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PROLOGUE: 1835

The little girl sat crumpled in her corner, frightened by the rattling speed of the train, and even more frightened by the face of her grinning, bearded father.

“Anything wrong with these rails?” demanded Horace Lamb.

Neither his wife nor his daughter answered him.

“Not a damned thing!” he insisted, and then he began to laugh, a sound so loud that it seemed to fill the entire first-class compartment, pushing Felicia back against the plush cushion” of her seat. The mahogany armrest dug into her ribs. She tried to imagine that she was sitting in a chair at home, but the chairs at home didn’t rattle, and they didn’t shake, and they didn’t rush through the night at more than thirty miles an hour. For an instant she had a vision that something like that might happen, that her family’s sturdy brick house might go roaring through the streets of London the way this train ran down its track, and the picture in her mind dismayed her so much that she was actually relieved when her father shattered the image with the sound of his voice.

“Wrought iron indeed!” he snorted. “Do you realize how much more that would have cost the company for every foot of rail we laid? Can’t expect to make money if you throw it away, can you? Cast iron’s good enough, no matter what they say. Iron is iron.”

“I’m sure you’re right, my dear,” said Mrs. Lamb. “I do wish, though, that we didn’t have to travel in the nighttime.”

Felicia would have agreed if she had dared, but the expression that came over her father’s face made her glad she had kept silent.

Horace Lamb glared at his wife, then took hold of himself. She was only a woman, after all, and prone to fears and fancies. He patted her hand magnanimously.

“We have these oil lamps, don’t we?” he said defensively. “Every modern convenience. And we didn’t intend to travel at night, damn it, but there’s always some delay when a new line opens. Trouble starting the engine. And we had to make the first run on the day we announced, or I’d become a laughingstock. You don’t really mind, do you?”

“Of course not, Horace,” said Mrs. Lamb. Felicia thought her mother’s face looked white and strained beneath her bonnet. It bothered the girl when her mother looked like this, but it was a familiar sight.

“Good,” said Mr. Lamb. “You know how important it is that you and the girl ride along with me on this maiden voyage. We must show all of England that traveling by rail is safe, even elegant. It’s not enough to carry the mail, or goods, or livestock, when there’s so much money to be made from passengers. A fortune to be made! And it’s all for you and the child, you know. It may seem to you that we have plenty, but there’s never enough, I assure you.”

Felicia looked up at him nervously. “Aren’t the cows afraid, riding in those open cars at night?”

“Of course not, Felicia,” her mother said.

“Animals are accustomed to living out of doors.”

“They’re only going to be killed anyway,” her father said. Felicia cringed.

“I must say I do feel sorry for the people riding in the third-class carriages,” said Mrs. Lamb. “They ride much like the cattle. No sides to their coaches. Not even a covering for their heads as they might have if they could afford a second-class ticket.”

“Then let ’em buy a second-class ticket,” bellowed Mr. Lamb. “Or let ’em walk. They get what they pay for! Must I endure criticism from my own family, when everything I do is for their benefit? Must I?”

Everyone was silent, and Horace Lamb sat back, glowering but satisfied, a massive figure in the flickering light of the swaying oil lamp. The train bucked and bounced, its wheels rattling out a jagged rhythm against cast-iron rails.

Standing at the rear of his gleaming red and black steam locomotive, the driver clutched the throttle in one hand and his tall silk hat in the other. His coat was of the same color scheme as the engine, and so were the tiny red and black embers that it spat at him, constantly threatening to send his uniform up in flames. He nervously peered ahead into the darkness arid cursed Horace Lamb at the top of his voice, confident that nothing could be heard over the roar of the pistons. It was madness to run at night, and the lantern that had been placed at the driver’s feet did nothing to alleviate the blackness· up ahead. He should have protested, but he knew it was more than his job was worth. He glanced backward and saw only the faint glow from the first-class carriages, but he could imagine the rest of the train: cars laden with coal and mail and cattle, and cars where human beings were packed like beasts.

The ten wheels of the locomotive, pushed by throbbing pistons, rolled down their flimsy tracks toward London. Had the driver known more about the construction of the line, he would have been more concerned with what was under his train than what might be in front of it, but as it was, his main concern was to put on more speed and bring this dark journey to a quick conclusion. The sooner they reached their destination, the sooner they would be safe. He pulled the bell rope, offering a warning to what he could not see, and strained his eyes for a glow ahead that might presage the lights of the city.

Mr. Horace Lamb was equally concerned to have the trip come to an end. A fast and efficient trip was a good selling point, and while there was no chance to set a record while traveling at night, a good time might do something to quiet the stockholders. He pulled a big gold watch from the pocket of his flowered silk waistcoat.

“Just a few more minutes,” he announced. He smiled at his daughter in the mistaken belief that the sight of so many large and yellow teeth was reassuring.

“A few more minutes for what, sir?” Felicia asked timidly, half convinced that she was being threatened.

“Why, until the train stops,” said her father, but in this, as in so many things, he was mistaken.

He was wrong, for instance, when he suggested that he had not made enough money to keep Felicia in comfort for the rest of her life. And he was wrong about the train, which stopped precisely seventeen seconds after he spoke, when a rail with a flaw in its core cracked under the pressure of the first wheel that touched it.

The locomotive ran off the tracks and plowed into the damp earth of England. It slid down a grassy slope and tipped slowly, ponderously, to one side.

The driver felt what he could not see. He was off balance, and the sensation was much like floating in an endless dream. He seemed to hang suspended in space for an eternity, his equilibrium gone, his mind perfectly concentrated yet oddly empty.

The lantern at his feet glided across the floor and out into the night, where it shattered and burst into flame. He floated after it, and was saved from a painful death by fire only when the locomotive gave a metallic groan and collapsed on top of him. He was crushed in an instant, still lost in his dream.

Unfortunately for his passengers, the metal that linked the carriages together was made of far sterner stuff than the rails. The weight and momentum of the falling engine pulled the cars forward and outward, one by one. The creaking couplings held long enough to topple each car in its turn. To something flying overhead, Horace Lamb’s train would have looked like a row of tumbling dominoes.

And there was something overhead, a gargantuan shape whose vast wings beat against the blackness of the sky.

It had sensed the train before it heard the endless, roaring crash, before the fires had flared as if a writhing serpent, plump with fat, had been tossed onto a bed of flaming coals. It had sensed the life beneath it long before, seen in its mind’s eye a rushing stream of blue and silver that ran through the dark land far below.

Here there was prey.

Wings wide, it soared in a slow spiral toward the wreckage, turning down and in upon itself like a dark whirlpool. At the bottom of the whirlpool there was blood.

The screams of men and women were almost lost beneath the frantic bellowing of frightened cattle. A bull emerged from the wreckage of one car, its back smoldering. It spotted the winged creature as it settled to the ground, and charged furiously toward it. The maddened bull, head lowered, was baffled by a change it saw only dimly as the, winged thing before it seemed to dwindle down into the figure of a man. It would have been still more surprised, had it been granted the power of reason, when it felt the man’s hands, startlingly strong, grasp it by the horns and twist its head around until it was ripped free. The decapitated beast sank down, bathing its assailant in hot blood.

The dark man moved toward the flames. Something moved at his feet: a whimpering, crawling worm that had been, only a moment before, a man. His name had been Peter Benson, and he was as good as dead. He had been journeying to London in the third-class carriage, which was all that he could afford, to visit his dying father, who would outlive him by several days. Peter Benson’s right arm was gone, and he was losing more blood than he could afford.

He asked for help, and the man standing above him did all that he could do: He knelt beside Benson and cradled him in his arms; he stroked his hair and murmured “Peter;” he fastened his mouth to the bleeding stump where a strong right arm had been and drank until there was no more to drink.

As the dark man rose, he pulled off Benson’s long, heavy coat to cover his own nakedness. His thirst was satisfied, but his curiosity was not. He drifted toward the train. Someone ran past him howling, entirely aflame. He wondered idly if it was a man or a woman.

Something drew him forward, a small spot of stillness in the midst of chaos. There was a speck of life in one of the overturned carriages, life that was full of shock and sorrow, and yet would not give way to fear.

With unnatural agility he climbed up the undercarriage of an overturned first-class coach, reached the top, which once had been a side, and wrenched open the door. He looked down into the dark.

A small, frail woman lay in one corner, her eyes and mouth round with surprise. A heavy, bearded man sprawled facedown beside her, smothering an oil lamp which had cut and burned into his stomach. There was no way to tell if this was accident or heroism.

Sitting across from them was a beautiful child with hair so pale that it was almost white. Her hands were folded, and a broken beam of wood had wedged itself above her so that she could not rise. She seemed to be waiting for something.

Felicia Lamb looked up and saw a man whose long black hair fell all around his thin white face.

“They’re dead, aren’t they?” she said. “They’ve gone to heaven. I’d like to go to heaven too, but you see I can’t get out.”

“Do you wish to be free?” the man asked her.

She nodded gravely.

“So do I,” he said.

He slithered through the opening above her and grasped the beam of wood in both his hands, and where he touched it, the wood crumbled into sawdust. He pulled her free and held her close to him.

“Will you take me to heaven now?” she asked. “I’m afraid of the other place.”

“So are we all,” he said.

He gathered her up and carried her out into the night, away from the Sour smoke and the flickering flames and the shouts and groans and cries. He brought her to where it was cool and quiet, to an empty field where there was nothing to be seen but the small cold stars dotting a vast and empty sky. His coat slipped from his shoulders; his long fingers gently closed her eyes.

“Sleep, Felicia,” he said.

She felt him tremble. He spun her around as if they were dancing, and then she felt the ground drop away beneath her. The wind from his great wings caressed her face, and she knew she was in the arms of an angel.

Felicia was too prudent to look the angel in the face, but nonetheless she opened her eyes, and the world she saw was wonderful.

She soared through space with the dark man. The sky was full of spinning lights as bright and beautiful as diamonds. As he carried her to even greater heights, she saw another sky of lights below: the lights of life, the lights of London. And each one of these, the lights of heaven and the lights of earth, was the sign of a spirit, and there were spirits everywhere.

Felicia swooned in ecstasy.

The next morning she was found sleeping on the doorstep of her mother’s home. Her relatives fussed over her, especially her spinster aunt Penelope, and they wondered how she had wandered so fur from the scene of the tragedy that had killed so many, so many miles away. They spoke knowingly of the strength within each of us, and how a crisis brought it to the fore. To spare the child they did not speak to her at all.

And so it was that no one knew (except Felicia Lamb) that Death himself had carried her away and brought her safely home.


ONE: A Chair by the Window

Mr. William Callender, almost eighty and feeling every year of it, lounged in an overstuffed brown leather chair and dozed behind his copy of The Times. He’d read the date, November 9, 1847, but hadn’t really tried to read much more; the news was never good anyway, and the type the paper used seemed to shrink with every issue. Not even his small gold-rimmed spectacles helped very much these days. He let them slip down his nose, draped the newspaper over his expensive paunch, and settled hack into the luxurious piece of furniture which was his by something very much like divine right.

He was, after all, the oldest living member of the Commerce Club.

Doubtless there were other chairs as good, but this one stood by the bay window that overlooked Pall Mall, where there Was entertainment to be had in the sight of people hurrying about on business when he himself had none. Furthermore, the warmth of the sunshine was very pleasant here, at least in the summer months, even if the weak gray light of this fall day was cold comfort at best. Still, the principal advantage of this most desirable of chairs was its position in a remote nook of the club library, set apart from the forced congeniality of the rest of the room. No need here for a nod or a greeting, and few indeed were the members with the audacity to approach Old Callender at his repose.

One of the few, of course, who would consider it was Young Callender—his nephew Reginald. Having one’s own relatives on the premises was even more disturbing than the presence of the inevitable club bore, a Mr. Winter. It had probably been worth it, Callender decided, to have sponsored the last remaining member of his family for membership here, yet in a sense it defeated the whole purpose of a club, which was to provide a pleasant refuge from such burdens as family, friends, females, and finance. Here one was entitled, for a fee, to be left entirely alone. As it was, however, young Reginald was a continuing source of irritation, not the least because he clearly expected to inherit this chair along with his uncle’s fortune. Mr. William Callender, in point of fact, had little interest in relinquishing either of these luxuries.

Reginald puzzled him. It was not that the boy was a rake, as such fellows had been called when he himself was young, but that he was so little else. It was natural for a young man to spend at least part of his time in drinking, gaming, and wenching; that was part of a liberal education. But was there nothing more to life?

Old Callender thought back to his own youth, when the Commerce Club was no more than a group of clever youngsters who met once a week to discuss their prospects in trade, manufacture, and investment. It had proved to be a beneficial association, especially regarding advice on shares in the East India Company, but none among their number could have imagined then that it would lead in time to the elegant building that housed them now. An edifice to the privileges and perquisites of successful men, the Commerce Club opened its doors to no one who had not made his own way in the world, except, of course, for Reginald Callender. Yet there might be time for the boy to do something with himself, his uncle William thought, especially now that he was about to be married. The girl was certainly suitable; in fact, the old man had selected her himself. In any case, there was more to be gained from sleep than from brooding about the future.

Old Callender had just sunk into that delicious state, halfway between waking and dreaming, which his long. years had taught him was one of the greatest pleasures that life affords, when he was jolted back into the curse of consciousness by a rasping, nasal, high-pitched voice. He didn’t need to open his eyes to know that he had fallen victim to Winter, the club bore.

“Have you seen this, Callender?” Winter sounded like a man with much on his mind.

“I have seen nothing, my dear fellow. My eyes, as you perceive, have been completely closed.”

“Well, you must hear it, then. It’s an attack on you. On me. On all of us!”

Old Callender slowly raised one eyelid and beheld his tormentor in all his red-haired, round-faced, rabbity indignation.

“You interest me strangely,” said Callender. “What’s that you’re waving at me?”

“This! This is what I’m talking about.”

“It looks to me like an issue of Hood’s Comic Annual.”

“That’s just the point! Some woman has written a poem or some such thing denouncing the institution of clubs for men. She says that we’re destroying the family and the home. And this fellow Hood has printed it! Listen.”

Callender let his eye shut again. He sighed audibly as Winter began his recital, droning on for ten full verses while Callender felt his face turn hot and red. He cursed inwardly at his cravat and the man who had invented it. The only use that such an instrument should have was to be tightened around Winter’s neck until he choked like a chicken. And in truth his voice did seem to be rising into a cackling scream as he reached the climax of his oration:

Of all the modern schemes of Man

That time has brought to bear,

A plague upon the wicked plan,

That parts the wedded pair!

My wedded friends they all allow

They meet with slights and snubs,

And say, “They have no husbands now,

They’re married to the Clubs!”

The club bore paused dramatically for effect, and Old Callender sensed rather than saw that heads had turned all Over the library at the sight and sound of such a display. It followed that his own time was ripe.

“I think you take this all too much to heart,” he began. “After all, there are clubs of many kinds, are there not?”

“To be sure—” Winter began, but Callender cut him off.

“And what might apply in one club would not apply in another. The Commerce Club is composed of sober and serious men of affairs. Many of us, like myself, have never married. No doubt there are clubs of other types. Some of them, I believe, admit poets, and even actors.” He took a deep breath, then thundered out, “And if you insist upon reciting verse, I strongly suggest you join one of them!”

Winter gasped and backed away to the accompaniment of muffled laughter from all around the library, and the club’s oldest member sat back in its most honored seat, somewhat more agitated than he had expected to be. He felt a vein throb in his forehead, and it accelerated into a twitch when he glanced out the window and spotted his nephew Reginald making his way across Pall Mall and toward the entrance to the Commerce Club.

It did nothing to improve Old Callender’s temper to notice that his nephew was decked out in a handsome new suit of pale gray, complete with a matching high silk hat. Unlike Reginald, his uncle was not a betting man, but he would have been more than willing to wager that the suit had been charged to his own account. And however fashionable a figure Reginald cut, with his new clothes and his sandy side whiskers, his uncle was not pleased by his presence, which was certain to cost him money in one way or another. The vein in his forehead squirmed like a snake. This was insufferable. He decided to see if he could leave undetected, even though that would mean sneaking out of his own club like a common thief, but when he tried to rise, he experienced yet another unpleasant surprise.

Reginald Callender, a bit hung over but not really distressed by it, took the steps of the Commerce Club at a brisk rate and waved cheerfully to the doorman as he walked in. Even with a mild headache life was good. Just to enter this splendid institution was a Source of considerable satisfaction to him. This was what he deserved; this was where he belonged.

The huge vacant hall that received all who entered the club had a floor of marble mosaic; situated around the walls were massive white pillars whose purpose, if any, was more decorative than functional. In the center of the hall was a life-size statue of a bearded man whose inscribed name Young Callender didn’t recognize; he had never been concerned enough to ask anyone who it might be. Behind the bronze figure, above the ornate fireplace, hung a painting of someone he did recognize: the Queen. Flanking her on either side were the two entrances to the strangers dining room, the area where members were permitted to entertain their guests. The floors above were sacrosanct.

Callender hesitated before the great fireplace. A bite of food might be in order, since he couldn’t recall having dined since last night, and he wasn’t even certain about that. On the other hand, the company in the dining room was always an open question; he would probably be better served by a few drinks and. a few friends in the billiards room. He might even be able to Scare up a little ready money, thus postponing the necessity of putting the bite on his uncle William.

He strolled to the elaborate wrought iron staircase, his ebony walking stick rattling against the railings as he ascended past prints of ships and trains and factories and other emblems of industry. They did not interest him.

At the head of the stairs he turned down a narrow, dimly lit hallway. At its end, from behind an oaken door, he heard the sound of laughter.

The air in the billiards room was aromatic with spicy smoke from a good fire and pipes of Turkish tobacco. Two men lounged by the table, their game just completed, while three others sat around the fireplace giving their orders to a liveried waiter. Callender strode into the room and dropped his hat and stick into an empty chair.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen. A fine day for a brandy. And a better day for a large one,” he told the waiter. “This round will be mine.”

“Yours, sir, Mr. Callender?”

“Am I slurring my words? Is my tongue thick? It seems too early in the day for that!” Callender smiled, but not pleasantly.

The waiter gave him a nervous look, bowed, and scurried out the door. Callender glanced around.

“What do you say to a game, Dickson? Five guineas?”

“I say you haven’t got five guineas, and you’ll just be deeper in my debt if I’m fool enough to play with you.”

The words were delivered with the same sort of smile Callender had offered the waiter, and it was no more convincing. Callender’s face grew pale. He tried to stare down Dickson, a man he had always envied and disliked. He was only a few years older than Callender and in all externals equally idle, but he had capital, as well as investments that always seemed to bring returns. That was bad enough, but now his manner was becoming positively condescending.

“Are you implying something?” Callender asked coldly.

“Surely not,” said one of the men by the table.

“No, of course not,” said Dickson. “Do sit down, Callender. I’m sure your credit’s good. Your prospects are certainly excellent. I was just wondering whether it would be your uncle or the girl you plan to marry who would end up paying for that large brandy …”

“You leave Miss Lamb’s name out of this,” barked Callender.

“Here now,” said the man by the table, rushing forward to plant his substantial bulk between Dickson and Callender. “No arguments, gentlemen. And no talk of ladies. You’re quite out of line, Dickson, if I do say so.”

Everyone in the room was perfectly still. The only sound came from the crackling fire.

“You’re quite right, Palmer,” Dickson finally said. “I’ve been in a foul temper all day. I heard this morning that a ship was lost, one I’d backed. I don’t know how many thousands it cost me. Still, there it is. And it’s no excuse for discourtesy. You must forgive me, Callender.”

“Of course he does,” said Palmer affably. “There’s not a better fellow in the Commerce Club than Reggie Callender.”

“Yes,” said Callender at length. “Think nothing of it, Dickson. Sorry about your ship.”

Dickson sat brooding into the fire.

“Come on, Young Callender,” boomed Palmer, “you have a game with me. And we won’t even discuss payment, because you’re certain to beat me. Ah, look. Here are those drinks at last.”

Callender snatched his brimming snifter off the tray and downed it in a gulp. He’d been furious with Dickson, of course, but it was almost worth it to receive an apology while simultaneously learning that his tormentor had suffered a substantial loss. He picked up a cue and was eyeing it carefully in the flickering light, when the waiter sidled up to him.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” said the man in a stage whisper. “I hate to
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