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WELCOME TO THE DUNGEON
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It is a trap within whose confines the known laws of nature and of science are suspended and the impossible is commonplace.

It is an island in a dark and distant galaxy, a territory from which there is no return until an adventurer from Earth arrives, seeking his brother.
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“. . . listen: there’s a hell

of a good universe next door; let’s go.”

So wrote the poet e. e. cummings in his “Pity This Busy Monster Manunkind.”

He may not have been thinking of science-fiction and fantasy writers when he conceived these lines. But he certainly should have been. The writers in these genres most often set their stories in universes we do not know and never would—if these writers did not take us there. On the other hand, cummings may have been thinking that s-f (science-fiction) writers usually take us to other universes that are worse than ours—if that is, indeed, possible. In fact, they are more often than not universes that make ours look like a rest home. (But rest homes are often not such good places.)

The s-f writers play Virgil guiding his Dante (the readers) through various hells. That is, the universe next door is an Inferno. That’s all right. We all want to go to heaven, but we do not want to read about it unless we’re looking for a cure for insomnia. Nothing much happens in heaven, and most people there are bores. Hell is interesting and exciting. Things move fast and furious there, and the inhabitants don’t know from one minute to the next if they’ll be alive.

If that description of hell sounds like Earth, so be it. But our dangers are familiar, whereas those next-door are anything but ho-hum. We’ve never encountered them before, and we don’t know just how to react because the environment is strange. And we run across, or into, entities, things, and situations outside our experience. In short, we are in the unmundane among busy monsters most unkind.

I am one of the writers who has, in many of my stories, put my heroes or heroines in the unmundane. And in such messes that even I did not know how they were going to get out of them when I hurled them into them. But I always figured out a way.

I also have used, in some of my works, characters and environments derived from the pulps. And I should add: derived from the spirit of the pulps, exotic adventure.

I have written many stories not connected with the above, but those that are have gotten much attention. Partly, perhaps, because they have become melded into one body. That is, they turn out to be living in one universe and are, indeed, related by blood. At the same time, pulp-originated though they are, they interact with, and are related genetically, to many characters of the classics. Thus, this universe nextdoor is a new one: pulp-and-classic. Farmerian.

This, plus my love of alien adventures, is why Byron Preiss asked me to edit and oversee the Dungeon series. This series is an emulation of the spirit, not the content, of the Farmerian universe next-door, the pulp-and-classic.

First, though, it’s best to describe how and why I created this universe.

By the age of seven, 1925, I had read and was in love with the works of Mark Twain, Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, R. L. Stevenson’s Treasure Island, Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, the Oz books, London’s Before Adam, H.G. Wells’s and Jules Verne’s works, Doyle’s Holmes canon and The Lost World, and Burroughs’s Tarzan and Mars series. I loved Homer’s The Odyssey and the Norse, Greek, and American-native mythologies.

I was a bookworm yet was very athletic.

In 1929, when I came across the first issues of Hugo Gernsback’s Science Wonder and Air Wonder with their wonderful Paul illustrations, life became even more golden. I plunged into the sapphire seas of the unmundane. I was an amphibian who alternated between the land of reality and the ocean of fantasy. But I much preferred the ocean. I still do, much to my detriment, because the land of reality is where we live most of the time.

Then I found the world of the pulps, the Argosy magazine, which came out weekly and carried many s-f and adventure stories. Later, I read all the many s-f magazines, and, in 1931, was captivated by the first The Shadow magazine. Money was scarce, though, during the Depression. When the first Doc Savage magazine came out in 1933, I had to choose whether to buy Shadow or Savage, and old Doc won out.

I also read Roy Rockwell’s Bomba the Jungle Boy series and the s-f Great Marvel series. Though these were books, they certainly had the pulpish qualities. The stories were fast and gripped you until the end. The characters ranged from flat to caricature to a sometimes excellent portrayal. The writing was a spectrum of near-atrocious to competent to very good. The ideas were often stimulating and sometimes original, often banal, often secondary and derived but with new twists and facets.

In short, just like so-called “mainstream” literature, except that mainstream has no new or unusual concepts. If it does, it is not mainstream.

Of course, in those days I had no literary discrimination. They all read great to me, and many gave me some of the keenest pleasure I’ve ever had. I was in a Golden Age in my childhood and early youth. There were plenty of bad times, but, as I look back, the intimations of immortality, that blue-tinged, gold-shot thrilling and trembling-on-the-edge-of-revelation, that almost mystical feeling, came as much, perhaps more, from the pulps as from the classics I was reading.

Oh, yes, I forgot that The Arabian Nights and The Bible were early influences. There were so many that it’s easy to forget some of them.

Later, I dived into the other works of Dickens and the non-Holmesian stories of Doyle, all of Jack London, and then Balzac, Rabelais, Goethe, Mann, Dostoyevsky, Joyce, Fielding, and the poets. When I was twenty, I found the biographies of Sir Richard Francis Burton and the books he had written. All read long before I began to sell my fiction to magazines.

The unconscious is the true democracy. All things, all people, are equal. Thus, in my mind, Odysseus towered no higher than Tarzan, King Arthur was no greater than Doc Savage, and Cthulhu and Conan loomed as large on my mind’s horizon as Jehovah and Samson.

The pulps and the classics became fused in my mind. Lord Greystoke lived next door to Achilles and Natty Bumppo. Leopold Bloom met Lamont Cranston and Rudolf Rassendyll at cocktail parties. Milton’s Lucifer had his horns polished at Patricia Savage’s beauty salon, and She-Who-Must-Be-Obeyed was pen pals with Scheherazade and Jane Eyre. Bellow Bill Williams (a series character in Argosy) bellied up to the same bar as Mr. Pickwick, the great god Thor, Falstaff, Old Man Coyote, and Operator #5. D’Artagnan, Thibaut Corday, Brigadier Gerard, and Lt. Darnot argued about military strategy over fine wines and snails. Joshua, Fu Manchu, Professor Moriarty, Captain Nemo, Pete the Brazen, and Doctor Nikola told tall tales around a campfire. Paul Bunyan, Christian the Pilgrim, Hawk Carse, Don Quixote, and the Cowardly Lion argued about the metaphysical aspects of the Mad Tea Party.

You get the idea.

My conscious knows better, now, than to give these equal billing in the literary theater. But the Mother of Minds, the real She-Who-Must-Be-Obeyed, my unconscious, knows no better.

I would be remiss if I did not tell how great an influence the early movies and the illustrations for the books of my childhood had on me. Before I could read, I saw (and still remember) Douglas Fair-banks in Robin Hood (1922). Fairbanks’s The Black Pirate (1926) and, in 1925, Wallace Beery in The Lost World and Lon Chaney in The Phantom of the Opera thrilled and scared me. There were many more I have not forgotten and which still seethe in my unconscious.

The powerful illustrations by Doré in Pilgrim’s Progress, Paradise Lost, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, and Inferno and Wyeth’s and Pyle’s illustrations powerfully affected me. Paul’s works for the Hugo Gerns-back magazines sparkle in my mind like the massive jewels in the walls of ancient Opar.

These were, you might say, the visual equivalent of the classics and the pulps.

All: books, magazines, movies, and illustrations resonated on the same frequency. They no longer do so, but none of the magic is gone.

I have gone into such detail about the origin of the universe hight Farmerian because I want the reader to understand it. And it’s a necessary prelude (from the Latin, meaning before the play and also, in a sense, foreplay).

It is necessary because this strange brew of the unreal and the real, the classics and the pulps, is what caused Byron Preiss, the producer of this projected series, to launch it. The Dungeon works are based, in part, on the spirit that dwells in certain works of mine.

These works are also, in part, my tributes to other writers and, in part, derive from my childhood desire to continue the worlds of some of my favorite writers when they ceased writing them.

The works of mine noted below are, in my peculiar way (is there any other?), extensions and amplifications of the beloved fiction of my Golden Age:

The Opar series, based on the Tarzan and Allan Quatermain canons. (The wretched movies based on Haggard’s character have no relation to Haggard’s great novels.)

The Lord Grandrith-Doc Caliban series, based on Tarzan and Doc Savage. (But they give the darker side of these heroes.)

The Riverworld series, a fusion of my fascination with Burton, Twain and Dante and their philosophies and inspired ultimately by The Bible.

The World of Tiers series, inspired, in part, by the apocalyptic worlds of William Blake, the English poet; in part, by the American native culture-hero, Old Man Coyote; in part, by the exploits of d’Artagnan, Dumas’s fictional character and also by the real d’Artagnan, of Rostand’s stageplay hero, Cyrano de Bergerac and the real de Bergerac. (The latter also appears in the Riverworld series.) In part, by the wild tales of Thibaut Corday, Theodore Roscoe’s French Legionnaire. In part, by Doyle’s Brigadier Etienne Gerard, whom Doyle derived from the very real Napoleonic soldier, Baron de Marbot. (Marbot is also in the Riverworld series.)

The Adventure of the Three Madmen, in which Holmes and Watson encounter G-8, The Shadow, and Mowgli the Wolf-Boy, much to their consternation, and end in a lost country in Africa, the inhabitants of which are descended from the Zu-Vendi, Haggard’s lost people in Allan Quatermain.

The Greatheart Silver series, one story of which is about a final showdown between the aged heroes and the decrepit villains of the pulps.

There are similar works of mine too numerous to mention. Enough said about them. But these have given rise to the novels of Dungeon, and these, as I said, emulate the spirit of the above. Universes begetting universes, not parallel to mine but asymptotic.

Richard Lupoff was wisely chosen to do the lead-off novel, The Black Tower. He is a man after my own heart, not with a knife, but in temperament. He’s an authority on the works of Edgar Rice Burroughs and deeply read on the well-known and the obscure science-fiction and fantasy of the late 19th century and the early 20th century. He has written a number of parodies and pastiches of these. He is also the author of a series of parodies on science-fiction writers. I was one of his subjects, feebly disguised as Albert Payson Agricola, a hack s-f writer justifiably murdered. For those too young to know, Albert Payson Terhune was a very successful writer of dog stories featuring collies, one of which was named Lassie. Agricola is Latin for Farmer.

Lupoff’s interest in the “old stuff” is not just a dilettante’s. He’s taken the early classics and not-so-classics of the pulps and popular books and reworked them. He has given them new life and new colors and new shapes in a thoroughly Lupoffian manner. However, despite often poking fun at these early s-f stories, often shot with ridiculous science, two-dimensional characters, and racism, he reveals a basic love for them. Though one part of him disbelieves them and is repulsed, to a certain extent, by their reactionary premises, another part really does believe in them and has great affection for them.

This is well. A writer who neither believes in nor loves the worlds he’s writing about carries no conviction.

Like me, he is well acquainted with the 19th century. He knows that it is the mother of the 20th and that the Earth then still had its terrae incognitae. Africa was still the Dark Continent in a geographical and psychical sense.

And, like me, he used and uses real people among the fictional. The Black Tower starts on the Earth of 1878. Early on, we are introduced to some historical persons. A little later, we meet Sidi Bombay, a onetime gun-bearer for Sir Richard Francis Burton. And there is the fictional Quartermaster Sergeant Smythe.

His genius at disguises reminds us of The Spider, The Shadow, Doc Savage, and Sherlock Holmes. It also reminds me of Burton himself, a master of disguise.

In the spirit of my worlds, Lupoff writes a story in which things are seldom what they seem. The familiar and the cozy become sinister. The hero, as in so many of my works, is justifiably paranoid. Somewhere, somehow, somebody or some thing is pulling strings, and, willynilly, the puppets are dancing. But these puppets can think and can fight back.

Above all, Mystery reigns. It is not just the miasmic and misinterpreted atmosphere of detective stories and Gothics, though it is this, too. It’s the mystery of the universe itself. Or, as in this case, also the mystery of another world.

One of Lupoff’s additions to the universe, Neville Folliot’s diary, with its update additions by an invisible hand, reminds me of Glinda the Good’s great book. Events as they occur appear daily on the blank pages of her massive and magical volume. I doubt that Lupoff got the idea from the Oz books; it’s no doubt his own concept. But it resonates from Oz, nevertheless.

Just as the spirit of both the pulps and the classics, a hybrid found only in our genre, resonates in his novels.

Both human and alien characters in The Black Tower are in the Farmerian spirit. I especially like Finnbogg, the bulldogoid, and Chang Guafe, the tortured and monstrous semishapeshifter. And there is the time nexus, where entities from everywhere and everytime are collected, a favorite situation of mine.

Collected by whom? For what purpose?

Ah, sweet and sour mystery!

When the series is done, we will see the universe as an organic whole. It will be explained in logical and believable terms.

But, as e. e. cummings wrote:

“—when skies are hanged and oceans drowned the single secret will still be man.”

—Philip José Farmer

ONE

THE ENGLISH WORLD
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Piccadilly Circus

The curtain rang down on a jolly scene. The brothers James John Cox and John James Box celebrated their reunion. The audience, which had spent the evening in gales of laughter, now burst into storms of cheers and applause.

In their orchestra seats, Major Clive Folliot felt Miss Leighton’s fingers close on his arm. Clive had been distracted by his thoughts during the performance, and he knew that Miss Leighton understood his feelings about his absent brother Neville—at least, she did so as well as anyone other than himself could understand those tempestuous feelings.

Is there anyone, other than a twin, who can understand the feelings of one twin for another?

“The play was jolly but it struck very close to home, did it not?” Annabella Leighton asked Clive Folliot. “It must have pained you, Clive.”

Clive Folliot did not answer at once. It was necessary for him to compose himself. One did not give way to emotions in public, especially if one was an officer in Her Majesty’s military service.

Clive was wearing the scarlet tunic and dark trousers of the Imperial Horse Guards. He brushed his reddish brown mustache with a hand that shook slightly. He turned toward Annabella and managed a grin. “Close to home, yes. But it was a fine entertainment nonetheless. I hope I did not ruin the performance for you, Miss Leighton.”

As he spoke, he drank in her beauty with his eyes. Annabella Leighton was a beautiful young woman—little more than a girl—some thirteen years younger than Clive Folliot’s thirty-and-three. Her hair was a glossy jet black. For attendance at the theater it was done up in coils that glistened so that they seemed to pick up the cornflower blue of her darting, merry eyes.

Her shoulders were white and sweetly powdered, her bosom full and graceful and daringly revealed by her gown, when she permitted her shawl to slip from her shoulders. Her waist was slim, even tiny, albeit perhaps the least bit less so than it had been when she and Major Folliot had first become acquainted.

She smiled up at Major Folliot. “Oh, no,” she said. “You could never ruin the performance for me. In your company, Clive, it could not have been other than enjoyable.”

The theater was clearing around them as English gentlemen in evening dress or military uniforms and ladies in wide-skirted dresses slowly filed from their seats. A few Americans were scattered through the crowd, identifiable by their loud voices and swaggering way. They were coming back to England in growing numbers now. They had been, ever since the war between their states had ended—an event, Clive realized with a start, now three years past.

All in all, Clive mused, this audience was a cosmopolitan crowd. He wondered if all of them had even understood the dialogue and the songs!

“Miss Leighton,” Folliot said, “I do hope you will not take it amiss if I ask you to accompany me backstage.”

She did not reply at once.

“I don’t think it will ruin your reputation,” he added. “But of course, if you prefer not to mingle with players, we will leave the building at once.”

“No, Major. You did mention that one of the players was your friend. I should be happy to be introduced to him—if that is what you have in mind.”

“Indeed.”

The rooms behind the stage were a mad flurry of unfamiliar colors, odors, and sounds. Annabella Leighton felt as if she had fallen down the same rabbit hole that had claimed little Alice in Mr. Carroll’s peculiar little book, and she would not have been surprised to encounter a mad hatter or a hookahsmoking caterpillar at any turn.

Major Folliot’s friend had played Mr. Box, the printer. For this, he rated a private dressing room, upon the door of which Folliot rapped briskly.

A tenor voice called, “Come ahead, then,” and Major Folliot pushed open the door, gesturing to Miss Leighton to precede him.

“Clive!” the erstwhile printer cried. “Close it behind you! I’m almost ready.” The actor’s back was to the door, a dressing table and mirror offering him the opportunity to observe his callers. When he caught sight of Miss Leighton he spun about and leaped to his feet.

“Don’t tell me!” he exclaimed. “This is the breath-taking Miss Leighton, of whom Clive has spoken so often.”

Annabella extended her hand.

“George du Maurier,” the actor introduced himself. “I am honored, Miss Leighton. Clive never ceases to sing your praises, and now I see the reason for his devotion.”

“A splendid production, du Maurier,” Folliot said. “I wish I could reconcile with Neville, as did the brothers in your amusement.”

“He’ll turn up, Clive. Others have been out of communication far longer than Neville has, and emerged unharmed from some jungle or desert.”

Du Maurier gave a hint of a bow. “Let’s find a more suitable venue for our conversation than this pesthole, shall we?”

Annabella said, “I agree that there could be more agreeable surroundings in which to hold our chat.”

Du Maurier clapped a beaver hat on his curly hair, lifted a light coat from a peg near his mirror, reached past Folliot and Miss Leighton to open the door, and doused the gas. The room remained faintly illuminated, light penetrating through the open doorway from the cluttered backstage area.

Outside they hailed a cab. Du Maurier peered up at the driver and gave the address of his club. To Folliot and Miss Leighton he said, “Artists and writers shall surround us. I trust you approve.”

The traffic was light at this late hour, and shortly the cab drew up before an entryway guarded by a uniformed footman.

Once inside, du Maurier said, “We’re very bohemian here, Miss Leighton. Ladies are permitted in the bar. There are those who frown upon us, but then, we are as we are.” He shrugged.

“Yes.” Annabella smiled. “Artists and writers. What can one expect?”

Du Maurier laughed and led them toward the main salon. A servant took Miss Leighton’s outer wrap and the two men’s headgear—du Maurier’s tall beaver and Folliot’s military cap. A waiter approached and du Maurier ordered brandy for all.

They were seated in comfortable chairs before a huge fireplace, warming themselves happily.

Turning toward Folliot, du Maurier said, “There is, then, no further word of your brother?”

“None,” Clive murmured. “Fourteen months now, and not a word.”

“It must be very hard for you to accept,” Annabella said.

“Yes,” du Maurier agreed. “And to believe, as well.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Mr. du Maurier. Hard to believe—what?” she frowned.

“He’s going to start in,” Major Folliot warned her. “I should have warned you, Miss Leighton. George is a brilliant cartoonist—the best that Punch can boast—in addition to his talents as comic actor and musician. But he is given to some very strange ideas.”

“Strange, are they?” The conversation paused as the waiter arrived and served the brandies. Then du Maurier resumed. “You scoff, Folliot, you scoff. But ‘there are more things in heaven and earth . . .’”

“I know, I know. I should like to believe, or at least to hope, but when there has been nothing for so long, I find it almost impossible.”

“But of course, my friend. You have struck to the heart of the matter. To hold that the possible is possible takes no wit or courage. It’s a mere tautology at that!”

He waved his hands as he warmed to his subject.

Annabella Leighton watched the two men, du Maurier in casual mufti, Folliot in his scarlet tunic and brass accouterments. The dancing light of the fire set the artist in soft and subtle shades of earth tones, greens and browns and grays. At the same time the flames seemed to dance on the metal buttons and fittings of the major’s bright uniform.

“To assert that the impossible is possible,” du Maurier continued, “that is what requires imagination. Imagination,” he grinned, tapping a long finger against his temple, “imagination, yes, and intellectual courage. And strength.”

“I would not have thought, Mr. du Maurier, that you were given to mystical leanings,” Annabella said.

“Mystical leanings?” Du Maurier smiled at the phrase, considered for a moment. Then he asked, “But why not, Miss Leighton?”

“We live in an age of science and of rationality, do we not?” The flames were warming her from the outside, the brandy from within. She smiled at the cartoonist.

“All the more reason to consider those things which remain—thus far—beyond the veil of the known. We are learning of new wonders each year. Nature yields her secrets grudgingly, but yield them she does. Chemistry, electricity, geography—life itself! What great beasts once trod these islands, uncounted ages ago, of which we are only beginning to learn!”

“But, du Maurier,” Clive put in. “You speak of things that are produced in laboratories, or found beneath the surface of the earth. Wonders, yes—but wonders that can be perceived with the eye, weighed upon the scale of the investigator, placed in the museum for all to visit and behold.”

“And you think I am spinning fairy webs when I tell you that I believe in the works of Dr. Braid and his achievement of trances and new mental states. But I hold that the mind contains powers and abilities we have not yet begun to plumb. I believe that there is life we have never encountered. There may be inhabitants of the other planets and there may even be planets circling the fixed and distant stars, with whose people communication and commerce will someday be possible.”

Folliot was about to reply, but Annabella Leighton spoke first. “This is all very wonderful, Mr. du Maurier, as subject matter for philosophical speculation. But what has it to do with Major Folliot’s missing brother? Surely you do not mean to suggest that someone had placed Neville in a trance, from which he may transmit mesmeric emanations to Clive. Or do you believe that he has been translated to the planet Mars, where he is at this moment learning the secrets of the people of that world?”

“I do not know where Sir Neville is,” du Maurier said.

Clive rose from his chair and stood facing du Maurier, his back to the flames. “You make too much of the mystery,” he asserted, “and too little, at the same time.”

“Ho!” du Maurier exploded. “Who is speaking in paradoxes now, Folliot?”

“What I mean is this. My brother is lost, truly lost. With all your talk of hypnotism and mesmerism and trances and inhabitants of distant worlds, you merely cloud the issue. Neville went to Africa, not to Jupiter. We know that he explored much of the Ruwenzori Range, and that he then penetrated at least as far as Gondokoro.”

He placed his brandy snifter on the mantelpiece and clasped his hands behind his back. He paced the thick Persian carpet.

“What happened to him after he left Gondokoro? That is what we need to determine. Not whether there are winged persons on Mars.”

“But you see,” du Maurier responded, “if Dr. Braid’s developments on the foundations of Mesmer’s work have validity—”

“If?” Folliot cut him off. “If? You who spout the whole line of supernatural foolishness from Paracelsus to Mesmer to Braid, say, If?”

Du Maurier refused to rise to the bait, refused to be distracted from his chain of reasoning.

“If,” he repeated, “Anton Mesmer and James Braid are correct, and if we can continue their researches, it might be possible to establish a contact, a direct mental contact, from the mind of one brother to that of another.”

“Unfortunately for your notion,” Folliot replied, “Dr. Braid has gone to his reward.”

“Just so,” du Maurier conceded. “But others may carry on.”

Miss Leighton said, “I do not wish to cast a pall on your speculations.” She looked from Major Clive Folliot to George du Maurier, than back to Folliot. “But you both assume that Sir Neville is still alive. How can you be certain of this?”

Clive Folliot and George du Maurier exchanged glances.

Folliot spoke. “I do not know that my brother is alive. In part, I need to find this out, for if he survives he remains in line to become the next Baron Tewkesbury, and to inherit the lands and buildings and moneys appertaining to the title. If my brother is dead—heaven forfend!—then the inheritance will pass to me upon the eventual death of our father.”

Du Maurier pushed himself from his chair and crossed to stand beside Clive Folliot. He put his arm around Clive’s scarlet-covered shoulders. “If I had not known you for most of my life, and if I did not know you for the true innocent that you are, I should accuse you of dissembling. ‘Heaven forfend,’ indeed!”

He dropped his arm again, sipped his brandy. “We’ll need another round of these, will we not?” He signaled to a servant, then returned to his subject. “What did that arrogant bully of a twin ever do for you, that you should want to find him and bring him home? Other than thrash you in the boxing ring a hundred times? You’re game, Clive, but that isn’t enough, in this life!”

The servant returned and refilled the brandy snifters of the three.

“Go out there after him, and fail in your quest,” du Maurier went on, “and you’re more than likely to pay with your life. Succeed, and what have you achieved? You bring the bully back! Leave him, I say. If he returns of his own accord, well enough—or ill! If he never returns, then when the time comes you will inherit in his stead.”

“No,” Clive Folliot said. “Neville has his faults, I’ll concede.”

“Hah! And Napoleon had his ambitions!”

“But he is still my brother,” Folliot continued. “And I see my duty very clearly. I must find Neville. Save him if he lives, or at least learn his fate, if he is dead. I cannot leave the mystery unsolved. Even a cynic like you, du Maurier, will concede that I must learn his fate. Else the line will become clouded and I will never truly become Baron Tewkesbury.”

Du Maurier snorted. “A mystic in one breath, a cynic in the next—is that what I am?”

“Yes. And the best cartoonist in London,” Clive Folliot said. “And my good friend, devil take you.” The two men clasped hands.

“Come along, then, Folliot. Miss Leighton, if you please.”

The great clock standing between a portrait of the late Prince Albert and one of Her Majesty sounded the hour.

“A cold supper will be served now,” du Maurier said. “I trust you both have at least a modest appetite. Performing always makes me ravenous, and I am prepared to attack something larger than I am if I must, to fill my plate!”

Laughing, they made their way through a cold buffet of poached salmon, langouste, asparagus, potted veal with truffles, and pudding. As he stood, china and cutlery in hand, Clive felt the hand of another descend heavily upon his shoulder. He turned to see a man of below average height, his clothing well cut but stained and carelessly worn, staring at him. The man’s hair was wiry and gray; he wore a straggly beard marked with stains of ink.

The newcomer spoke in a low voice, jerking his head toward a far corner of the salon.

Clive excused himself from Annabella and du Maurier and followed the bearded man in the direction indicated.

“I wouldn’t expect to see you out tonight,” the gray-haired man said to Clive.

“What I do tonight is my business, Carstairs,” Clive hissed. “Let me get back to my party.”

“Soon enough, fellow. Since we’ve crossed paths we might as well Finish our little business for the moment.”

“I don’t know what’s to finish.”

“Your itinerary is set, your passage is booked, your gear has been packed and delivered to the Empress Philippa,” Carstairs said in his low tones.

“That’s no more than was agreed to.”

“And you will furnish complete reports to us.”

“Of course.”

“And only to us. The London Illustrated Recorder and Dispatch is not financing your expedition out of sheer benevolence, Folliot. I hope you understand that. One word to a rival paper, and everything is off. No further funds, no sponsorship, no publication for you, nothing.”

“Don’t think that you are furnishing all my funds, Carstairs. Father is providing cash as well.”

Carstairs snorted. “Good old Dad, eh, Clive? Loves his little boy so well he’s sending you out to be a hero and rescue your big brother! Well, here’s your farewell present from The Recorder and Dispatch.” He drew a thick envelope from an inside pocket and passed it to Clive.

Clive glanced over his shoulder. Annabella and du Maurier had filled their plates and were chatting while they waited for him to return. He opened a brass button on his tunic, slipped the envelope inside, and nodded curtly to Carstairs.

When he returned to his companions du Maurier said, “I didn’t know you were pals with Maurice Carstairs.”

“I wouldn’t call him a pal,” Clive said grimly. “Nonetheless.” Du Maurier peered at Carstairs, who was slinking from the salon, pretending not to have seen the cartoonist. “Take care, Folliot. That Recorder gang has an unsavory reputation on the street. Newspapering’s a competitive game, and there are a lot of smart players in it, but even so, that gang is about the slipperiest in the business.”

“I know what I’m doing, du Maurier! I thought you were hungry, anyway. Perhaps that’s what’s making you so testy tonight.”

“I—testy?” Du Maurier’s eyes popped with surprise. “Well, never mind, never mind. I’ll see what I can do for us.”

Du Maurier secured the use of a private dining room, and they seated themselves around a table covered with spotless linen and polished silver.

A steward brought a tall bottle of Moet & Chandon, and glasses were filled with the sparkling champagne.

The conversation returned to the burlesque Cox and Box and to George du Maurier’s comic and musical performance. The spirits of the celebrants rose with those of the champagne and the world outside their little group was forgotten.

From the outer salon the standing clock sounded again.

Major Folliot said, “You’ll excuse us, du Maurier. I know that Miss Leighton must rise early tomorrow to attend to her academic duties.”

Du Maurier stood. “Permit me to accompany you, then.”

“No, no. There is no need of that. If the commissionaire will fetch a cab for us, I shall see Miss Leighton to her door.”

Du Maurier accompanied them to the main entryway of the club. He stood with them while a cab was summoned. The night had turned colder, and the London fog had thickened into a mist that clung to every visible object, reflecting the few dim lights and giving the street a grim and ghostly atmosphere.
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Plantagenet Court

Major Clive Folliot sat on the dark blue velvet plush stool, his scarlet tunic open, his elbows on his knees. His fingers were laced and his chin rested on his hands.

He was watching Miss Annabella Leighton bathe.

Her hair was piled upon the top of her head and held in place by pins so as to keep it out of the warm water. She smiled at Major Folliot as she soaped herself. His admiration was obvious, and his frank expression of it was equally gratifying to her.

She rubbed a cake of Pear’s soap into lather, balanced a shimmering bubble on the palm of her hand, and playfully blew it toward Folliot.

The bubble wafted the few feet from Annabella to Clive and broke against the side of his face. He looked startled.

Annabella laughed. “What’s the matter, Clive?”

He shook his head. “Nothing, my dear. Nothing. I was merely—distracted.”

She raised herself in the tub, the better to scrub. Her breasts, pale as milk and soft as new snow, were exposed, their generous nipples in dramatic contrast with the color of the rest of her skin.

“Would you help me to dry myself, Clive?” She climbed from the tub and stood on a small carpet while he wrapped a huge Turkish towel around her. She turned so her back was to him, his scarlet-covered arms around her. She took his hands and placed them on her bosoms. “I feel so wonderful after a bath, Clive. So freshened, before retiring.”

She turned within the circle of his arms, looking into his face. She gave him a small kiss on the edge of his jawbone. “Come to bed now, my darling. I really do have to rise early in the morning, and go to discharge my duties.”

“You shouldn’t be teaching the daughters of the rich, Annabella.” Clive’s voice was angry. “You’re as fine as any of them—finer! And yet they treat you as little better than a servant.”

“Hush. Come beside me.” She had climbed into her large bed. She had a long nightgown with her, but she held the garment in her hands; she had not donned it.

The room was illuminated by a single oil lamp, and a window gave onto the little street, Plantagenet Court, where Annabella had her room. The land-lady had questioned her about her entertaining a gentleman in her quarters, but when the landlady learned that the gentleman in question was the younger son of Lord Folliot, Baron Tewkesbury, she soon ceased to ask questions.

Clive continued to stare into the oil lamp’s flickering flame.

“It’s cold,” Annabella teased. “I’ll have to slip into my nightgown if you don’t come and warm me up, Clive.” He still failed to respond.

She leaned forward, the thick quilt sliding unheeded to her still-slim waist. She took his face in her hands and turned him so they confronted each other.

“Clive, you have been preoccupied all evening. At the play, and at Mr. du Maurier’s club. And now—you’ve never been so uninterested in my companionship. Has some higher-born lady stolen your affections from me? Or was it that unsavory-looking man with the gray beard?” She frowned, then added, “Or has it to do with your brother Neville?”

He looked into her eyes and she could see tears visible in his own.

“Clive, tell me please! What is wrong? I shouldn’t have teased you, but—Clive, what is it, darling?”

He drew a breath. “It is Neville—in a way.”

She saw the stricken look on his face and drew his head down to rest on her bosom. He put his arms around her and held her, held himself to her.

“Do you want to tell me, Clive?”

He shook his head.

“Then come into bed, and I’ll help you forget whatever it is. We can speak of it later. Come now.” She helped him out of the scarlet tunic, ran her fingers beneath his shirt, all the while kissing his face, his cheeks and lips and his closed eyes.

He heaved a sigh and climbed beneath the quilts with her, and did forget his distracting worries for a time. And then he fell asleep.

In the middle of the night he suffered a terrible nightmare and awoke trembling and clutching at Annabella.

“Now you must tell me,” she said. “Please, dear, before the morning comes and you must sneak out the back way and I leave by the front. Tell me now what it is.”

“Yes. Yes, you’re right.”

She stirred.

“Don’t light the oil,” he said, drawing her back. “I can speak better in the darkness, where I cannot see your face, Annabella.”

“Tell me, then. You said it was about Neville.”

“Yes. And about Maurice Carstairs. The man with the gray beard. And it’s about Brigadier Leicester. You know whom I mean, Annabella?”

“Of course. You’ve mentioned your commanding officer many times. What has he to do with Neville?”

“He has to approve leave before I can set out in search of Neville.”

He could not see her face in the darkness, but he could hear the intake of her breath and feel the tension that coursed through her body.

“We’ve discussed this so many times, Clive. And again tonight, even with Mr. du Maurier. Why must you search for Neville? He’ll come back or he’ll not, as heaven decrees. Why should you be lost as well? Neville is a cruel bully, Clive. He never let you forget that he was the elder, even though it was only by a few minutes.”

“We were born on different days, Annabella.”

“Yes, how many times have I heard the story! Neville was born just before the stroke of midnight on January twenty-sixth, 1835. And you were born just after.”

“Yes. Making my birthday January twenty-seventh.”

“But, Clive! What difference does the passage of a few minutes make? You and Neville are fraternal twins! You had the same father, the same mother!”

“Yes, and that mother died after giving birth to me, and Father has blamed me for it, for thirty-three years! For thirty-three years Neville has been the light of Father’s eye, and I have been the bête noir. And now that Father is growing old, and succession is on his mind, Neville’s absence in Africa assumes greater dimensions each day.”

“Let him stay lost! Then you will become the Baron Tewkesbury. Everyone knows it. Du Maurier knows it. All of London knows it.”

Clive groaned. “But Father has agreed partially to finance an expedition in search of Neville. And The Recorder and Dispatch—”

“A rag!” Annabella interrupted.

“Even so, they have agreed to pay for the rest of the expedition. Carstairs is their man. He delivered an envelope of bank notes to me at du Maurier’s club—it’s his, too. With the money I have now, I can go after Neville. But you want him to stay lost, Annabella, don’t you?”

“I do! I admit it! You’ve said you want to marry me, Clive! Oh, why did I ever take you to my bed! You think me a common strumpet! You treat me like a whore—creeping up the stairs to my chamber, sneaking out the back. I’m a kept little whore of the young officer! I should have known! Every nobleman’s son in a scarlet tunic has his little plaything tucked away somewhere, and I am yours.”

She sobbed.

“I thought you were different from the others. I thought I was different from the others. But you’re just another whoremaster and I’m your little doxie! How could I not have known!”

“Brigadier Leicester has approved my leave,” Clive said softly.

“And off you go to Equatoria to search for your dear brother.”

“Yes.”

There was a lengthy silence.

Then, “I will marry you,” Clive said.

“You’ve told me that many times.”

“I have no money. I cannot divert the funds of the expedition.”

“I don’t want money. I want a husband, Clive. And a name.”

“You weren’t so demanding when first we met!”

“I had less reason to be demanding.”

“When I get back I shall write a book. They all do, you know. Did you hear du Maurier say it at the club? It’s the truth. They all write books, and they all make fortunes. And then we shall marry, whether Neville becomes Lord Tewkesbury or I do. Don’t you see? It’s our path to freedom! We shall be out from under Father’s thumb, if he’s still alive, or Neville’s if he is not. We shall be independent of them, and we shall make a life of our own. You shall give up your teaching, and I shall resign from the army, and we shall live together, happily.”

“Yes, happily ever after, Clive,” she said, her intonation heavy with bitterness and scorn.

“But we shall!”

“Don’t you know a fairy tale when you hear one? Even when it is your own voice that is telling it?”

He slid from the bed and crossed the room. Even in the nearly complete darkness of Annabella’s bed-chamber, Clive knew his way. His bare feet felt the rough nap of the carpet between the bed and table.

Through the tall window, a distant dawn was attempting to send its first feelers of pale gray. The mist of midnight had turned into an icy rain, and Clive knew that in a few hours the city would be clogged with sliding wagons and fallen horses. Many of the latter would break their legs and would be destroyed on the spot, their steaming carcasses hauled away by others of their breed.

Behind him, Clive could hear Annabella’s breathing. She did not speak as she waited for him to respond to her jibe.

He found a box of friction matches. He lifted the chimney, long grown cold, from the oil lamp and felt the wick with two fingertips to make certain that it was still damp. Then he wiped his fingers dry and struck the match. When the lamp was burning evenly he held it waist high and turned back toward the bed.

Annabella giggled.

“I did not know I had said or done anything funny,” Clive sniffed.

Annabella put her hand over her mouth. “You’ve never seen yourself stark naked save for a nightcap, holding a lamp like some modern Diogenes searching for an honest man.” Before he could respond she grew serious again. “I suppose it’s too much to ask that my nineteenth-century Diogenes make me an honest woman!”

Clive felt himself flush. “I have told you, dear Annabella, that I will marry you as soon as I can afford to do so! There is no way that I can support a wife on the pittance the government pays me. I should marry you this very hour—we should rouse some parson and become united before the cock crows!—if only I could afford it.”

There was a lengthy silence.

Finally, Annabella said, “Put the lamp back on the table. Leave it burning, Clive. So your Brigadier Leicester has approved your leave, has he?”

Clive placed the lamp as directed. He said, “He has.”

“And when are you leaving on your African expedition?”

Clive did not want to answer. He stood on the carpet, sweating with embarrassment and shame, simultaneously trembling with the chill of the icy room.

Annabella, comfortable in her bed, outwaited him.

Finally, he said, “In the morning. Tomorrow—that is, this day.”

“All right,” Annabella said angrily. “You’ll be gone in the morning, but you’re going to have a night that you shall never forget, Clive Folliot!”

She threw back the comforter and quilt to reveal her nakedness. She held her arms toward him. “Leave the lamp burning, Clive! Take off that ridiculous nightcap and get back into this bed!”

He stood on the wooden pier, looking up at the gray ship that loomed above him. The Empress Philippa was one of the hybrid craft that were coming to dominate the sea lanes. She carried both sail and steam power, the former being regarded as more reliable and economical; the latter, as providing greater speed. Power was already up in her boiler; her sails were furled and clouds of dark smoke rose from her stacks.

Gray ship, gray Thames, gray London sky! Clive looked down at his less-than-fresh appearance. Before acquainting himself with the captain of Empress Philippa he would have to find his cabin.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3
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Aboard the Empress Philippa

Luncheon was an informal affair, but at dinner Clive did make the acquaintance of Captain Wingate.

The captain was a retired Royal Navy officer, a veteran who had fought in the Burmese war fifteen years earlier. The captain took an interest in Clive and invited him to his quarters for an evening’s chat.

Planted in a comfortable chair in his own quarters, Wingate admitted that he missed serving the Crown and envied Clive his opportunity.

“But they don’t want an old sea dog like me in the fleet, any more than they want old soldiers around. We’re an embarrassment to the youngsters who want to rise.”

The captain leaned back in his chair. “Tell me, Major, why has an officer of Her Majesty’s army left his unit and booked passage to Zanzibar? That is, if my question doesn’t sail too near a reef, if you take my meaning.”

“I believe I do, Captain. And there is nothing secret about my mission. Doubtless you have heard of my brother, Sir Neville Folliot.”

“To be sure, Major! All the explorers have come in for their share of fame. Now that peace has laid her gentle hand on Brittania’s brow, we must seek elsewhere for our heroes than the battlefield. And the exploration of exotic realms seems to have filled the bill—as well as giving our officers something to do other than ride to parade.”

He turned away from Clive, opened a heavy-lidded humidor that stood upon his table, and extracted a cigar. “Would you care for one, Major?”

Clive accepted, and they lit their smokes.

“I will confess, Major, that I did not at first connect you with the explorer. If you’ll forgive my saying so, the name Neville Folliot is almost a household word these recent years, while that of Clive Folliot, well . . .” He exhaled a plume of fragrant smoke and waved it away.

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Clive said. “You speak nothing but the truth when you say that Neville is famous. And that I am for all practical purposes unknown.”

He gazed out a porthole. Through the glass he could see a cloudy sky and a dark sea. Beyond, he knew, lay the coast of France. Soon Empress Philippa would pass the imaginary extension of the border between France and Spain. Clive’s journey was just beginning.

“So after you debark at Zanzibar you’ll head for the mainland and try to pick up Neville’s trail, is that it?”

“Precisely.”

“I don’t recall your shipping much gear, Major Folliot. Aboard the Empress, that is. And you seem to be traveling alone. Surely you don’t intend to carry out this expedition single-handed!”

Clive shook his head. “I have read the reports of as many of the explorers as I could lay my hands on. And I’ve spoken with several of them. Mr. John Hanning Speke and Mr. James Augustus Grant were particularly helpful.”

“A shame about Mr. Speke, don’t you agree?” The captain leaned toward Clive.

“A pity—killed in a hunting accident the very day he was to debate Sir Richard Burton.”

Captain Wingate lowered his cigar, crossed his arms on the table before him, and said, “There is something strange about the headwaters of the Nile, Major. You are aware that Burton and Speke both claimed to have found the source of that river.”

“Indeed! That was to be the subject of their star-crossed debate!”

“Aye! And Neville Folliot was seeking to make the same discovery, and he has disappeared.”

Clive Folliot leaped to his feet. “Surely you see no connection between the incidents!”

The captain laughed. It was a slow laugh, coming from deep in his throat, a deliberate huh-huh-hm sound. “I’m just an old sea dog, Major Folliot. I served my queen and country as long as I was permitted, and now I serve the shipping line running this crossbred three-master from London to Zanzi-bar, from Zanzibar to Ceylon, from Ceylon to Singapore. And so on, and so on, wherever my employers order. Soon Monsieur de Lesseps will finish digging his canal at Suez, and I expect my new masters will discard me again as my old ones did before.”

He squeezed his eyes shut and dabbed at their corners with a huge, patterned bandanna. “The cigar smoke, Major Folliot. These are the finest Havanas, but their smoke still makes the eyes tear. You agree with me, surely.”

Clive realized that the interview was ended. He returned to his cabin to ponder.

Breakfasts were served to passengers in their cabins aboard the Empress, and luncheons were informal affairs, but dinner aboard ship was an elaborate ceremony and the hours afterward were busy ones.

Clive was assigned to a table with three companions. Two of them were a missionary couple on their way to convert the heathen Africans. The Reverend Amos Ransome was a doughy-faced, bespectacled divine who commenced each meal by fixing his thick lenses before his weak eyes, bowing his head over a volume of prayers, and murmuring an inaudible grace. His conversation seemed limited to the works of the late John Wesley, from whose death the missionary had yet to recover.

“I’m sorry,” Clive found himself apologizing, “but I seem to have lost track of my church history. Did Mr. Wesley not die some years ago?”

“In the year 1791,” the young reverend supplied. “Can you not put aside your grief?” Clive asked. He found it difficult to keep a straight face. “You don’t look much over twenty, Reverend Ransome.”

“From such a loss, the world will not soon recover,” the reverend replied. “But we will carry the good word to every corner of the earth. When all mankind has come to the Way—then will there be rejoicing throughout the nations.”

“Quite,” Clive commented.

The reverend’s companion spoke seldom and kept her eyes lowered to her plate throughout each evening’s meal. She wore voluminous dark costumes. Despite their cut, Clive could not but notice a voluptuous form. Still waters, he thought.

At first introduction Clive had assumed that Lorena Ransome was the reverend’s wife, but Amos explained that she was his sister. “As good a helpmeet as any wife could be,” Amos explained, “but without the danger of domestic complications to distract us from our holy task.” He managed a feeble grin.

The final member of their table was a florid-faced, stockily built man traveling alone. He introduced himself as Mr. Philo Goode, from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

Hoping for relief from the reverend’s alternating sermons and his lugubrious silences—there seemed no hope of getting his sister to speak during their dinners—Clive turned to the American in desperation.

He wore a glittering stickpin in his cravat and bright-jeweled rings on the fingers of both hands. He spoke grandly of his business interests in the New World. They extended from Maine to South Carolina along the Atlantic Ocean, and included cattle farms in Missouri and a major interest in a diamond mine in Ohio.

The Reverend Ransome exclaimed at each new revelation by the American. Even Miss Lorena Ransome roused herself from her customary silence to comment that Mr. Goode must be very rich.

Empress Philippa had reached a position to the south of the Ivory Coast. Conversation turned to the devel-opment of Africa’s as-yet-unplumbed riches. Philo Goode boasted that he himself had economic interests in Africa as well as America. They were
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