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INTRODUCTION





I thinkthat I would rather recollect a life misspent on fragile things than spent avoiding moral debt. The words turned up in a dream and I wrote them down upon waking, uncertain what they meant or to whom they applied.


My original plan for this book of tales and imaginings, some eight years ago, was to create a short story collection that I would call These People Ought to Know Who We Are and Tell That We Were Here, after a word balloon in a panel from a Little Nemo Sunday page (you can now find a beautiful color reproduction of the page in Art Spiegelmans book In the Shadow of No Towers), and every story would be told by one of a variety of dodgy and unreliable narrators as each explained their life, told us who they were and that, once, they too were here. A dozen people, a dozen stories. That was the idea; and then real life came along and spoiled it, as I began to write the short stories youll find in here, and they took on the form they needed to be told in, and while some were told in the first person and were slices of lives, others simply werent. One story refused to take shape until I gave it to the months of the year to tell, while another did small, efficient things with identity that meant it had to be told in the third person.


Eventually I began to gather together the material of this book, puzzling over what I should call it now that the previous title seemed no longer to apply. It was then that the One Ring Zero CD As Smart as We Are arrived, and I heard them sing the lines I had brought back from a dream, and I wondered just what I had meant by fragile things.


It seemed like a fine title for a book of short stories. There are so many fragile things, after all. People break so easily, and so do dreams and hearts.


A STUDY IN EMERALD


This was written for the anthology my friend Michael Reaves edited with John Pelan, Shadows Over Baker Street. The brief from Michael was I want a story in which Sherlock Holmes meets the world of H. P. Lovecraft. I agreed to write a story but suspected there was something deeply unpromising about the setup: the world of Sherlock Holmes is so utterly rational, after all, celebrating solutions, while Lovecrafts fictional creations were deeply, utterly irrational, and mysteries were vital to keep humanity sane. If I was going to tell a story that combined both elements there had to be an interesting way to do it that played fair with both Lovecraft and with the creations of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.


As a boy I had loved Philip Jos Farmers Wold Newton stories, in which dozens of characters from fiction were incorporated into one coherent world, and I had greatly enjoyed watching my friends Kim Newman and Alan Moore build their own Wold Newtondescended worlds in the Anno Dracula sequence and The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, respectively. It looked like fun. I wondered if I could try something like that.


The ingredients of the story I had in the back of my head combined in ways that were better than I had hoped when I began. (Writings a lot like cooking. Sometimes the cake wont rise, no matter what you do, and every now and again the cake tastes better than you ever could have dreamed it would.)



A Study in Emerald won the Hugo Award in August 2004 as Best Short Story, something that still makes me intensely proud. It also played its part in my finding myself, the following year, mysteriously inducted into the Baker Street Irregulars.


THE FAIRY REEL


Not much of a poem, really, but enormous fun to read aloud.


OCTOBER IN THE CHAIR


Written for Peter Straub, for the remarkable volume of Conjunctions that he guest-edited. It began some years earlier, at a convention in Madison, Wisconsin, at which Harlan Ellison had asked me to collaborate with him on a short story. We were placed inside a rope barrier, Harlan at his typewriter, me at my laptop. But before we could start the short story, Harlan had an introduction to finish, so while he finished his introduction I started this story and showed it to him. Nope. It reads like a Neil Gaiman story, he said. (So I put it aside and started another story, which Harlan and I have now been collaborating on ever since. Bizarrely, whenever we get together and work on it, it gets shorter.) So I had part of a story sitting on my hard drive. Peter invited me into Conjunctions a couple of years later. I wanted to write a story about a dead boy and a living one, as a sort of dry run for a book for children I had decided to write (its called The Graveyard Book, and I am writing it right now). It took me a little while to figure out how the story worked, and when it was done, I dedicated it to Ray Bradbury, who would have written it much better than I did.


It won the 2003 Locus Award for Best Short Story.



THE HIDDEN CHAMBER


Began with a request from two editors, the Nancys Kilpatrick and Holder, to write something gothic for their anthology, Outsiders. It seems to me that the story of Bluebeard and its variants is the most gothic of all stories, so I wrote a Bluebeard poem set in the almost empty house I was staying in at the time. Upsettling is what Humpty Dumpty called a portmanteau word, occupying the territory between upsetting and unsettling.


FORBIDDEN BRIDES OF THE FACELESS SLAVES IN THE SECRET HOUSE OF THE NIGHT OF DREAD DESIRE


I started writing this story in pencil one windy winters night in the waiting room between platforms five and six of East Croydon railway station. I was twenty-two, going on twenty-three. When it was done I typed it up and showed it to a couple of editors I knew. One sniffed, told me it wasnt his kind of thing and he didnt honestly think it was actually anybodys kind of thing, while the other read it, looked sympathetic, and gave it back explaining that the reason it would never be printed was that it was facetious nonsense. I put it away, glad to have been saved the public embarrassment of having more people read it and dislike it.


The story stayed unread, wandering from folder to box to tub, from office to basement to attic, for another twenty years, and when I thought of it, it was only with relief that it had not been printed. One day I was asked for a story for an anthology called Gothic! and I remembered the manuscript in the attic and went up to find it, to see if there was anything in it that I could rescue.


I started reading Forbidden Brides, and as I read it I smiled. Actually, I decided, it was pretty funny, and it was smart, too; a good little storythe clumsinesses were mostly the sort of things youd find in journeyman work, and all of them seemed easily fixable. I got out the computer and did another draft of the story, twenty years after the first, shortened the title to its present form, and sent it off to the editor. At least one reviewer felt it was facetious nonsense, but that seemed to be a minority opinion, as Forbidden Brides was picked up by several best-of-the-year anthologies and was voted Best Short Story in the 2005 Locus Awards.


Im not sure what we can learn from that. Sometimes you just show stories to the wrong people, and nobodys going to like everything. From time to time I wonder what else there is in the boxes in the attic.


GOOD BOYS DESERVE FAVORS, THE FLINTS OF MEMORY LANE


One story was inspired by a Lisa Snellings-Clark statue of a man holding a double bass, just as I did when I was a child; the other was written for an anthology of real-life ghost stories. Most of the other authors managed tales that were rather more satisfying than mine, although mine had the unsatisfying advantage of being perfectly true. These stories were first collected in Adventures in the Dream Trade, a miscellany published by NESFA Press in 2002, which collected lots of introductions and oddments and such.


CLOSING TIME


Michael Chabon was editing a book of genre stories to demonstrate how much fun stories are and to raise funds for 826 Valencia, which helps children to write. (The book was published as McSweeneys Mammoth Treasury of Thrilling Tales.) He asked me for a story, and I asked if there was any particular genre he was missing. There washe wanted an M. R. Jamesstyle ghost story.


So I set out to write a proper ghost story, but the finished tale owes much more to my love of the strange stories of Robert Aickman than it does to James (however, it also, once it was done, turned out to be a club story, thus managing two genres for the price of one). The story was picked up by some best-of-the-year anthologies, and took the Locus Award for Best Short Story in 2004.


All the places in this story are true places, although I have changed a few namesthe Diogenes Club was really the Troy Club in Hanway Street, for example. Some of the people and events are true as well, truer than one might imagine. As I write this I find myself wondering whether that little playhouse still exists, or if they knocked it down and built houses on the ground where it waited, but I confess I have no desire actually to go and find out.


GOING WODWO


A wodwo, or wodwose, was a wild man of the woods. This was written for Terri Windling and Ellen Datlows anthology The Green Man.


BITTER GROUNDS


I wrote four short stories in 2002, and this was, I suspect, the best of the lot, although it won no awards. It was written for my friend Nalo Hopkinsons anthology Mojo: Conjure Stories.


OTHER PEOPLE


I dont remember where I was or when on the day I came up with this little Mobius story. I remember jotting down the idea and the first line, and then wondering if it was originalwas I half remembering a story Id read as a boy, something by Fredric Brown or Henry Kuttner? It felt like someone elses story, too elegant and edgy and complete an idea, and I was suspicious of it.


A year or so later, bored on a plane, I ran across my note about the story and, having finished the magazine I was reading, I simply wrote itit was finished before the plane landed. Then I called a handful of knowledgeable friends and read it to them, asking if it seemed familiar, if anyone had read it before. They said no. Normally I write short stories because someone has asked me to write a short story, but for once in my life I had a short story nobody was waiting for. I sent it to Gordon Van Gelder at the Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, and he accepted and retitled it, which was fine by me. (Id called it Afterlife.)


I do a lot of writing on planes. When I began writing American Gods I wrote a story on a plane to New York that would, I was certain, wind up somewhere in the fabric of the book, but I could never find anywhere in the book it wanted to go. Eventually, when the book was finished and the story wasnt in it, I made it into a Christmas card and sent it out and forgot about it. A couple of years later Hill House Press, who publish extremely nice limited editions of my books, sent it out to subscribers as a Christmas card of their own.


It never had a title. Lets call it,





THE MAPMAKER





One describes a tale best by telling the tale. You see? The way one describes a story, to oneself or to the world, is by telling the story. It is a balancing act and it is a dream. The more accurate the map, the more it resembles the territory. The most accurate map possible would be the territory, and thus would be perfectly accurate and perfectly useless.


The tale is the map which is the territory.


You must remember this.


There was an emperor of China almost two thousand years ago who became obsessed by the notion of mapping the land that he ruled. He had China recreated in miniature on an island which he had constructed at great expense and, incidentally, a certain amount of loss of life (for the waters were deep and cold) in a lake in the imperial estates. On this island each mountain was become a molehill, and each river the smallest rivulet. It took fully half an hour for the emperor to walk around the perimeter of his island.


Every morning, in the pale light before dawn, a hundred men would wade and swim out to the island and would carefully repair and reconstruct any feature of the landscape which had been damaged by the weather or by wild birds, or taken by the lake; and they would remove and remodel any of the imperial lands that had been damaged in actuality by floods or earthquakes or landslides, to better reflect the world as it was.


The emperor was contented by this, for the better part of a year, and then he noticed within himself a growing dissatisfaction with his island, and he began, in the time before he slept, to plan another map, fully one one-hundredth the size of his dominions. Every hut and house and hall, every tree and hill and beast would be reproduced at one one-hundredth of its height.


It was a grand plan, which would have taxed the imperial treasury to its limits to accomplish. It would have needed more men than the mind can encompass, men to map and men to measure, surveyors, census-takers, painters; it would have taken model-makers, potters, builders, and craftsmen. Six hundred professional dreamers would have been needed to reveal the nature of things hidden beneath the roots of trees, and in the deepest mountain caverns, and in the depths of the sea, for the map, to be worth anything, needed to contain both the visible empire and the invisible.


This was the emperors plan.


His minister of the right hand remonstrated with him one night, as they walked in the palace gardens, under a huge, golden moon.



You must know, Imperial Majesty, said the minister of the right hand, that what you intend is.


And then, courage failing him, he paused. A pale carp broke the surface of the water, shattering the reflection of the golden moon into a hundred dancing fragments, each a tiny moon in its own right, and then the moons coalesced into one unbroken circle of reflected light, hanging golden in water the color of the night sky, which was so rich a purple that it could never have been mistaken for black.


Impossible? asked the emperor, mildly. It is when emperors and kings are at their mildest that they are at their most dangerous.


Nothing that the emperor wishes could ever conceivably be impossible, said the minister of the right hand. It will, however, be costly. You will drain the imperial treasury to produce this map. You will empty cities and farms to make the land to place your map upon. You will leave behind you a country that your heirs will be too poor to govern. As your advisor, I would be failing in my duties if I did not advise you of this.


Perhaps you are right, said the emperor. Perhaps. But if I were to listen to you and to forget my map world, to leave it unconsummated, it would haunt my world and my mind, and it would spoil the taste of the food on my tongue and of the wine in my mouth.


And then he paused. Far away in the gardens they could hear the sound of a nightingale. But this map land, confided the emperor, is still only the beginning. For even as it is being constructed, I shall already be pining for and planning my masterpiece.


And what would that be? asked the minister of the right hand, mildly.


A map, said the emperor, of the Imperial Dominions, in which each house shall be represented by a life-sized house, every mountain shall be depicted by a mountain, every tree by a tree of the same size and type, every river by a river, and every man by a man.


The minister of the right hand bowed low in the moonlight, and he walked back to the Imperial Palace several respectful paces behind the emperor, deep in thought.


It is recorded that the emperor died in his sleep, and that is true, as far as it goesalthough it could be remarked that his death was not entirely unassisted; and his oldest son, who became emperor in his turn, had little interest in maps or mapmaking.


The island in the lake became a haven for wild birds and all kinds of waterfowl, with no man to drive them away. They pecked down the tiny mud mountains to build their nests, and the lake eroded the shore of the island, and in time it was forgotten entirely, and only the lake remained.


The map was gone, and the mapmaker, but the land lived on.


KEEPSAKES AND TREASURES


This story, subtitled A Love Story, began life as a comic, or part of it did, written for Oscar Zarates noir collection, Its Dark in London, illustrated by Warren Pleece. Warren did an excellent job, but I was dissatisfied with the story, and I wondered what had made the man who called himself Smith what he was. Al Sarrantonio asked me for a story for his 999 anthology, and I decided it would be interesting to revisit Smith and Mr. Alice and their story. They also turn up in another tale in this collection.


I think there are more stories about the unpleasant Mr. Smith to be told, particularly the one in which he and Mr. Alice come to a parting of the ways.


THE FACTS IN THE CASE OF THE DEPARTURE OF MISS FINCH


This story began when I was shown a Frank Frazetta painting of a savage woman flanked by tigers and asked to write a story to accompany it. I couldnt think of a story, so I told what happened to Miss Finch instead.


STRANGE LITTLE GIRLS


is really a set of twelve very short stories, written to accompany Tori Amoss CD Strange Little Girls. Inspired by Cindy Sherman and by the songs themselves, Tori created a persona for each of the songs, and I wrote a story for each persona. Its never been collected anywhere, although it was published in the tour book, and lines from the stories were scattered throughout the CD booklet.


HARLEQUIN VALENTINE


Lisa Snellings-Clark is a sculptor and artist whose work I have loved for years. There was a book called Strange Attraction, based on a Ferris wheel Lisa had made; a number of fine writers wrote stories for the passengers in the cars. I was asked if I would write a story inspired by the ticket-seller, a grinning harlequin.


So I did.


On the whole, stories dont write themselves, but for this one all I really remember making up was the first sentence. After that it was a lot like taking dictation as Harlequin gleefully danced and tumbled through his Valentines Day.


Harlequin was the trickster figure of the commedia dellarte, an invisible prankster with his mask and magical stick, his costume covered with diamond shapes. He loved Columbine, and would pursue her through each entertainment, coming up against such stock figures as the doctor and the clown, transforming each person he encountered on the way.


LOCKS


Goldilocks and the Three Bears was a story by the poet Robert Southey. Or rather, it wasnthis version told of an old woman and the three bears. The form of the story and what happened was right, but people knew that the story needed to be about a little girl rather than an old woman, and when they retold it, they put her in.


Of course, fairy tales are transmissible. You can catch them, or be infected by them. They are the currency that we share with those who walked the world before ever we were here. (Telling stories to my children that I was, in my turn, told by my parents and grandparents makes me feel part of something special and odd, part of the continuous stream of life itself.) My daughter Maddy, who was two when I wrote this for her, is eleven, and we still share stories, but they are now on television or films. We read the same books and talk about them, but I no longer read them to her, and even that was a poor replacement for telling her stories out of my head.


I believe we owe it to each other to tell stories. Its as close to a credo as I have or will, I suspect, ever get.


THE PROBLEM OF SUSAN


The doctor the hotel had called told me the reason my neck hurt so badly, that I was throwing up and in pain and confused, was flu, and he began to list painkillers and muscle relaxants he thought I might appreciate. I picked a painkiller from the list and stumbled back to my hotel room, where I passed out, unable to move or think or hold my head up straight. On the third day my own doctor from home called, alerted by my assistant, Lorraine, and talked to me. I dont like to make diagnoses over the phone, but you have meningitis, he said, and he was right, I did.


It was some months before I could think clearly enough to write, and this was the first piece of fiction I attempted. It was like learning to walk all over again. It was written for Al Sarrantonios Flights, an anthology of fantasy stories.


I read the Narnia books to myself hundreds of times as a boy, and then aloud as an adult, twice, to my children. There is so much in the books that I love, but each time I found the disposal of Susan to be intensely problematic and deeply irritating. I suppose I wanted to write a story that would be equally problematic, and just as much of an irritant, if from a different direction, and to talk about the remarkable power of childrens literature.


INSTRUCTIONS


Although I put several poems into Smoke and Mirrors, my last collection, I had originally planned that this collection would be prose only. I eventually decided to put the poems in anyway, mostly because I like this one so much. If youre one of the people who doesnt like poems, you may console yourself with the knowledge that they are, like this introduction, free. The book would cost you the same with or without them, and nobody pays me anything extra to put them in. Sometimes its nice to have something short to pick up and read and put down again, just as sometimes its interesting knowing a little about the background of a story, and you dont have to read it, either. (And while Ive spent weeks cheerfully agonizing about what order to put this collection into, how best to shape and order it, you canand shouldread it in any way that strikes your fancy.)


Quite literally, a set of instructions for what to do when you find yourself in a fairy tale.


HOW DO YOU THINK IT FEELS?


I was asked for a story for an anthology themed about gargoyles, and, deadline approaching, found myself feeling rather blank.


Gargoyles, it occurred to me, were placed upon churches and cathedrals to protect them. I wondered if a gargoyle could be placed on something else to protect it. Such as, for example, a heart.



Having just reread it for the first time in eight years, I found myself mildly surprised by the sex, but thats probably just general dissatisfaction with the story.


MY LIFE


This odd little monologue was written to accompany a photograph of a sock monkey in a book of two hundred photographs of sock monkeys called, not surprisingly, Sock Monkeys, by photographer Arne Svenson. The sock monkey in the photo I was given looked like hed had a hard sort of life, but an interesting one.


An old friend of mine had just started writing for the Weekly World News, and Id had much fun making up stories for her to use. I started wondering whether there was, somewhere out there, someone who had a Weekly World News sort of a life. In Sock Monkeys it was printed as prose, but I like it better with the line breaks. I have no doubt that, given enough alcohol and a willing ear, it could go on forever. (Occasionally people write to me at my Web site to find out if I would mind if they use this, or other bits of mine, as audition pieces. I dont mind.)


FIFTEEN PAINTED CARDS FROM A VAMPIRE TAROT
 

There are seven stories still to go in the Major Arcana, and Ive promised artist Rick Berry that Ill write them one day, and then he can paint them.


FEEDERS AND EATERS


This story was a nightmare I had in my twenties.


I love dreams. I know enough about them to know that dream logic is not story logic, and that you can rarely bring a dream back as a tale: it will have transformed from gold into leaves, from silk to cobwebs, on waking.


Still, there are things you can bring back with you from dreams: atmosphere, moments, people, a theme. This is the only time I can remember bringing back a whole story, though.


I first wrote it as a comic, illustrated by the multitalented Mark Buckingham, and then later tried re-imagining it as an outline for a pornographic horror film Id never make (a story called Eaten: Scenes from a Moving Picture). A few years ago editor Steve Jones asked me if I would like to resurrect an unjustly forgotten story of mine for his Keep Out the Night anthology, and I remembered this story and rolled up my sleeves and started to type.


Shaggy inkcaps are indeed wonderfully tasty mushrooms, but they do deliquesce into an unpleasant, black, inky substance shortly after youve picked them, which is why you will never see them in shops.


DISEASEMAKERS CROUP


I was asked to write an entry in a book of imaginary diseases (The Thackery T. Lambshead Pocket Guide to Eccentric and Discredited Diseases, edited by Jeff VanderMeer and Mark Roberts). It seemed to me that an imaginary disease about making imaginary diseases might be interesting. I wrote it with the aid of a long-forgotten computer program called Babble and a dusty, leather-bound book of advice to the home physician.


IN THE END


I was trying to imagine the very last book of the Bible.


And on the subject of naming animals, can I just say how happy I was to discover that the word yeti, literally translated, apparently means that thing over there. (Quick, brave Himalayan Guidewhats that thing over there?


Yeti.


I see.)


GOLIATH


They want you to write a story, said my agent, some years ago. Its to go on the Web site of a film that hasnt come out yet, called The Matrix. Theyre sending you a script. I read the film script with interest, and wrote this story, which went up onto the Web a week or so before the film came out, and is still there.


PAGES FROM A JOURNAL FOUND IN A SHOEBOX LEFT IN A GREYHOUND BUS SOMEWHERE BETWEEN TULSA, OKLAHOMA, AND LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY


This was written for my friend Tori Amoss Scarlets Walk tour book, several years ago, and it made me extremely happy when it was picked up for a best-of-the-year anthology. Its a story inspired very loosely by the music of Scarlets Walk. I wanted to write something about identity and travel and America, like a tiny companion piece to American Gods, in which everything, including any kind of resolution, hovered just out of reach.


HOW TO TALK TO GIRLS AT PARTIES


The process of writing a story fascinates me as much as the outcome. This one, for example, began life as two different (failed) attempts to write an account of a tourist holiday on Earth, intended for Australian critic and editor Jonathan Strahans upcoming anthology The Starry Rift. (The story is not in there. This is the first time its appeared in print. Im going to write another story for Jonathans book instead, I hope.) The tale I had in mind wasnt working; I just had a couple of fragments that didnt go anywhere. I was doomed and had started sending e-mails to Jonathan telling him that there wasnt going to be a story, at least, not one from me. He wrote back telling me hed just got an excellent story in from an author I admired, and she wrote it in twenty-four hours.


So, nettled, I took an empty notebook and a pen and I went down to the gazebo at the bottom of the garden and during the course of the afternoon I wrote this story. I got to read it aloud for the first time a few weeks later at a benefit at the legendary CBGBs. It was the best possible location to read a story about punk and 1977, and it made me feel very happy.


THE DAY THE SAUCERS CAME


Written in a hotel room in New York the week I read the audio book of my novel Stardust, while waiting for a car to come and take me away, for editor and poet Rain Graves, who had asked me for a couple of poems for her Web site at www.spiderwords.com. I was happy to discover that it worked when read before an audience.


SUNBIRD


My oldest daughter, Holly, told me exactly what she wanted for her eighteenth birthday. I want something nobody else could ever give me, Dad. I want you to write me a short story. And then, because she knows me well, she added, And I know youre always late, and I dont want to stress you out or anything, so as long as I get it by my nineteenth birthday, youre fine.


There was a writer from Tulsa, Oklahoma (he died in 2002), who was, for a little while in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the best short story writer in the world. His name was R. A. Lafferty, and his stories were unclassifiable and odd and inimitableyou knew you were reading a Lafferty story within a sentence. When I was young I wrote to him, and he wrote back.


Sunbird was my attempt to write a Lafferty story, and it taught me a number of things, mostly how much harder they are than they look. Holly didnt get it until her nineteen-and-a-halfth birthday, when I was in the middle of writing Anansi Boys and decided that if I didnt finish writing somethinganythingI would probably go mad. With her permission it was published in a book with an extremely long title, often abbreviated to Noisy Outlaws, Unfriendly Blobs, and Some Other Things That Arent As Scary, as a benefit for the literacy program 826 NYC.


Even if you have this book, you might still want to pick up a copy of the book with the extremely long title, because it has Clement Freuds story Grimble in it.


INVENTING ALADDIN


One thing that puzzles me (and I use puzzle here in the technical sense of really, really irritates me) is reading, as from time to time I have, learned academic books on folktales and fairy stories that explain why nobody wrote them and which go on to point out that looking for authorship of folktales is in itself a fallacy; the kind of books or articles that give the impression that all stories were stumbled upon or, at best, reshaped, and I think, Yes, but they all started somewhere, in someones head. Because stories start in mindsthey arent artifacts or natural phenomena.


One scholarly book I read explained that any fairy story in which a character falls asleep obviously began life as a dream that was recounted on waking by a primitive type unable to tell dreams from reality, and this was the starting point for our fairy storiesa theory which seemed filled with holes from the get-go, because stories, the kind that survive and are retold, have narrative logic, not dream logic.


Stories are made up by people who make them up. If they work, they get retold. Theres the magic of it.


Scheherazade as a narrator was a fiction, as was her sister and the murderous king they needed nightly to placate. The Arabian Nights are a fictional construct, assembled from a variety of places, and the story of Aladdin is itself a late tale, folded into the Nights by the French only a few hundred years ago. Which is another way of saying that when it began, it certainly didnt begin as I describe. And yet. And still.


THE MONARCH OF THE GLEN


A story that began with, and exists because of, my love of the remoter parts of Scotland, where the bones of the Earth show through, and the sky is a pale white, and its all astoundingly beautiful, and it feels about as remote as any place can possibly be. It was good to catch up with Shadow, two years after the events in my novel American Gods.


Robert Silverberg asked me for a novella for his second Legends collection. He didnt mind if I wrote a Neverwhere novella or an American Gods novella. The Neverwhere novella I began had some technical troubles (it was called How the Marquis Got His Coat Back and I shall finish it one day). I began writing The Monarch of the Glen in a flat in Notting Hill, where I was directing a short film called A Short Film about John Bolton, and finished it in one long mad winters dash in the cabin by the lake where Im currently typing this introduction. My friend Iselin Evensen from Norway first told me tales of the huldra, and she corrected my Norwegian. Like Bay Wolf in Smoke and Mirrors, this was influenced by Beowulf, and by the time I wrote it I was certain that the script for Beowulf that I had written for and with Roger Avary would never be made. I was of course wrong, but I enjoy the gulf between Angelina Jolies portrayal of Grendels mother in the Robert Zemeckis film and the version of the character that turns up here.





I want to thank all the editors of the various volumes in which these stories and poems first appeared, and particularly to thank Jennifer Brehl and Jane Morpeth, my editors in the U.S. and U.K., for their help and assistance and, particularly, their patience, and my literary agent, the redoubtable Merrilee Heifetz, and her gang around the world.


As I write this now, it occurs to me that the peculiarity of most things we think of as fragile is how tough they truly are. There were tricks we did with eggs, as children, to show how they were, in reality, tiny load-bearing marble halls; while the beat of the wings of a butterfly in the right place, we are told, can create a hurricane across an ocean. Hearts may break, but hearts are the toughest of muscles, able to pump for a lifetime, seventy times a minute, and scarcely falter along the way. Even dreams, the most delicate and intangible of things, can prove remarkably difficult to kill.


Stories, like people and butterflies and songbirds eggs and human hearts and dreams, are also fragile things, made up of nothing stronger or more lasting than twenty-six letters and a handful of punctuation marks. Or they are words on the air, composed of sounds and ideasabstract, invisible, gone once theyve been spokenand what could be more frail than that? But some stories, small, simple ones about setting out on adventures or people doing wonders, tales of miracles and monsters, have outlasted all the people who told them, and some of them have outlasted the lands in which they were created.



And while I do not believe that any of the stories in this volume will do that, its nice to collect them together, to find a home for them where they can be read, and remembered. I hope you enjoy reading them.


Neil Gaiman
 On the first day of Spring 2006



















A STUDY IN EMERALD








I. The New Friend


FRESH FROM THEIR STUPENDOUS EUROPEAN TOUR, WHERE THEY PERFORMED BEFORE SEVERAL OF THE CROWNED HEADS OF EUROPE, GARNERING THEIR PLAUDITS AND PRAISE WITH MAGNIFICENT DRAMATIC PERFORMANCES, COMBINING BOTH COMEDY AND TRAGEDY, THE STRAND PLAYERS WISH TO MAKE IT KNOWN THAT THEY SHALL BE APPEARING AT THE ROYAL COURT THEATRE, DRURY LANE, FOR A LIMITED ENGAGEMENT IN APRIL, AT WHICH THEY WILL PRESENT MY LOOK-ALIKE BROTHER TOM!, THE LITTLEST VIOLET-SELLER AND THE GREAT OLD ONES COME (THIS LAST AN HISTORICAL EPIC OF PAGEANTRY AND DELIGHT); EACH AN ENTIRE PLAY IN ONE ACT! TICKETS ARE AVAILABLE NOW FROM THE BOX OFFICE.




It is the immensity, I believe. The hugeness of things below. The darkness of dreams.


But I am woolgathering. Forgive me. I am not a literary man.


I had been in need of lodgings. That was how I met him. I wanted someone to share the cost of rooms with me. We were introduced by a mutual acquaintance, in the chemical laboratories of St. Barts. You have been in Afghanistan, I perceive, that was what he said to me, and my mouth fell open and my eyes opened very wide.


Astonishing, I said.


Not really, said the stranger in the white lab-coat, who was to become my friend. From the way you hold your arm, I see you have been wounded, and in a particular way. You have a deep tan. You also have a military bearing, and there are few enough places in the Empire that a military man can be both tanned and, given the nature of the injury to your shoulder and the traditions of the Afghan cave-folk, tortured.


Put like that, of course, it was absurdly simple. But then, it always was. I had been tanned nut-brown. And I had indeed, as he had observed, been tortured.


The gods and men of Afghanistan were savages, unwilling to be ruled from Whitehall or from Berlin or even from Moscow, and unprepared to see reason. I had been sent into those hills, attached to theth Regiment. As long as the fighting remained in the hills and mountains, we fought on an equal footing. When the skirmishes descended into the caves and the darkness then we found ourselves, as it were, out of our depth and in over our heads.


I shall not forget the mirrored surface of the underground lake, nor the thing that emerged from the lake, its eyes opening and closing, and the singing whispers that accompanied it as it rose, wreathing their way about it like the buzzing of flies bigger than worlds.


That I survived was a miracle, but survive I did, and I returned to England with my nerves in shreds and tatters. The place that leech-like mouth had touched me was tattooed forever, frog-white, into the skin of my now-withered shoulder. I had once been a crack-shot. Now I had nothing, save a fear of the world-beneath-the-world akin to panic, which meant that I would gladly pay sixpence of my army pension for a Hansom cab rather than a penny to travel underground.



Still, the fogs and darknesses of London comforted me, took me in. I had lost my first lodgings because I screamed in the night. I had been in Afghanistan; I was there no longer.


I scream in the night, I told him.


I have been told that I snore, he said. Also I keep irregular hours, and I often use the mantelpiece for target practice. I will need the sitting room to meet clients. I am selfish, private, and easily bored. Will this be a problem?


I smiled, and I shook my head, and extended my hand. We shook on it.


The rooms he had found for us, in Baker Street, were more than adequate for two bachelors. I bore in mind all my friend had said about his desire for privacy, and I forbore from asking what it was he did for a living. Still, there was much to pique my curiosity. Visitors would arrive at all hours, and when they did I would leave the sitting room and repair to my bedroom, pondering what they could have in common with my friend: the pale woman with one eye bone-white, the small man who looked like a commercial traveler, the portly dandy in his velvet jacket, and the rest. Some were frequent visitors, many others came only once, spoke to him, and left, looking troubled or looking satisfied.


He was a mystery to me.


We were partaking of one of our landladys magnificent breakfasts one morning, when my friend rang the bell to summon that good lady. There will be a gentleman joining us, in about four minutes, he said. We will need another place at table.


Very good, she said, Ill put more sausages under the grill.


My friend returned to perusing his morning paper. I waited for an explanation with growing impatience. Finally, I could stand it no longer. I dont understand. How could you know that in four minutes we would be receiving a visitor? There was no telegram, no message of any kind.



He smiled, thinly. You did not hear the clatter of a brougham several minutes ago? It slowed as it passed usobviously as the driver identified our door, then it sped up and went past, up into the Marylebone Road. There is a crush of carriages and taxicabs letting off passengers at the railway station and at the waxworks, and it is in that crush that anyone wishing to alight without being observed will go. The walk from there to here is but four minutes.


He glanced at his pocket watch, and as he did so I heard a tread on the stairs outside.


Come in, Lestrade, he called. The door is ajar, and your sausages are just coming out from under the grill.


A man I took to be Lestrade opened the door, then closed it carefully behind him. I should not, he said. But truth to tell, I have not had a chance to break my fast this morning. And I could certainly do justice to a few of those sausages. He was the small man I had observed on several occasions previously, whose demeanor was that of a traveler in rubber novelties or patent nostrums.


My friend waited until our landlady had left the room before he said, Obviously, I take it this is a matter of national importance.


My stars, said Lestrade, and he paled. Surely the word cannot be out already. Tell me it is not. He began to pile his plate high with sausages, kipper fillets, kedgeree, and toast, but his hands shook, a little.


Of course not, said my friend. I know the squeak of your brougham wheels, though, after all this time: an oscillating G sharp above high C. And if Inspector Lestrade of Scotland Yard cannot publicly be seen to come into the parlor of Londons only consulting detective, yet comes anyway, and without having had his breakfast, then I know that this is not a routine case. Ergo, it involves those above us and is a matter of national importance.


Lestrade dabbed egg yolk from his chin with his napkin. I stared at him. He did not look like my idea of a police inspector, but then, my friend looked little enough like my idea of a consulting detectivewhatever that might be.


Perhaps we should discuss the matter privately, Lestrade said, glancing at me.


My friend began to smile, impishly, and his head moved on his shoulders as it did when he was enjoying a private joke. Nonsense, he said. Two heads are better than one. And what is said to one of us is said to us both.


If I am intruding I said, gruffly, but he motioned me to silence.


Lestrade shrugged. Its all the same to me, he said, after a moment. If you solve the case then I have my job. If you dont, then I have no job. You use your methods, thats what I say. It cant make things any worse.


If theres one thing that a study of history has taught us, it is that things can always get worse, said my friend. When do we go to Shoreditch?


Lestrade dropped his fork. This is too bad! he exclaimed. Here you were, making sport of me, when you know all about the matter! You should be ashamed


No one has told me anything of the matter. When a police inspector walks into my room with fresh splashes of mud of that peculiar mustard-yellow hue on his boots and trouser legs, I can surely be forgiven for presuming that he has recently walked past the diggings at Hobbs Lane, in Shoreditch, which is the only place in London that particular mustard-colored clay seems to be found.


Inspector Lestrade looked embarrassed. Now you put it like that, he said, it seems so obvious.


My friend pushed his plate away from him. Of course it does, he said, slightly testily.


We rode to the East End in a cab. Inspector Lestrade had walked up to the Marylebone Road to find his brougham, and left us alone.



So you are truly a consulting detective? I said.


The only one in London, or perhaps, the world, said my friend. I do not take cases. Instead, I consult. Others bring me their insoluble problems, they describe them, and, sometimes, I solve them.


Then those people who come to you


Are, in the main, police officers, or are detectives themselves, yes.


It was a fine morning, but we were now jolting about the edges of the rookery of St. Giles, that warren of thieves and cutthroats which sits on London like a cancer on the face of a pretty flower-seller, and the only light to enter the cab was dim and faint.


Are you sure that you wish me along with you?


In reply my friend stared at me without blinking. I have a feeling, he said. I have a feeling that we were meant to be together. That we have fought the good fight, side by side, in the past or in the future, I do not know. I am a rational man, but I have learned the value of a good companion, and from the moment I clapped eyes on you, I knew I trusted you as well as I do myself. Yes. I want you with me.


I blushed, or said something meaningless. For the first time since Afghanistan, I felt that I had worth in the world.





2. The Room


VICTORS VITAE! AN ELECTRICAL FLUID! DO YOUR LIMBS AND NETHER REGIONS LACK LIFE? DO YOU LOOK BACK ON THE DAYS OF YOUR YOUTH WITH ENVY? ARE THE PLEASURES OF THE FLESH NOW BURIED AND FORGOT? VICTORS VITAE WILL BRING LIFE WHERE LIFE HAS LONG BEEN LOST: EVEN THE OLDEST WARHORSE CAN BE A PROUD STALLION ONCE MORE! BRINGING LIFE TO THE DEAD: FROM AN OLD FAMILY RECIPE AND THE BEST OF MODERN SCIENCE. TO RECEIVE SIGNED ATTESTATIONS OF THE EFFICACY OF VICTORS VITAE WRITE TO THE V. VON F. COMPANY, 1B CHEAP STREET, LONDON.




It was a cheap rooming house in Shoreditch. There was a policeman at the front door. Lestrade greeted him by name and made to usher us in, and I was ready to enter, but my friend squatted on the doorstep, and pulled a magnifying glass from his coat pocket. He examined the mud on the wrought iron boot-scraper, prodding at it with his forefinger. Only when he was satisfied would he let us go inside.


We walked upstairs. The room in which the crime had been committed was obvious: it was flanked by two burly constables.


Lestrade nodded to the men, and they stood aside. We walked in.


I am not, as I said, a writer by profession, and I hesitate to describe that place, knowing that my words cannot do it justice. Still, I have begun this narrative, and I fear I must continue. A murder had been committed in that little bedsit. The body, what was left of it, was still there, on the floor. I saw it, but, at first, somehow, I did not see it. What I saw instead was what had sprayed and gushed from the throat and chest of the victim: in color it ranged from bile-green to grass-green. It had soaked into the threadbare carpet and spattered the wallpaper. I imagined it for one moment the work of some hellish artist who had decided to create a study in emerald.


After what seemed like a hundred years I looked down at the body, opened like a rabbit on a butchers slab, and tried to make sense of what I saw. I removed my hat, and my friend did the same.


He knelt and inspected the body, examining the cuts and gashes. Then he pulled out his magnifying glass, and walked over to the wall, examining the gouts of drying ichor.


Weve already done that, said Inspector Lestrade.



Indeed? said my friend. What did you make of this, then? I do believe it is a word.


Lestrade walked to the place my friend was standing, and looked up. There was a word, written in capitals, in green blood, on the faded yellow wallpaper, some little way above Lestrades head. R-A-C-H-E? said Lestrade, spelling it out. Obviously he was going to write Rachel, but he was interrupted. Sowe must look for a woman.


My friend said nothing. He walked back to the corpse and picked up its hands, one after the other. The fingertips were clean of ichor. I think we have established that the word was not written by His Royal Highness


What the Devil makes you say?


My dear Lestrade. Please give me some credit for having a brain. The corpse is obviously not that of a manthe color of his blood, the number of limbs, the eyes, the position of the face, all these things bespeak the blood royal. While I cannot say which royal line, I would hazard that he is an heir, perhapsno, second in line to the thronein one of the German principalities.


That is amazing. Lestrade hesitated, then he said, This is Prince Franz Drago of Bohemia. He was here in Albion as a guest of Her Majesty Victoria. Here for a holiday and a change of air.


For the theaters, the whores, and the gaming tables, you mean.


If you say so. Lestrade looked put out. Anyway, youve given us a fine lead with this Rachel woman. Although I dont doubt we would have found her on our own.


Doubtless, said my friend.


He inspected the room further, commenting acidly several times that the police, with their boots, had obscured footprints and moved things that might have been of use to anyone attempting to reconstruct the events of the previous night.



Still, he seemed interested in a small patch of mud he found behind the door.


Beside the fireplace he found what appeared to be some ash or dirt.


Did you see this? he asked Lestrade.


Her Majestys police, replied Lestrade, tend not to be excited by ash in a fireplace. Its where ash tends to be found. And he chuckled at that.


My friend took a pinch of the ash and rubbed it between his fingers, then sniffed the remains. Finally, he scooped up what was left of the material and tipped it into a glass vial, which he stoppered and placed in an inner pocket of his coat.


He stood up. And the body?


Lestrade said, The palace will send their own people.


My friend nodded at me, and together we walked to the door. My friend sighed. Inspector. Your quest for Miss Rachel may prove fruitless. Among other things, Rache is a German word. It means revenge. Check your dictionary. There are other meanings.


We reached the bottom of the stair and walked out onto the street. You have never seen royalty before this morning, have you? he asked. I shook my head. Well, the sight can be unnerving, if youre unprepared. Why my good fellowyou are trembling!


Forgive me. I shall be fine in moments.


Would it do you good to walk? he asked, and I assented, certain that if I did not walk then I would begin to scream.


West, then, said my friend, pointing to the dark tower of the palace. And we commenced to walk.


So, said my friend, after some time. You have never had any personal encounters with any of the crowned heads of Europe?


No, I said.


I believe I can confidently state that you shall, he told me. And not with a corpse this time. Very soon.



My dear fellow, whatever makes you believe?


In reply he pointed to a carriage, black-painted, that had pulled up fifty yards ahead of us. A man in a black top hat and a greatcoat stood by the door, holding it open, waiting, silently. A coat of arms familiar to every child in Albion was painted in gold upon the carriage door.


There are invitations one does not refuse, said my friend. He doffed his own hat to the footman, and I do believe that he was smiling as he climbed into the boxlike space and relaxed back into the soft, leathery cushions.


When I attempted to speak with him during the journey to the palace, he placed his finger over his lips. Then he closed his eyes and seemed sunk deep in thought. I, for my part, tried to remember what I knew of German royalty, but, apart from the Queens consort, Prince Albert, being German, I knew little enough.


I put a hand in my pocket, pulled out a handful of coinsbrown and silver, black and copper-green. I stared at the portrait stamped on each of them of our Queen, and felt both patriotic pride and stark dread. I told myself I had once been a military man and a stranger to fear, and I could remember when this had been the plain truth. For a moment I remembered a time when I had been a crack-shoteven, I liked to think, something of a marksmanbut my right hand shook as if it were palsied, and the coins jingled and chinked, and I felt only regret.





3. The Palace


AT LONG LAST DOCTOR HENRY JEKYLL IS PROUD TO ANNOUNCE THE GENERAL RELEASE OF THE WORLD-RENOWNED JEKYLLS POWDERS FOR POPULAR CONSUMPTION. NO LONGER THE PROVINCE OF THE PRIVILEGED FEW. RELEASE THE INNER YOU! FOR INNER AND OUTER CLEANLINESS! TOO MANY PEOPLE, BOTH MEN AND WOMEN, SUFFER FROM CONSTIPATION OF THE SOUL! RELIEF IS IMMEDIATE AND CHEAPWITH JEKYLLS POWDERS! (AVAILABLE IN VANILLA AND ORIGINAL MENTHOLATUM FORMULATIONS.)




The Queens consort, Prince Albert, was a big man with an impressive handlebar mustache and a receding hairline, and he was undeniably and entirely human. He met us in the corridor, nodded to my friend and to me, did not ask us for our names or offer to shake hands.


The Queen is most upset, he said. He had an accent. He pronounced his Ss as Zs: Mozt. Upzet. Franz was one of her favorites. She has so many nephews. But he made her laugh so. You will find the ones who did this to him.


I will do my best, said my friend.


I have read your monographs, said Prince Albert. It was I who told them that you should be consulted. I hope I did right.


As do I, said my friend.


And then the great door was opened, and we were ushered into the darkness and the presence of the Queen.


She was called Victoria, because she had beaten us in battle, seven hundred years before, and she was called Gloriana, because she was glorious, and she was called the Queen, because the human mouth was not shaped to say her true name. She was huge, huger than I had imagined possible, and she squatted in the shadows staring down at us, without moving.


Thizsz muzzst be zsolved. The words came from the shadows.


Indeed, maam, said my friend.


A limb squirmed and pointed at me. Zstepp forward.


I wanted to walk. My legs would not move.


My friend came to my rescue then. He took me by the elbow and walked me toward Her Majesty.


Isz not to be afraid. Isz to be worthy. Isz to be a companion. That was what she said to me. Her voice was a very sweet contralto, with a distant buzz. Then the limb uncoiled and extended, and she touched my shoulder. There was a moment, but only a moment, of a pain deeper and more profound than anything I have ever experienced, and then it was replaced by a pervasive sense of well-being. I could feel the muscles in my shoulder relax, and, for the first time since Afghanistan, I was free from pain.


Then my friend walked forward. Victoria spoke to him, yet I could not hear her words; I wondered if they went, somehow, directly from her mind to his, if this was the Queens Counsel I had read about in the histories. He replied aloud.


Certainly, maam. I can tell you that there were two other men with your nephew in that room in Shoreditch, that night. The footprints were, although obscured, unmistakable. And then, Yes. I understand. I believe so. Yes.


He was quiet when we left the palace, and said nothing to me as we rode back to Baker Street.


It was dark already. I wondered how long we had spent in the palace.


Fingers of sooty fog twined across the road and the sky.


Upon our return to Baker Street, in the looking-glass of my room, I observed that the frog-white skin across my shoulder had taken on a pinkish tinge. I hoped that I was not imagining it, that it was not merely the moonlight through the window.





4. The Performance


LIVER COMPLAINTS?! BILIOUS ATTACKS?! NEURASTHENIC DISTURBANCES?! QUINSY?! ARTHRITIS?! THESE ARE JUST A HANDFUL OF THE COMPLAINTS FOR WHICH A PROFESSIONAL EXSANGUINATION CAN BE THE REMEDY. IN OUR OFFICES WE HAVE SHEAVES OF TESTIMONIALS WHICH CAN BE INSPECTED BY THE PUBLIC AT ANY TIME. DO NOT PUT YOUR HEALTH IN THE HANDS OF AMATEURS!! WE HAVE BEEN DOING THIS FOR A VERY LONG TIME: V. TEPESPROFESSIONAL EXSANGUINATOR. (REMEMBER! IT IS PRONOUNCED TZSEPPESH!) ROMANIA, PARIS, LONDON, WHITBY. YOUVE TRIED THE RESTNOW TRY THE BEST!!



That my friend was a master of disguise should have come as no surprise to me, yet surprise me it did. Over the next ten days a strange assortment of characters came in through our door in Baker Streetan elderly Chinese man, a young rou, a fat, red-haired woman of whose former profession there could be little doubt, and a venerable old buffer, his foot swollen and bandaged from gout. Each of them would walk into my friends room, and, with a speed that would have done justice to a music-hall quick-change artist, my friend would walk out.


He would not talk about what he had been doing on these occasions, preferring to relax, staring off into space, occasionally making notations on any scrap of paper to hand, notations I found, frankly, incomprehensible. He seemed entirely preoccupied, so much so that I found myself worrying about his well-being. And then, late one afternoon, he came home dressed in his own clothes, with an easy grin upon his face, and he asked if I was interested in the theater.


As much as the next man, I told him.


Then fetch your opera glasses, he told me. We are off to Drury Lane.


I had expected a light opera, or something of the kind, but instead I found myself in what must have been the worst theater in Drury Lane, for all that it had named itself after the royal courtand to be honest, it was barely in Drury Lane at all, being situated at the Shaftesbury Avenue end of the road, where the avenue approaches the rookery of St. Giles. On my friends advice I concealed my wallet, and, following his example, I carried a stout stick.



Once we were seated in the stalls (I had bought a threepenny orange from one of the lovely young women who sold them to the members of the audience, and I sucked it as we waited), my friend said, quietly, You should only count yourself lucky that you did not need to accompany me to the gambling dens or the brothels. Or the madhousesanother place that Prince Franz delighted in visiting, as I have learned. But there was nowhere he went to more than once. Nowhere but


The orchestra struck up, and the curtain was raised. My friend was silent.


It was a fine enough show in its way: three one-act plays were performed. Comic songs were sung between the acts. The leading man was tall, languid, and had a fine singing voice; the leading lady was elegant, and her voice carried through all the theater; the comedian had a fine touch for patter songs.


The first play was a broad comedy of mistaken identities: the leading man played a pair of identical twins who had never met, but had managed, by a set of comical misadventures, each to find himself engaged to be married to the same young ladywho, amusingly, thought herself engaged to only one man. Doors swung open and closed as the actor changed from identity to identity.


The second play was a heartbreaking tale of an orphan girl who starved in the snow selling hothouse violetsher grandmother recognized her at the last, and swore that she was the babe stolen ten years back by bandits, but it was too late, and the frozen little angel breathed her last. I must confess I found myself wiping my eyes with my linen handkerchief more than once.


The performance finished with a rousing historical narrative: the entire company played the men and women of a village on the shore of the ocean, seven hundred years before our modern times. They saw shapes rising from the sea, in the distance. The hero joyously proclaimed to the villagers that these were the Old Ones whose coming was foretold, returning to us from Rlyeh, and from dim Carcosa, and from the plains of Leng, where they had slept, or waited, or passed out the time of their death. The comedian opined that the other villagers had all been eating too many pies and drinking too much ale, and they were imagining the shapes. A portly gentleman playing a priest of the Roman God told the villagers that the shapes in the sea were monsters and demons, and must be destroyed.


At the climax, the hero beat the priest to death with his own crucifer, and prepared to welcome Them as They came. The heroine sang a haunting aria, whilst, in an astonishing display of magic-lantern trickery, it seemed as if we saw Their shadows cross the sky at the back of the stage: the Queen of Albion herself, and the Black One of Egypt (in shape almost like a man), followed by the Ancient Goat, Parent to a Thousand, Emperor of all China, and the Czar Unanswerable, and He Who Presides over the New World, and the White Lady of the Antarctic Fastness, and the others. And as each shadow crossed the stage, or appeared to, from out of every throat in the gallery came, unbidden, a mighty Huzzah! until the air itself seemed to vibrate. The moon rose in the painted sky, and then, at its height, in one final moment of theatrical magic, it turned from a pallid yellow, as it was in the old tales, to the comforting crimson of the moon that shines down upon us all today.


The members of the cast took their bows and their curtain calls to cheers and laughter, and the curtain fell for the last time, and the show was done.


There, said my friend. What did you think?


Jolly, jolly good, I told him, my hands sore from applauding.


Stout fellow, he said, with a smile. Let us go backstage.


We walked outside and into an alley beside the theater, to the stage door, where a thin woman with a wen on her cheek knitted busily. My friend showed her a visiting card, and she directed us into the building and up some steps to a small communal dressing room.



Oil lamps and candles guttered in front of smeared looking glasses, and men and women were taking off their makeup and costumes with no regard to the proprieties of gender. I averted my eyes. My friend seemed unperturbed. Might I talk to Mr. Vernet? he asked, loudly.


A young woman who had played the heroines best friend in the first play, and the saucy innkeepers daughter in the last, pointed us to the end of the room. Sherry! Sherry Vernet! she called.


The young man who stood up in response was lean; less conventionally handsome than he had seemed from the other side of the footlights. He peered at us quizzically. I do not believe I have had the pleasure?


My name is Henry Camberley, said my friend, drawling his speech somewhat. You may have heard of me.


I must confess that I have not had that privilege, said Vernet.


My friend presented the actor with an engraved card.


The man looked at the card with unfeigned interest. A theatrical promoter? From the New World? My, my. And this is? He smiled at me.


This is a friend of mine, Mister Sebastian. He is not of the profession.


I muttered something about having enjoyed the performance enormously, and shook hands with the actor.


My friend said, Have you ever visited the New World?


I have not yet had that honor, admitted Vernet, although it has always been my dearest wish.


Well, my good man, said my friend, with the easy informality of a New Worlder. Maybe youll get your wish. That last play. Ive never seen anything like it. Did you write it?


Alas, no. The playwright is a good friend of mine. Although I devised the mechanism of the magic-lantern shadow show. Youll not see finer on the stage today.



Would you give me the playwrights name? Perhaps I should speak to him directly, this friend of yours.


Vernet shook his head. That will not be possible, I am afraid. He is a professional man, and does not wish his connection with the stage publicly to be known.


I see. My friend pulled a pipe from his pocket and put it in his mouth. Then he patted his pockets. I am sorry, he began. I have forgotten to bring my tobacco pouch.


I smoke a strong black shag, said the actor, but if you have no objection


None! said my friend, heartily. Why, I smoke a strong shag myself, and he filled his pipe with the actors tobacco, and the two men puffed away, while my friend described a vision he had for a play that could tour the cities of the New World, from Manhattan Island all the way to the furthest tip of the continent in the distant south. The first act would be the last play we had seen. The rest of the play might perhaps tell of the dominion of the Old Ones over humanity and its gods, perhaps telling what might have happened if people had had no Royal Families to look up toa world of barbarism and darknessBut your mysterious professional man would be the plays author, and what occurs would be his alone to decide, interjected my friend. Our drama would be his. But I can guarantee you audiences beyond your imaginings, and a significant share of the takings at the door. Let us say fifty percent!


This is most exciting, said Vernet. I hope it will not turn out to have been a pipe-dream!


No sir, it shall not! said my friend, puffing on his own pipe, chuckling at the mans joke. Come to my rooms in Baker Street tomorrow morning, after breakfast-time, say at ten, in company with your author friend, and I shall have the contracts drawn up and waiting.


With that the actor clambered up onto his chair and clapped his hands for silence. Ladies and gentlemen of the company, I have an announcement to make, he said, his resonant voice filling the room. This gentleman is Henry Camberley, the theatrical promoter, and he is proposing to take us across the Atlantic Ocean, and on to fame and fortune.


There were several cheers, and the comedian said, Well, itll make a change from herrings and pickled-cabbage, and the company laughed.


And it was to the smiles of all of them that we walked out of the theater and onto the fog-wreathed streets.


My dear fellow, I said. Whatever was


Not another word, said my friend. There are many ears in the city.


And not another word was spoken until we had hailed a cab, and clambered inside, and were rattling up the Charing Cross Road.


And even then, before he said anything, my friend took his pipe from his mouth, and emptied the half-smoked contents of the bowl into a small tin. He pressed the lid onto the tin, and placed it in his pocket.


There, he said. Thats the Tall Man found, or Im a Dutchman. Now, we just have to hope that the cupidity and the curiosity of the Limping Doctor proves enough to bring him to us tomorrow morning.


The Limping Doctor?


My friend snorted. That is what I have been calling him. It was obvious, from footprints and much else besides, when we saw the princes body, that two men had been in that room that night: a tall man, who, unless I miss my guess, we have just encountered, and a smaller man with a limp, who eviscerated the prince with a professional skill that betrays the medical man.


A doctor?


Indeed. I hate to say this, but it is my experience that when a doctor goes to the bad, he is a fouler and darker creature than the worst cut-throat. There was Huston, the acid-bath man, and Campbell, who brought the procrustean bed to Ealing and he carried on in a similar vein for the rest of our journey.


The cab pulled up beside the curb. Thatll be one and tenpence, said the cabbie. My friend tossed him a florin, which he caught and tipped to his ragged tall hat. Much obliged to you both, he called out, as the horse clopped into the fog.


We walked to our front door. As I unlocked it, my friend said, Odd. Our cabbie just ignored that fellow on the corner.


They do that at the end of a shift, I pointed out.


Indeed they do, said my friend.


I dreamed of shadows that night, vast shadows that blotted out the sun, and I called out to them in my desperation, but they did not listen.





5. The Skin and the Pit


THIS YEAR, STEP INTO THE SPRINGWITH A SPRING IN YOUR STEP! JACKS. BOOTS, SHOES AND BROGUES. SAVE YOUR SOLES! HEELS OUR SPECIALITY. JACKS. AND DO NOT FORGET TO VISIT OUR NEW CLOTHES AND FITTINGS EMPORIUM IN THE EAST ENDFEATURING EVENING WEAR OF ALL KINDS, HATS, NOVELTIES, CANES, SWORDSTICKS &C. JACKS OF PICCADILLY. ITS ALL IN THE SPRING!



Inspector Lestrade was the first to arrive.


You have posted your men in the street? asked my friend.


I have, said Lestrade. With strict orders to let anyone in who comes, but to arrest anyone trying to leave.


And you have handcuffs with you?


In reply, Lestrade put his hand in his pocket, and jangled two pairs of cuffs, grimly.



Now sir, he said. While we wait, why do you not tell me what we are waiting for?


My friend pulled his pipe out of his pocket. He did not put it in his mouth, but placed it on the table in front of him. Then he took the tin from the night before, and a glass vial I recognized as the one he had had in the room in Shoreditch.


There, he said. The coffin-nail, as I trust it shall prove, for our Master Vernet. He paused. Then he took out his pocket watch, laid it carefully on the table. We have several minutes before they arrive. He turned to me. What do you know of the Restorationists?


Not a blessed thing, I told him.


Lestrade coughed. If youre talking about what I think youre talking about, he said, perhaps we should leave it there. Enoughs enough.


Too late for that, said my friend. For there are those who do not believe that the coming of the Old Ones was the fine thing we all know it to be. Anarchists to a man, they would see the old ways restoredmankind in control of its own destiny, if you will.


I will not hear this sedition spoken, said Lestrade. I must warn you


I must warn you not to be such a fathead, said my friend. Because it was the Restorationists that killed Prince Franz Drago. They murder, they kill, in a vain effort to force our masters to leave us alone in the darkness. The Prince was killed by a racheits an old term for a hunting dog, Inspector, as you would know if you had looked in a dictionary. It also means revenge. And the hunter left his signature on the wallpaper in the murder room, just as an artist might sign a canvas. But he was not the one who killed the Prince.


The Limping Doctor! I exclaimed.


Very good. There was a tall man there that nightI could tell his height, for the word was written at eye level. He smoked a pipethe ash and dottle sat unburnt in the fireplace, and he had tapped out his pipe with ease on the mantel, something a smaller man would not have done. The tobacco was an unusual blend of shag. The footprints in the room had, for the most part, been almost obliterated by your men, but there were several clear prints behind the door and by the window. Someone had waited there: a smaller man from his stride, who put his weight on his right leg. On the path outside I had several clear prints, and the different colors of clay on the bootscraper gave me more information: a tall man, who had accompanied the Prince into those rooms, and had, later, walked out. Waiting for them to arrive was the man who had sliced up the Prince so impressively.


Lestrade made an uncomfortable noise that did not quite become a word.


I have spent many days retracing the movements of His Highness. I went from gambling hell to brothel to dining den to madhouse looking for our pipe-smoking man and his friend. I made no progress until I thought to check the newspapers of Bohemia, searching for a clue to the Princes recent activities there, and in them I learned that an English Theatrical Troupe had been in Prague last month, and had performed before Prince Franz Drago.


Good Lord, I said. So that Sherry Vernet fellow


Is a Restorationist. Exactly.


I was shaking my head in wonder at my friends intelligence and skills of observation, when there was a knock on the door.


This will be our quarry! said my friend. Careful now!


Lestrade put his hand deep into his pocket, where I had no doubt he kept a pistol. He swallowed, nervously.


My friend called out, Please, come in!


The door opened.


It was not Vernet, nor was it a Limping Doctor. It was one of the young street Arabs who earn a crust running errandsin the employ of Messrs. Street and Walker, as we used to say when I was young. Please sirs, he said. Is there a Mister Henry Camberley here? I was asked by a gentleman to deliver a note.


Im he, said my friend. And for a sixpence, what can you tell me about the gentleman who gave you the note?


The young lad, who volunteered that his name was Wiggins, bit the sixpence before making it vanish, then told us that the cheery cove who gave him the note was on the tall side, with dark hair, and, he added, he had been smoking a pipe.


I have the note here, and take the liberty of transcribing it.



My Dear Sir,


I do not address you as Henry Camberley, for it is a name to which you have no claim. I am surprised that you did not announce yourself under your own name, for it is a fine one, and one that does you credit. I have read a number of your papers, when I have been able to obtain them. Indeed, I corresponded with you quite profitably two years ago about certain theoretical anomalies in your paper on the Dynamics of an Asteroid.


I was amused to meet you, yesterday evening. A few tips which might save you bother in times to come, in the profession you currently follow. Firstly, a pipe-smoking man might possibly have a brand-new, unused pipe in his pocket, and no tobacco, but it is exceedingly unlikelyat least as unlikely as a theatrical promoter with no idea of the usual customs of recompense on a tour, who is accompanied by a taciturn ex-army officer (Afghanistan, unless I miss my guess). Incidentally, while you are correct that the streets of London have ears, it might also behoove you in future not to take the first cab that comes along. Cab drivers have ears too, if they choose to use them.



You are certainly correct in one of your suppositions: it was indeed I who lured the half-blood creature back to the room in Shoreditch.


If it is any comfort to you, having learned a little of his recreational predilections, I had told him I had procured for him a girl, abducted from a convent in Cornwall where she had never seen a man, and that it would only take his touch, and the sight of his face, to tip her over into a perfect madness.


Had she existed, he would have feasted on her madness while he took her, like a man sucking the flesh from a ripe peach leaving nothing behind but the skin and the pit. I have seen them do this. I have seen them do far worse. And it is not the price we pay for peace and prosperity. It is too great a price for that.


The good doctorwho believes as I do, and who did indeed write our little performance, for he has some crowd-pleasing skillswas waiting for us, with his knives.


I send this note, not as a catch-me-if-you-can taunt, for we are gone, the estimable doctor and I, and you shall not find us, but to tell you that it was good to feel that, if only for a moment, I had a worthy adversary. Worthier by far than inhuman creatures from beyond the Pit.


I fear the Strand Players will need to find themselves a new leading man.


I will not sign myself Vernet, and until the hunt is done and the world restored, I beg you to think of me simply as,


Rache.



Inspector Lestrade ran from the room, calling to his men. They made young Wiggins take them to the place where the man had given him the note, for all the world as if Vernet the actor would be waiting there for them, a-smoking of his pipe. From the window we watched them run, my friend and I, and we shook our heads.


They will stop and search all the trains leaving London, all the ships leaving Albion for Europe or the New World, said my friend, looking for a tall man, and his companion, a smaller, thickset medical man, with a slight limp. They will close the ports. Every way out of the country will be blocked.


Do you think they will catch him, then?


My friend shook his head. I may be wrong, he said, but I would wager that he and his friend are even now only a mile or so away, in the rookery of St. Giles, where the police will not go except by the dozen. And they will hide up there until the hue and cry have died away. And then they will be about their business.


What makes you say that?


Because, said my friend, if our positions were reversed, it is what I would do. You should burn the note, by the way.


I frowned. But surely its evidence, I said.


Its seditionary nonsense, said my friend.


And I should have burned it. Indeed, I told Lestrade I had burned it, when he returned, and he congratulated me on my good sense. Lestrade kept his job, and Prince Albert wrote a note to my friend congratulating him on his deductions, while regretting that the perpetrator was still at large.


They have not yet caught Sherry Vernet, or whatever his name really is, nor was any trace found of his murderous accomplice, tentatively identified as a former military surgeon named John (or perhaps James) Watson. Curiously, it was revealed that he had also been in Afghanistan. I wonder if we ever met.


My shoulder, touched by the Queen, continues to improve, the flesh fills and it heals. Soon I shall be a dead-shot once more.


One night when we were alone, several months ago, I asked my friend if he remembered the correspondence referred to in the letter from the man who signed himself Rache. My friend said that he remembered it well, and that Sigerson (for so the actor had called himself then, claiming to be an Icelander) had been inspired by an equation of my friends to suggest some wild theories furthering the relationship between mass, energy, and the hypothetical speed of light. Nonsense, of course, said my friend, without smiling. But inspired and dangerous nonsense nonetheless.


The palace eventually sent word that the Queen was pleased with my friends accomplishments in the case, and there the matter has rested.


I doubt my friend will leave it alone, though; it will not be over until one of them has killed the other.


I kept the note. I have said things in this retelling of events that are not to be said. If I were a sensible man I would burn all these pages, but then, as my friend taught me, even ashes can give up their secrets. Instead, I shall place these papers in a strongbox at my bank with instructions that the box may not be opened until long after anyone now living is dead. Although, in the light of the recent events in Russia, I fear that day may be closer than any of us would care to think.


SMMajor (Retd)
 Baker Street,
 London, New Albion, 1881
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