach Penhelyg soon?” he asks the driver now in an effort to distract himself, and though Henry did not expect an answer one comes all the same.

The words are in heavily accented English, but he can at least understand when the driver says, “We’ll be there soon enough.”

“You do comprehend me!” Henry exclaims, but the Welshman only keeps his gaze fixed fast ahead.

And so they proceed in silence for some time more through shifting yellow sands until, eventually, the road veers away from the shoreline, rises upward, inland. Henry watches the slanting rays of the setting sun turn that grey sea into a single thread of gleaming gold before he loses sight of it altogether around a moss-banked bend. Every few miles they pass through desolate-looking hamlets before moving into deeply shaded woodland, and he smells in the chill air (he wraps his rain-damp coat tight about him) the earthy scent of bracken. Above him there is a sharp cry; he looks up, spies the silhouette of an owl soaring high on the hunt.

Dusk has settled now, the sun lost in a cradle of mauve. Henry looks about him, tries to discern anything more than the strange shadows of country, but the dirt track is steadily darkening like ink spilt upon the soil. In the distance there is the low chattering of birds, the eerie hush of trees, of nocturne come to draw the evening slowly in. Henry swallows. He is used to flame-lit streets and noisy tavern din, not this strange almost-quiet, and he is just about to ask again when they might expect to reach his destination when the woodland parts and the driver instructs the pony to slow.

They stop outside a long line of narrow stone houses. The wheels of the cart have scarce ceased the last turn on their spokes when the two laborers—who have not stopped their pointed muttering since leaving Abermaw—jump down.

“Penhelyg,” the driver announces.

Henry stares.

So . . . small. So meagre! He looks at the cramped unlit cottages, their doors daubed strangely with a stripe of flaking white paint, each and every one. The only thing that softens their harsh facade is a bank of willow trees set behind them, lithe branches bending gently over the slate roofs. Is he truly to live here in this barren backwater? Has he really left London for this?

“Which is mine?” Henry asks, weak at the thought of it, but the driver cocks his head in the direction of the trees.

“Further on,” that man says, “up in the woods. But you’re not going there yet.”

Henry looks at the driver in surprise. “I’m not?”

“Nag wyt. Tresilian’s orders.”

As they were speaking, the two laborers had opened the door to the furthest cottage. Now at the entryway they turn, peer unfriendly-like at Henry before slamming the door. The noise echoes dully into the growing night, and Henry frowns deeply at the strip of ungainly white paint.

“Have I offended them?”

There comes no answer, only a grunt, a flick of leather on flank.

“Ymlaen a chdi.”

The pony walks on, takes the cart up onto a path that disappears between crowding trees; Henry must press the soles of his feet into the cart’s foothold to brace himself against the incline, squints into the dark. Another owl (or perhaps the same one) utters a bleak cry to the cooling air, and Henry shifts uncomfortably on the hard bench. His back has begun to stiffen with cold, a painful clamp at his spine. He smells dank earth, rotting fungi, and tiredly he presses the portmanteau to his chest. How much farther? His eyes have adjusted to the darkness now, but it has made little difference; the farther up the cart goes the deeper that darkness stretches, the trees an impenetrable blanket, tar-black. Somewhere, far back into the woodland, there is the sound of running water. At one point they pass a sharp fork in the road but the cart does not slow its course until, finally, a dim light appears through the spindled branches of the trees. The driver flicks the reins again, clears his throat.

“That’s Plas Helyg,” he says, and Henry peers into the gloom.

Ahead is a towering set of gates, the wrought-iron metalwork twisted into an obscure pattern of which Henry cannot make out the details; beyond them, down a wide gravel drive, there stands an imposing stone house. On their approach someone pulls open the gates, and as the pony ambles through them Henry has the uncanny notion that their ancient bars appear to sigh. He cranes his neck, stares upward. Too dark to see it properly, he can deduce only that this house called Plas Helyg is large. Monstrous large. Nothing at all like what he was used to in London.

Why on earth has he been brought here?

It is just as the cart draws up to the grand front doors that they swing open. A tall figure stands on the threshold, supported by a cane. His body is turned to silhouette against the candlelight within, and presently two more shadows join him—the squat form of a woman, a broad-shouldered man—but Henry, unable to concentrate fully now the cart has stopped, feels his head spin and presses his fingers to his temples. What a relief it is to be still!

“Dr. Henry Talbot?”

The voice that calls his name is deep and eloquent. English. Perfect English, no trace of a Welsh accent at all, and the shock of it makes Henry look sharply at the man who spoke. There is a dull crunch of gravel against heel as he steps closer.

“My dear boy,” the man says. He takes another step forward, right hand clasped tightly on the silver head of his stick. “I’ve been waiting for you.”





Chapter Two

Henry is ushered inside where he finds himself standing within a large and brightly lit vestibule. Blinking into candlelight he sets his portmanteau down on the flagstone floor and looks about him, wide-eyed.

In front of him a broad oak staircase almost fills the entire space, its newels capped with formidable-looking points. The ceiling is high with richly moulded cross-beams, and set into every wainscoted wall are large paneled doors leading off to other parts of the house. But what draws the gaze—indeed, it can scarce be missed—is a magnificent fireplace boxed in by an elegant sopha and armchair. Made of intricately carved stone it spans the height of floor to ceiling, and at the very central point of the mantle there is engraved a symbol. Though fatigued to the point of faintness Henry recognises it instantly: it is the very same symbol that was imprinted onto the wax seal of his letter.

“You are very welcome here. Very welcome indeed!”

He turns. The older man is reaching out his left hand for him to shake. Henry takes it. “Are you Lord Tresilian?”

“I am indeed,” comes the reply.

Henry studies the tall man in front of him. In his profession he has become accustomed to marking the tenor of a person by sight alone (dead or otherwise), a skill which made him such a favorite of Bow Street’s finest. Lord Tresilian, Henry deduces by the lined contours of his face and shock of thick black hair with only a light peppering of gray, appears to be in his fifties. Not an old man by any means, but the silver-topped cane he holds is telling; he grips it tightly (too tightly) and there is an odd pallor to the man’s skin, his lips are pale, his cravat a margin loose at the neck. How long, Henry thinks, has the man been ill?

“Have you eaten?” he asks, releasing Henry’s hand. “Do say you haven’t! I instructed you to be brought up to the house for the sole purpose of welcoming you to Penhelyg. Such a long journey you must have had, all that way by road!”

Gratified by the gesture, Henry shakes his head. “I’ve had nothing since the coaching inn at Welshpool this morning.”

At that Lord Tresilian clicks the fingers of his free hand, and as he does so a gold signet ring on the fifth digit glints in the candlelight.

“Splendid,” he says as the man and woman who appeared behind him in the doorway step forward. “Mrs. Evans, please bring a tray for Dr. Talbot to my study.”

There is the briefest of pauses before the woman named Mrs. Evans dips her knees. She is an elderly creature with skin that reminds Henry of damp wrinkled silk, age-spots smattering her face like oversized freckles. Snow-white hair peeks from beneath a mobcap patched with yellowed darning.

“Thank you,” Henry says, managing his first genuine smile in days. “I cannot tell you how welcome that would be.”

He addresses both his host and Mrs. Evans, but the housekeeper (Henry presumes she is the housekeeper) appears disinclined to look at him as she shuffles past. His new employer leans forward conspiratorially.

“Forgive her peevishness, Henry. Might I call you Henry? She is not particularly welcoming of strangers at present.”

“Oh?”

“A family bereavement, I’m afraid.”

His dark eyes rove over Henry’s features, gaze unnervingly intent, but then he coughs into his fist and turns away. He wipes his hand with a handkerchief, tucks it away into his finely tailored sleeve.

“Come. Powell, our butler, will bring you a glass of port while you wait.”

Henry looks at the other man. Broad-shouldered as already observed, he is nonetheless squat in stature with a sour face made all the more unpleasant by the old-fashioned periwig he wears; a dull flax color too long in the front, its curls untamed, which he dips in the direction of his master.

“Very good, my lord.”

Strong Welsh lilt, deeply graveled. Polite enough, but Henry is sure he detects a mark of recalcitrance in his tone, and he watches the man walk off toward a plain door tucked behind the cavernous staircase.

“Come,” Lord Tresilian says again, just as Henry’s driver walks through into the vestibule, depositing his trunk in the middle of the floor.

“Thank you,” Henry attempts in Welsh, and for a brief moment the bearded man stares at him before shrugging and retreating back the way he came, the crunch of gravel loud and hurried. Trying not to feel offended Henry lets his host guide him into a dimly lit hallway and thence into a room tucked neatly off to the left.

It is a large room, grandly furnished, but though its decor is bejeweled and rich, there is something about it that seems to swallow light; the armchairs are upholstered in maroon, the ornate furniture is oiled mahogany, the vermilion-colored walls filled with pictures, none of which serve to brighten it. Henry stares up at those paintings, struck by their fantastical scenes. Exotic beasts look out from dark canvases, angels cry through torrid clouds. One painting depicts the fall of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden where, halfway up a tree, is entwined a serpent with a human head and arms, offering the damned pair an apple.

Another fireplace here of a more staid and appropriate size is flanked by a mahogany sideboard on top of which sits a baroque globe of the world and a small gun cabinet holding an elegant flintlock pistol. On the other side stands a cabinet which reaches up to the corniced ceiling, devoted it seems to expensive trinkets. Different-sized compartments hold within them a velvet tray of mounted ancient coins, a group of bronze miniature columns, a model of what looks to be a Roman ship cast in marble, a fine set of plaster intaglios.

“Treasures from my excursions abroad,” their owner says with pride, seeing Henry’s gaze stray. “Many I collected during the Grand Tour when I was a youth. The places I’ve seen! Paris and Versailles, Florence and Pisa, the more obscure locales of Baden and Passau. So many treasures to be found there. Never was I happier in my life than I was then, the world so completely at my feet.”

Henry has known men like this—men born to privilege for whom the Grand Tour is a rite of passage, a culmination of their expensive education. In Henry’s experience, a person cannot ever have the world completely at one’s feet without knowing what world it is one treads within. It is clear to Henry—from the trinket cabinet alone to the lushly decorated study and the very house in which they stand—that his lordship lives a rarefied existence, and therefore he cannot match the older man’s enthusiasm. Still, it is not his place to voice such thoughts aloud, so Henry forces a smile and politely says, “You’re lucky indeed, sir, and it’s a fine collection. Most fine.”

Lord Tresilian smiles at the compliment. “A modest collection. But nothing at all to these . . .”

He gestures with a wide sweep of his arm, and Henry looks to where the older man indicates.

At the far end of the room stands a deep mahogany desk; behind it, five rows of bookcases spanning from one side of the wall to the other, filled to the brim. In the center of the case—propped up on an ornate stand—is a book far larger than the rest.

“Let me show you,” his lordship says, guiding Henry down to the other end of the room, and pinioned in his gentle grip Henry has no choice but to follow.

They come to a stop just past the desk. Lord Tresilian surveys the shelves with a look of unmistakable pleasure.

“Magnificent, are they not? These are where my passions lie.” He rests his weight on his cane. “The Tour, you know, opened my eyes to many wondrous things besides travel and women. Books, Henry, the source of all knowledge! What do you think of them?”

Diligently, Henry looks. Up close he sees the shelves are encased behind glass doors, the surfaces shining, devoid completely of dust. He cranes his head, takes the books in shelf by shelf, reminded of that obscure Piccadilly bookshop. The seller told him while he was wrapping the dictionary that some of his stock was so old it was best for their preservation to be kept behind glass, and so Henry wonders now just how old these volumes are. He steps closer to read the spines. On some, the leather is so cracked with age it makes the words almost unintelligible, but others are clearly wrought in gilt lettering: Compendium Rarissimum Totius, Petit Albert, Libro de San Cipriano, Epistolae Theosophicae . . .

Expensive, these. The contents of one bookcase alone would have cost him several years’ rent. Henry clears his throat.

“Indeed. They are beautiful volumes.”

“Oh, they are far more than that,” comes the answer. “Beautiful, yes, but what they contain . . .” Lord Tresilian shakes his head a little. “There is something to be said about esoteric philosophy and the ancient sciences. The old world, you see, has endless wonders just waiting to be discovered. I have,” he continues, “at least two hundred books on necronomics and ancient religious practices, on classical invocations, hermetic philosophy, Babylonian mysticism . . . I discovered my first in Italy—” here he points to a volume on a top shelf, though there are so many that it is impossible to make out which precisely he refers to—“and it set about a lifelong fascination. Each place I went I made it a quest of mine to discover a new text. The bookshops in Athens are quite remarkable, as are those in Rome and Montpellier, but it’s off the beaten track in Brandenburg that I found some of my most valuable pieces.”

He presses the silver ball of his cane.

“Many were difficult to acquire.” He pauses, clears his throat, and Henry hears within it a wet, thick-sounding bubble. “Still, I have my sources now, all over Europe.”

Henry nods at the larger book, resting high on its plinth. “And this?”

“Ah,” Lord Tresilian breathes. “This.”

He moves behind the cavernous desk to stand in front of that middle bookcase, reaches out, touches the glass protecting the book with an almost-caress. His fingertips have a clubbed appearance, the nails curving downward, and Henry realises then why his host’s face holds such an odd pallor.

Lord Tresilian is a dying man.

“This,” he says softly, “is very special to me. Very special indeed.”

Henry waits for him to elaborate but when he does not, only stares admiringly at the book behind its glass casing, Henry comes to stand beside his new employer.

Until that moment the light from the room was thrown upon the glass, but now he stands before it Henry can see the thing clearly. It is a great tome of a book bound in thick black leather, a gold clasp holding its gilt-edged pages shut. He bends closer; a raised symbol juts from the cover, set in a circle that spans the width of the front. It is the exact replica of the one above the fireplace in the vestibule, and the wax seal on the letter offering him employment at Penhelyg:

[image: image]

Henry means to ask what the symbol is but Lord Tresilian coughs, pointing at another item which rests at the base of the book, a piece of rock on a small square of black velvet.

“You see this?”

“I do.”

The man turns to him with another proud smile. “Gold.”

Henry frowns. His host chuckles.

“Of course, it does not look like gold, but see at the bottom those tiny flecks of yellow? It was the first we found in the mines. Near thirty years ago now.”

“I see.”

At that moment a yawn threatens to escape, and Henry must press a hand to his mouth to shield it.

“Forgive me, sir, I—”

“No, no, please forgive me. Here I am wittering away while you’re barely able to stand. Come,” Lord Tresilian says, steering Henry once more to the other end of the room. “You’ve had a long journey, I quite understand.”

Henry is ushered into a large armchair of red damask in front of the fire. The older man settles down into his own armchair opposite, carefully crosses one long leg over the other so as not to disturb the small table set between the chairs, and Henry does not miss the wince of pain as he does. If Lord Tresilian is indeed ailing as he suspects, then he can be forgiven for finding whatever pleasures he can, eccentric as they are, and so, feeling a little guilty for his less than enthused responses, Henry remarks, “It truly is a vast collection. Surely you did not procure them all on a single tour of the Continent?”

His lordship smiles, dips his head. “I did not. I only purchased three from that first excursion, but the Tour gave me a taste for adventure and for many years I journeyed all over the world. Indeed, I was very well-traveled. I should like to be again. Alas, my health does not allow it.”

There is a pause then in which the older man places his clubbed fingers together.

“A canker in my lungs, I’m afraid.”

Here, at least, is an answer to one of his unasked questions. Henry looks at the man’s fingertips. The illness must be approaching its zenith, if the severity of his malformation is anything to judge by.

“What have you been advised?”

A grimace. “That it is deeply rooted, and an operation will be of little use.”

“I’m sorry. I can examine you, if you like? Offer a second opinion . . .”

But his new employer is waving Henry off. “I’ve already been prodded and poked beyond my patience. I know what fate awaits me, unless . . .”

“Unless?”

He says nothing more. Something wavers in his face—a look of sadness, a pitiable desperation—and Henry wishes he could help him.

“Please,” the older man says finally. “Let us not speak of it. The notion of it distresses me. What of you? Are you well-traveled?”

Henry blinks. “No, sir. I’ve never left London before now.”

This is not strictly true. He vaguely remembers a farm in the countryside and chasing chickens in the yard, hay bales in summer, a pond where a kindly man had taken him fishing, happy times which, now, are mere whispers of memories that disappear like vapor the moment he tries to catch them . . .

“Indeed!” Lord Tresilian exclaims. “Yet you are a man of languages.”

“I am?”

His lordship tilts his chin in the direction of the hallway. “You spoke Welsh before.”

“I attempted Welsh,” Henry corrects. “When I discovered I was to come here I made it my duty to learn. I shall need to know the language, after all.”

The older man looks thoughtful. “A commendable notion, I suppose. I find Welsh to be such an uninteresting language. I much prefer the rigours of Latin and its variations. Welsh is no use to my studies.”

“But living here surely the language would be useful?”

A smile. “I’m an Englishman by birth, and rarely spend time here except when circumstances necessitate it. I actually live in London.”

“Oh!”

“I didn’t say, did I? Forgive me, so much on my mind! The truth of it is that I arranged your employment on behalf of my cousin, Linette. It is she who is mistress here at Plas Helyg but she had no means of orchestrating the task, and so I took it upon myself to assist her.”

Henry is surprised. If Lord Tresilian hails from London this explains, then, how he should have come to know about his circumstances, but this cousin, Linette . . . this is new. He is about to press the matter when Powell enters the room carrying a tray with two generous glasses balanced upon it. The butler leans down to proffer them, the deep red liquid glinting in the flame of the fire. Henry claims one and takes a large sip. It is good port, expensive port—rich and smooth with no bitter sediment—and he closes his eyes at the pleasant burn in his throat.

“You needed that, I see! Powell, stay, in case our guest wishes for another.”

As the port warms the seat of his belly Henry allows himself to relax. When he opens his eyes, it is to see Lord Tresilian taking a sip from his own glass, watching him over its crystal rim.

“Now then. I invited you here to welcome you, as I said, before you’re taken to the gatehouse.”

“The gatehouse, sir?”

“Julian, please.” A pause. “Yes, the gatehouse.” He sits forward a little in his seat. “It’s been a long-held tradition that all family physicians live at the gatehouse, to be close at hand, you understand. I regret there is no live-in maid, but Mrs. Evans and the other servants at Plas Helyg will see to it that all your comforts are amply accommodated for.”

Henry inclines his head. “Thank you. I’m most indebted, to be sure.”

Julian waves off his words of gratitude as if they were gnats.

“Do not thank me quite so soon, for I’m afraid there was another reason I wanted to see you before you settled in. I felt, you see, it could not wait.”

His new employer sets down his glass of port on the marquetry table between them.

“Linette is the daughter of Lady Gwenllian, the widow of my cousin, Hugh Tresilian.”

He pauses. Henry waits.

“My dearest Gwen,” Julian continues, his expression sage, “has a marked countenance of mind. You will examine her in due course, but you’ll discover she is much weakened in both body and intelligence. It has been presumed for many reasons that she is a madwoman.”

“A madwoman?”

Henry’s stomach sinks. He is, if not wholly experienced, familiar with the type. Has he not treated criminals in Bedlam on request of Bow Street often enough? Still, he wants to advise his host that he is no mad-doctor, that he has no wish to take up that mantle, but the older man is speaking again.

“You must forgive me for not mentioning it before when I wrote to you but I confess, I feared you would not accept the role.”

Henry suppresses a sigh, for the man suspects correctly. But then, what choice did he have, in the end?

“I do not believe there can be much done except to keep her comfortable,” his employer continues. “I care deeply for Gwen, and ask only that you ensure her continued care, to ease any distresses as and when they arise.”

Distresses. It is a mild word for what Henry knows is really meant. He thinks of those poor wretches in Bethlam Hospital, confined to their cells. Their tortured screams, their fearsome violence. No amount of leeching or blistering or any other of those more barbaric customs can help them. Indeed, Henry is positive such treatments only make matters worse.

“I shall do my very best,” he says now. “Madness cannot be cured, after all, only managed.”

At the fireplace Powell shifts on his feet.

Julian inclines his head. “I am comforted you agree. But,” he adds, “my telling you of Gwen was merely a prelude.”

“Prelude?”

“I wished to warn you of Linette.”

Henry waits. Julian reclaims his port and takes another sip, an earnest expression in his dark eyes.

“My ward—” he stops, corrects himself—“the woman who used to be my ward, is very dear to me, but a strange creature with little interest in the pursuits many of her position take enjoyment from. Linette has no great talent for music or dancing or embroidery, nor languages either except that of this country and our own. Indeed, no governess could manage her, and I’m afraid that in my fondness I let her follow her inclinations a little too far. She spends all her time immersed in the business of the estate, refusing the help of my agent and our fellow landowners, and her relationship with the villagers is . . . Well, it is all rather unbecoming. Her temper too is questionable. Indeed, she has a sharp tongue when she chooses to use it and is not an easy companion. I confess, it makes me wonder if something more sinister is at play.”

Henry represses the urge to quirk a brow.

“Not all females,” he says carefully, “are suited to the more genteel of pursuits, or conform to ladylike manners. That does not make her mad.”

Powell shifts from one foot to the other once more. Julian, it appears, does not notice.

“But there is something unusual about her,” he persists, and the expression on his face is full of concern. “She flouts convention at every opportunity. She really is very wild. At six-and-twenty I rather hoped she would grow out of it, but time has only made her worse . . .” A shadow crosses his face. “Gwen was the same age when she first began to exhibit signs. Truly, I worry about Linette a great deal.”

Henry contemplates this. “Does insanity run in the family? Beyond Lady Gwenllian, I mean.”

Julian hesitates. He looks troubled by the idea.

“On the Tresilian side, no. On the Cadwalladr, I can’t be sure. Emyr, her grandfather, was prone to moods of melancholy but . . .” he trails off. “Gwen’s condition, however, cannot be denied, nor the fact that Linette acts so strangely.” Julian shakes his head. “As I say, I worry most dreadfully. I hope, as her physician, you will keep an eye on her when business takes me back to London tomorrow. It would bring me such comfort.”

Thoughtfully Henry takes a sip of his port. He had received very little information about either woman in Julian’s letter offering him the position as Penhelyg’s physician:

You would be required to undertake the treatment of Lady Gwenllian Tresilian of Plas Helyg, a genteel widow of general ill-health and delicate constitution. Further attention is to be given to her daughter, together with the estate’s servants, as and when required. In addition, you would be prevailed upon to undertake the treatment of the residents of Penhelyg, acting in the capacity of village doctor.

Henry had sneered vehemently at first. While the role of a physician holds far more respect than that of a surgeon and the potential for a much deeper purse, Henry always found it an unexciting enterprise, preferring the ever-changing halls of Guy’s Hospital and then, later, the thrill of attending cases under Bow Street’s jurisdiction. In London he had been a celebrated surgeon, a lecturer of science. Though the salary offered in Penhelyg was amply generous, for Henry, a village doctor was a great step down indeed. But when it became clear no other offers were forthcoming—each of his queries was met with cold hard silence—Henry realized he had no choice but to accept. As the weeks leading up to his departure passed, he allowed himself to become accustomed to the notion, had conjured in his mind a woman suffering from nothing more than maidenly swoons, or perhaps a weakness attributed to the effects of childbirth on account of the daughter mentioned. He had imagined an entitled pompous woman, or perhaps a mulish one, and as for the daughter . . . well, he had assumed she was a mere child. Now he finds she is mistress of this great estate and—quite possibly—touched by the same affliction as her mother.

What on earth have I agreed to?

“I shall watch her keenly, Lord Tresilian, of that you can rest assured.”

Belying his concerns Henry uses a mollifying tone, one he has employed in the past with troublesome elders who presumed to tell him how best to conduct his treatment of their kin. It happened often when they saw his age. His lordship, though, flushes with pleasure.

“Thank you,” he says warmly. “I’m most gratified, most gratified indeed.”

Henry nods his rejoinder, takes a sip of port; as he places the glass back down upon the marquetry table he marks the butler’s gaze lingering on him—unfriendly, hard as hail.

“May I ask?” Henry ventures now, tearing his own gaze away. “You said that Linette was your ward?”

Julian nods. “Until she attained her majority. But as owner of Penhelyg’s mines I’ve maintained a presence here, and I’m still a trustee of the estate. As a consequence I take some responsibility for the needs of both her and Gwen. Linette does not leave the village, after all.”

“Not ever?”

“She has no wish to.”

“I see.” Mentally he marks this. “And why is she not yet married?”

Julian ghosts a smile. “Linette shows no interest in that either.”

Henry marks this too. Still, the butler stares.

“Where are they?” Henry asks. “Lady Tresilian and Linette?”

A look of discomfort crosses Julian’s features before he shields it with a sigh.

“Gwen is abed. Linette, however . . .” He trails off, shoots a glance at Powell. “I take it she has not yet returned?”

“Not as yet, my lord.”

Julian sighs. “You see what I mean, Henry? Past dark and still abroad at so late an hour. Linette truly is a wildling, has not one regard for her own well-being or those that care for her.” He sits back in his seat with an expression now of deep concern. “You must understand—I think of Linette as if she were my own daughter. I truly fear her mother’s madness might have tainted her.”

There is a step at the threshold, and both Henry and Julian look up to find the housekeeper standing at the door, a dinner tray in hand.

“Ah, splendid,” Julian says in a much brighter tone. “Please, Mrs. Evans, bring it in. Our guest will be ravenous! You’ll forgive me for not joining you—I dined earlier. I couldn’t be sure of the time of your arrival.”

Mrs. Evans has placed the tray down on the table and the offering, Henry marks, is exceedingly generous—a small chicken, its skin cooked to a perfect golden crisp accompanied by a jug of bread sauce; a tureen of fresh minted greens; a portion of buttered potatoes. Like the port, Henry can see this is expensive fare. Never would he have eaten so richly in London. His purse strings could simply never stretch that far.

“Thank you, Mrs. Evans,” he says faintly, and the old woman dips her knees in response. She does not look at him. Instead, she keeps her focus so intently on the ornate rug that Henry feels her gaze would burn a hole in it if the notion were at all possible.

“A most excellent dish, I think,” says Julian now. “I never allow mediocre cooking when I am in residence.” He clears his throat with another fleshy rumble. “That will be all, Mrs. Evans.”

“Yessir.”

“You may go too, Powell. Leave the port.”

There is a pause. Then the bewigged man fills their glasses once more before placing the decanter next to Henry’s tray.

“Very good, my lord.”

As Powell moves to go Henry tries to catch his eye, but the butler’s features are as blank now as a redcoat at orders, and so giving in to his hunger Henry applies himself to his plate.

The bird is tender, its skin beautifully seasoned, and the bread sauce melts deliciously on his tongue. It is (Henry is quite sure of the fact) the best meal he has ever eaten. Julian watches, breaking the silence with observations from his travels—the unmarked beauty of Italy, the dry heat of Jerusalem, the icy climes of Austria in winter—but, at length, Henry begins to tire. All he can think of now is the prospect of finally sleeping in a comfortable bed with a proper mattress, a bowl of warm water with which to wash off the dirt of the day. It is just as Henry is trying to conjure the right words to beg his leave without appearing rude that there comes a loud bang like that of a heavy door swinging open against a wall, and the hurried echo of footsteps on stone.

Julian’s dark brows draw together so hard that a deep groove appears between them like a gully.

“And there,” he murmurs, “is our errant dove.” He loudly clears his throat. “Linette!”

The footsteps stop. Henry can almost hear the reluctance in the pause that follows. Then the footsteps start up again, together with a strange clicking, almost immediately softened by the soft runner in the corridor. As one Henry and Julian look to the doorway where in that very moment a woman appears at the door.

Uncommonly tall, she holds the frame with long-fingered hands. Her cheeks are flushed, and across her shoulders there hangs a mass of long blonde hair that looks as if it has not seen a brush in days. Yet this is not the most surprising thing about Linette Tresilian. No indeed, what takes Henry by surprise is the fact that she wears from head to foot the ill-fitting clothes of a man.

Flouts conventions, her cousin had said. Indeed, there can be no more proof of the claim than this!

A gray dog pushes its way in between her thigh and the doorframe, surveys the room before resting its gaze on Henry himself, cocking its head. Henry marks its dark wiry coat, its long snout and flopping ears. A lurcher, he recognises. The governor at Guy’s had a sighthound much like it, before he offered the poor beast up to a surgeon’s knife.

“My dear Linette.” Julian’s voice is low now, tired. “Where have you been?”

Linette Tresilian looks slowly between Julian and Henry, eyes bright as if with fever.

“Cousin,” she says finally, and her grip on the doorframe is so hard her knuckles are white. “It has been destroyed.”





Chapter Three

It is rare that Linette Tresilian finds herself at a loss for words. One of her many failings (so she has been often told), is her inability to keep her mouth shut as a lady should, but at this precise moment she finds herself struggling to force the words from her tongue.

It had been no mean feat to ready Dr. Evans’s house for the new doctor’s arrival. It took a week alone to clear it of decades of clutter, to sort and remove the old man’s personal effects, then another week still to clean it top to bottom, to polish the floorboards, redecorate where needed. Then, of course, there was the ordering of fresh linens and curtains, the restocking of the larder, a whole life erased in order for a new one to replace it. Indeed, such a monumental task had been a painful one, not just for herself but the servants too.

“It has been destroyed,” she says again, as the two men sitting before the fireplace simply continue to stare. “The windows. The door! Even from outside I could see the wreck in the hallway. I can only assume the rest, but if the exterior is any indication . . .”

Linette must take a breath, and in that gasped beat her cousin stands. He must clutch the cushioned arm of the chair to support his weakening frame and the new doctor (it must be him, for no one else is expected) half-rises from his own to support him. But Julian, with a grimace, waves him down again. “What do you mean?”

She releases her clutch from the doorframe. She was gripping it so hard the wood has marked narrow gullies on her palms.

“The gatehouse, of course,” Linette says, quite unable to keep the waspishness from her voice. “What else would I speak of?”

A look of displeasure crosses Julian’s pale features, as it always does when she speaks in so forthright a manner.

“Linette,” he scolds, and gestures to the man at his side, standing too now, looking most perplexed. “We have company.”

“So I see,” she says, casting her gaze to said company, just long enough to mark how young the new physician is. She was expecting someone far older, Dr. Beddoe’s age at the very least. “How do you do, Dr. Talbot.”

“A pleasure,” he returns.

“I regret to say it is not,” she answers fast. “Certainly under such circumstances.”

“Linette,” Julian says, “pray, it is late. What are you saying?”

Has she not just indicated? Dear heaven, her cousin is no more attentive of her when they do converse than when they do not! Swallowing down a sigh, Linette rubs the fading marks on her hands.

“The gatehouse has been destroyed.”

Julian is silent a moment, licks port-stained lips. Then, “Ring for Mrs. Evans. She will have to make a room up.” He turns to the new doctor, proffers an apologetic smile. “I hope you do not object, but it seems you must stay here at Plas Helyg, at least for tonight. Don’t you agree, Cousin?”

It would hardly matter if she did or not; the decision, it seems, has already been made. Dr. Talbot, for his part, still looks perplexed, but he shields this with a polite smile.

“I am sorry indeed to hear this news. But I could not prevail upon your hospitality without her ladyship’s express permission.” He looks at Linette. “Do I have it?”

She blinks, not expecting this polite recognition; it softens her somewhat.

“I fear there is not much else to be done.”

And so Enaid is rung for, the situation explained, instructions given.

The housekeeper ducks her capped head. “Dr. Talbot may have the green room. It is already made up.”

Her voice shakes, and no wonder. But Julian does not notice, only turns to the younger man once more.

“I’m sure you have as many questions as we do but I know you’re very tired. Perhaps you would like to retire now? Things will be clearer in the morning, I have no doubt.”

Another gracious smile has stitched itself upon Julian’s lips. The new doctor is shaking the hand Linette’s cousin proffers.

“Thank you.”

“Of course.” Julian dips his dark head. “Linette, stay. Mrs. Evans, if you will?”

The old woman conceals it well, but Linette sees plain the anguish in Enaid’s eyes, understands all too well the cause of it. She wants to reach out and squeeze her hand to comfort her but Linette knows that here, now, she cannot.

“This way,” Enaid says in a voice so quiet it is bare above a whisper. The new doctor looks between the two women, marking, it seems, their mutual unease, but without a word he makes toward the door and Linette steps aside to allow him room to pass. At the threshold hers and Dr. Talbot’s eyes meet; she senses him take her measure, feels the familiar knot of indignation tighten her stomach.

What, exactly, has Julian told him?

Enaid pulls the door shut behind them. The fire cracks, licks the grate with a violent spitting flame. Sensing her discomfort Merlin presses against her leg and she lowers her hand for him to lick.

Julian sinks back down into his armchair, removes a silver case from his inner coat pocket, flips the lid. He selects a thin cigarillo from the top, leans over to light it from the fire, and Linette watches the end glow red at the take. He inhales a steady draw before sitting back again, regards her in that detached way of his which makes her feel as if he were looking through a pane of glass rather than at a fellow human being.

“Honestly, Linette,” he says, smoke-wisps escaping his mouth. “What a first impression to make! And to burst in here most unbecomingly . . .” He sweeps a derogatory glance at her masculine clothes. “Where is the green dress I gave you this morning? Well, ’tis done now.”

Defensive, Linette folds her arms across her chest. Never has he approved of her clothes, but what harm does it do him that she wear her father’s old shirts and trousers? The pretty dresses he gives her are simply not fit for purpose, not here, where it rains seven out of the twelve months a year and she spends more of her time outside Plas Helyg than in it. Linette is sure he would feel far more affronted if she ruined all those expensive taffetas and silks on which he has wasted his precious coin! Besides, each and every one of them is damned uncomfortable. Julian certainly would not like it if he felt garroted by whalebones and ribbons.

“Perhaps it makes better sense this way,” he is saying now.

Linette frowns. “What does?”

“Indeed, it would be very unfair to leave the poor man to manage at the gatehouse alone, at least to begin with. He is new to Penhelyg, far away from all he knows. It is the mark of politeness to offer him a room here until he is settled.”

Politeness, perhaps, but Linette does not like the idea of a stranger under her roof. Still, Julian has a point and so she says, grudgingly, “I suppose you are right.”

Julian levels her with a stare. “I’m glad you agree.” He twists the cigarillo. “The gatehouse, though. Who might have done such a thing? One of the villagers, I expect,” he murmurs. “Hardly surprising, of course.”

At this accusation Linette must press her tongue. She wants to defend them, but Julian’s comment gives her pause. Is there merit to his words? The thought troubles her, just as much as the other that has been niggling at the back of her mind. Merlin snuffles at her thigh. With effort Linette steps forward. That she must ask him this favor, that she is forced to do it, is humiliating.

“I’ve not the spare money to make repairs,” she says quietly. “What little savings I had left in Plas Helyg’s coffers I spent making the gatehouse up in the first place.”

There is a beat as the import of her declaration sinks in. When it does Julian sighs, and she hears on it the tenor of his disapproval.

“I did warn you about the risk of spending so much on your tenants.”

Linette does not reply. Julian takes one last drag of the cigarillo; he blows out the smoke, and they both watch its snakelike skein take shape.

“Very well,” he says, stubbing the cigarillo out into his empty glass. “Go down tomorrow morning, make me a list of what you need. I’ll arrange it all when I’m back in London.”

“Thank you, Cousin.”

He makes her feel like a child, not at all the independent woman she has always striven to be, and her face flushes red with shame. When he says nothing more she turns to leave, Merlin close at her heels.

It is only as she reaches the door that Julian calls her name. One word, two syllables, yet he manages to drag it out. Linette turns. He is watching her with curious eyes.

“How did you come to know of the gatehouse?”

Linette lifts her chin.

“I was on my way home and wanted to offer my greetings to the new doctor. I thought he would be there.”

“I see. And what were you doing out so late?”

“I was with Tomas Morgan.”

“Who?”

She clenches her jaw.

“A tenant,” she replies. “He’s been sick. I was merely doing my duty, Cousin.”

Linette thinks of the young fisherman, how his body had wracked itself with unrelenting shivers. For near half an hour Tomas coughed up bile the color of pomegranate peel before settling, exhausted, on the bed. Linette gave aid where she could; she helped keep the water warm as his mother bathed him, she read to them both once he had settled. Mair asked for biblical passages since the words were a much-needed comfort, though Linette set no store on the healing power of scripture.

She knows firsthand it does not work.

“Well,” Julian says, breaking into her thoughts. “You’d better eat something. Mrs. Phillips has kept a plate back, though it will have spoiled by now, I’m sure.”

Linette nods. Hesitates.

“What is he like, the new doctor?”

A pause. “He will do. He will do very well indeed.”

Linette’s heart sinks. What manner of man has Julian employed? A self-satisfied Englishman, just like him? The villagers, then, will resent Dr. Talbot’s presence most keenly. They will resent her too for allowing it, resentment she could well do without. Has Linette not fought hard to gain their trust?

Merlin whines, impatient to be gone.

“Goodnight, Cousin,” Linette says, turning away.

He does not answer, nor does she expect him to. She opens the study door and then, feeling spiteful, deliberately leaves it wide behind her.





Chapter Four

Henry wakes to the infernal chattering of birds. With a groan he tosses in the bed, tries to ignore the steely fingers of a headache which has started to tap like an incessant woodpecker at the crest of his skull.

He feels, quite frankly, like death. No wonder too considering the past few days; last night was the first decent night’s rest he has had for some time. Indeed, his head scarce hit the pillow before he succumbed to sleep, but somehow he does not yet feel rested. His body aches, his mouth is dry as sand. He can taste the staleness of port on his tongue. With an effort Henry opens one crusting eye. The light reaching from the gap between the curtains is not so bright that the sun could have risen too high in the sky, and with difficulty he reaches across to the bedside table for his pocketwatch.

Just past eight.

Henry presses the lid shut, rubs his thumb over the engraved H and T. If he could sleep longer, he would, but Henry Talbot has never been one to shirk his duties—it is something he prides himself on most diligently—and with a sigh he rises from the bed, stumbles in his weariness over to the window. Clutching at the heavy silk-lined curtains he parts them, and for a long moment stands there, taking it in.

Though his landlady in London kept his rooms beautifully, the views from the windows there were decidedly less picturesque. The road outside was always muddy or flush with dust and there was not one single tree in sight. It is quieter here too—no bustle of carriages, no hawkers shouting out their wares. Only that birdsong, the distant bleat of sheep. Something else too, Henry thinks, a noise he cannot place.

He exhales, his breath leaving a lung-shaped fog on the glass.

The difference truly is astounding. Here, Henry is greeted with a vast valley spotted with grazing sheep and, beyond those, sparsely settled mountains rising like ramparts that seem to touch the clouds. The mountains are all green and lush, except for a smaller one that almost encroaches on Plas Helyg which has no trees at all. Henry opens the lead-lined window, leans out to get a better view. Skeins of curling smoke rise from its stony banks, and he identifies now the sounds of men at work, of pickaxes on stone.

The mine, Henry realizes.

Strange, that it should be so close to the house. He thinks of the gold-flecked stone in Julian’s cabinet downstairs. It was the first we found in the mines. Near thirty years ago now.

At that moment a gentle breeze whips past the window. On its pass, Henry detects a faint sulfuric smell. He is just about to close the window when there comes a sharp rap on the door, the creak of it opening. Henry turns to see the butler, Powell, enter the room carrying a jug of
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