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Empress Song


Come, meet the Empress of the Endless Dream!


Now nothing will seem the way it seemed to seem:


Gold will gleam,


Time will stream


When you meet the Empress of the Endless Dream!


Ah, see the Sister of the Sacred Night


Who looks upon your face with blinding sight:


Endless light,


Timeless flight


Is yours with the Sister of the Sacred Night. . .


Embrace the Daughter of the Damned and Saved


Who always waited on each road you braved:


You roared, you raved


Like those enslaved


Still, you loved the Daughter of the Damned and Saved!


Look to the Mistress of the Mystic Quest


Who longs to take you to her sacred breast:


East or west,


Final rest


Awaits you with the Mistress of the Mystic Quest!


Can this really be the Empress of the Endless Dream?


Can nothing still seem the way it seemed to seem?


Ah, yet light will beam,


Love will teem


Between you and the Empress of the Endless Dream –


You, and the Empress of the Endless Dream. . .









Players


JEM, the hero, seeker after the Orokon


CATA, the heroine, beloved of Jem


RAJAL, loyal friend to Jem, beloved of Aron Throsh


MYLA, Rajal’s younger sister, now much older


LITTLER, their small companion


EJARD ORANGE, a most remarkable cat


POLTY (POLTISS VEELDROP), Jem’s implacable enemy


BEAN (ARON THROSH), accomplice of Polty, beloved of Rajal


LADY UMBECCA VEELDROP, evil great-aunt to Jem and Cata


NIRRY, formerly her maid, now landlady of the Cat & Crown


WIGGLER, loyal husband to Nirry


EAY FEVAL, a distinguished man of the cloth


KING EJARD RED, rightful ruler of Ejland: see BOB SCARLET


HIS IMPERIAL AGONIST MAJESTY KING EJARD BLUEJACKET


HER ROYAL MAJESTY JELICA, his wife, the former Jeli Vance


TRANIMEL, their First Minister: see also TOTH-VEXRAH


FRANZ WAXWELL, the apothecary


WIDOW WAXWELL, his aunt, and much else besides


CONSTANSIA CHAM-CHARING, former great society hostess


TISHY CHAM-CHARING, her unmarriageable daughter


LADY MARGRAVE, friend to Constansia


FREDDIE CHAYN, heir to a worthless principality


PROFESSOR MERCOL of the University of Agondon


BAINES, also known as the ‘one-eyed beauty’


MORVEN and CRUM, hapless young recruits


BLENKINSOP, a brown rat, pet to Crum


CHOKEY, keeper of an exclusive gentlemen’s club


MR BURGROVE (‘JAC’), a ruined man of fashion


MAJOR-GENERAL HEVA-HARION of the War Lords


PRINCE-ELECTOR JAREL of the War Lords


GENERAL-LORD GORGOL of the War Lords


BARON-ADMIRAL AYNELL, formerly Rear-Admiral


VARBY & HOLLUCH, one man, not two


WEBSTER, of coffee-house fame


JAPIER QUISTO, Agondon’s finest gentlemen’s tailor


JILDA QUISTO, his ruined daughter


HEKA QUISTO, his other ruined daughter


MASTER CARROUSEL, the great hairdresser


XAL, ‘Great Mother’ of the Vaga tribe


The FLYING MENTINIS, remarkable blind acrobats


MISS TILSY FASH, the ‘Zaxon Nightingale’


SERGEANT FLOSS (‘CARNEY’), a drunken Bluejacket


ROTTSY and SUPP, also Bluejackets


MISS VYELLA REXTEL, an unfortunate young lady


The BACK-UP BABY


ALEX ALDERMYLE, young society buck


Other ALDERMYLES, VENTURONS and BOLBARRS


MAZY MICHAN, wife of the Zenzan governor


SIR PELLION PELLIGREW, withdrawn from society


MISTRESS QUICK, making a cameo appearance


GOODY GARVICE, her trusted second


ARCHMAXIMATE of the Order of Agonis


CANON FLONCE, who is soon to change his state


LECTOR ARDEN, soon to change his


RIPANDER, last of the celebrated Castrati of Wrax


The CLUMPTON CLOWNS


PUG, a dog, but not in fact a pug


The CONGREGATED in the Great Temple


QUALITY-FOLK at the Wrax Opera, also at the Ball


FOREIGN DIGNITARIES invited to Agondon


COURTIERS, SERVANTS, GUARDS,


SOLDIERS, RABBLE


&c.


 


REDJACKET REBELS:


BOB SCARLET, rebel chief: see also KING EJARD RED


HUL, a scholar, loyal member of his rebel band


BANDO, not a scholar; even more loyal


RAGGLE and TAGGLE, his two young sons


LANDA, beautiful young Priestess of Viana


The FRIAR, another of their band


FOLIO WEBSTER of the rebel scholars


ROLY REXTEL, Cantor of Varby, whose sister has vanished


ONTY MICHAN, cousin of the Zenzan governor


DANNY GARVICE, a wizard with explosives


MAGDA VYTONI, great-daughter of the philosopher


SHAMMY THE HOOD, underworld leader


‘SCARS’ MAJESTA, another one, even worse


OFFERO THE MOLE, another one, even worse


The SKIVVY or the SLUT, his downtrodden daughter


FIGARO FINGERS, corrupt turnkey of Oldgate Prison


PETER IMPALINI, ex-sword swallower, good with knives


MOLLY THE CUT, notorious female felon


HARLEQUIN of the SILVER MASKS


CLOWN, his longtime companion


PRISONERS of Xorgos Island


Bluejacket DEFECTORS


&c.


 


IN THE CRYSTAL SKY:


STARZOK, a mysterious old man


BLAYZIL, his mysterious son


SILAS WOLVERON, father to Cata; not really dead


BARNABAS, a magical dwarf; certainly not dead


LORD EMPSTER, Jem’s treacherous guardian: see also AGONIS


ONDON, Lord Secular of the Children of Agonis, long ago


FATHER-PRIEST IR-ION, an ancient Father-Priest


AVATARS and FALSE AVATARS of the gods


BEARERS OF THE VEXING GEM


MALLARD DUCKS


ACOLYTES


&c.


 


OFF-STAGE – OR DEAD:


ZOHNNY RYLE and family, back in Varl


TOR (TORVESTER), uncle to Jem, and a harlequin


LECTOR GARVICE, formerly of the Great Temple


STEPHEL, missing father to Nirry


WYNDA THROSH, mother to Bean, and Polty too


LENY, VEL and TYL, members of Polty’s old gang


Starzok’s family, MISHJA, EKIK, LANZIK and JAMAJA


NATHANIAN WAXWELL, Irion’s physician


BERTHEN SPRATT, a servant


The LADY LOLENDA


ZADY, a Vaga-man


GAROLUS VYTONI, the great Zenzan philosopher


‘MISS R—’ the distinguished authoress


‘FANNY O’, not a distinguished authoress


MR COPPERGATE, a distinguished author


MR BELFORD SLIPSLOP, not a distinguished author


DR TONSON of Speculator fame


MR CREDULON, the noted stage designer


THELL, ancient author of the Theatricals of Thell


The composers ELGNAR, STROSSINI and BACHOVEN


The artists RAPHIAN and BELLORETTO


Many other LIVING PEOPLE


Many other DEAD


&c.


 


GODS AND STRANGE BEINGS:


OROK, Ur-God, father of the gods


KOROS, god of darkness, worshipped by the Vagas (purple)


VIANA, goddess of earth, worshipped in Zenzau (green)


THERON, god of fire, worshipped in Unang Lia (red)


JAVANDER, goddess of water, once worshipped in Wenaya (blue)


AGONIS, god of air, worshipped in Ejland (gold)


EMPRESS OF THE ENDLESS DREAM


PENGE, a most important part of Polty


W’ENGE (WOODPENGE), his woody avatar


TOTH-VEXRAH, the evil anti-god: see also TRANIMEL


The LADY IMAGENTA, his mysterious daughter


HAWK OF DARKNESS, his mysterious servant


The MAUVERS, mysterious purple birds


CHORASSOS, or the Unbeing Bird


The serpent SASSOROCH


The HARLEQUIN


Other CREATURES OF EVIL


&c.









The Story So Far


It is written that the five gods once lived upon the earth, and the crystals that embodied their powers were united in a circle called THE OROKON. War divided the gods and the crystals were scattered. Now, as the world faces terrible evil, it is the task of Prince Jemany, son of the deposed King of Ejland, to reunite the crystals.


The anti-god, Toth-Vexrah, has burst free from the Realm of Unbeing. Projecting his powers through his Creatures of Evil, Toth is determined to revenge himself on Orok, the father-god who rejected him. If Toth grasps the crystals, he will destroy the world. Only Jem stands in his way.


An unlikely hero, Jem was born a cripple, but gained the power to walk after falling in love with the wild girl Catayane. Cata was later trained as a lady, and Jem’s old enemy, Poltiss Veeldrop, sought her for his bride.


Escaping her tormentors, Cata was briefly reunited with Jem, but now is a member of Bob Scarlet’s rebel band, fighting Ejland’s Bluejacket régime; meanwhile, Polty and his long-suffering friend, Bean, have become servants of Toth.


So far, Jem has found four crystals. His companion Rajal bears the purple Crystal of Koros, Cata, the green Crystal of Viana, their small friend Littler, the red Crystal of Theron, and Jem, the blue Crystal of Javander.


Now, racing back to Ejland in a magical flying ship, Jem must still find the golden Crystal of Agonis, then bring together all five crystals. But all is not well. Myla, Rajal’s magical sister, is ageing rapidly owing to an evil enchantment, and Toth, unknown to Jem, has only been biding his time, waiting for Jem to find the crystals before he seizes them.


Soon, the anti-god will reveal his secret weapon.









[image: image]









PART ONE


Darkness Visible
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Chapter 1


Killer’s Kiss


The snow has possessed the city again, fluttering down over spires and spiky railings, battlements and gables, alleys, cobbled streets and broad, sweeping boulevards. In the day, like weary soldiers, ragged teams sally forth, struggling with shovels and coarse brooms to hold back even a fraction of the tide; with nightfall, the mocking whiteness has triumphed once more. On and on come the frozen waves, rolling out of the darkness like a strange enchantment.


Time-bells toll. Still it is early, but when darkness descends in midafternoon, evening might as well be the depths of night. Light comes only from a thin, seeping moon, and sometimes from the fugitive glimmer of a lamp, insisting its way through a shuttered window. It is the night before the Festival of Agonis. From the rank tenements of the Vaga Quarter to the elegant terraces of Agondon New Town, from the suburbs that sprawl across Ollon Fields to the ancient, imperious edifices of the Island, the city lies suspended under a shimmering pall.


And yet there are stirrings, here and there. On the Island, a fine coach-and-four rumbles down the steep incline of Aon Street; at the Wrax Opera, just across from the Koros Palace, quality-folk assemble for an evening’s performance. In more than one alley, a drunkard slithers and slips; hopeful harlots wait for trade; along the Embankment, the rampart that circles the old city like a collar, stonily dividing it from the river below, a huddled figure makes its shivering, stumbling way.


It is a woman, with an infant in her arms.


Labouring through the snow, the woman turns her head this way and that. She peers behind her, towards Regent’s Bridge and the darkness of the New Town; she gazes up into the different darkness before her, into the steep, forbidding maze of streets, as if she cannot quite remember her way. When a patrol goes by, ominous in trudging boots and bearskin coats, the woman fades like a wraith into a doorway, cringing from the rays of a swinging lantern. Then she looks down at her swaddled infant and hurries onwards.


In her haste, her headscarf slips; for a moment, moonlight reveals her face. Now an observer, if observer there were, would see that she is barely more than a girl; decidedly, no common girl. If there is not quite nobility in her face, still there is evidence of breeding, of distinction.


She hurries on as best she can, making her way round the curve of the Embankment. But all her striving has taken its toll; in an alcove that curves back in a high wall, the girl staggers, breathless.


She looks up imploringly. In the alcove is a fountain, one of many in Agondon, of the type known as a Foretelling. Here, surmounting a marble bowl, are the Lord Agonis and the Lady Imagenta, united as they have never been united in this world. Life-sized, they look across the frozen river. In seasons of heat, water arcs over their naked marble bodies, and in the bowl beneath they shimmer in shifting green; now, icicles cover them in a glittering crust and the waters beneath, like the bowl that holds them, might almost be made of marble too.


The girl slithers to her knees in the snow. Hugging the infant tighter at her breast, she offers up a prayer. Moonlight, through a gap in the clouds, shines with harsher radiance, illuminating the tableau of desperate piety.


But now the girl hears a clatter of hooves. Chains rumble over the paving-stones. It is a coach, and there are voices; the voices of men. She staggers upright; the infant whimpers and she rocks it nervously, whispering to it to hush, hush.


The infant squeals, but there is a howl of wind, bearing away the high-pitched cry. Fresh snow flurries into the girl’s face. She flails forward, almost tripping over her skirts; she turns, then turns again. Which way? There is only darkness; darkness and snow. Now, perhaps, she will sink down; snow will cover her, and she will be still.


But there is something else, suddenly there. The girl gasps. Has her prayer been answered? Wind whips her headscarf away; she is oblivious. Wonderment fills her face; snow lashes her; the infant struggles and cries, but the girl can only flail towards the mysterious, glowing vision that has appeared before her.


It is a woman dressed in flowing robes, like a Sister of the Enclosed, but this woman’s robes are of no austere black, and instead shine with all the varied brilliance of a rainbow. The woman – the lady – stretches forth her hands; the lady, it seems, is an embodiment of goodness, though strangely, disturbingly, she has no face, and there is only golden, streaming light where her face should be.


Mysterious music fills the air, insisting its way through the wind and snow. The girl stumbles forward, moaning, sobbing. Visionary ecstasy fills her; she has no thought for the coach she has heard, or the voices of the men. There is only the lady, the beautiful lady.


But now there is a man, too, stepping towards her.


‘What’s this, my beauty? Out in such cold?’


Sharply, the girl draws in her breath. At once, the lady is gone; now, before the girl, there is a very different figure, mountainous in a bearskin coat. If there is lamplight behind, it is an orange haze; refracted, juddering through the swirling snow, it makes the man only darker, more mysterious. The girl almost cries out as he steps closer, reaching for the child that she clutches so hard.


His voice comes urgently: ‘Are you lost, my beauty? Abandoned? Have you been cast out? And what’s this? An infant, in weather such as this? Come, I think I must assist you. Come, let me take this burden from your arms.’


Perhaps, at that moment, the girl would scream; perhaps she would turn, even try to run; but all at once the man is upon her.


Bewildered, she feels his hungry kiss.


*


It was over in an instant.


The girl, enveloped in the hot, sudden embrace, could not have seen the blade that plunged decisively through her bundled garments, ripping up through her abdomen. Perhaps, in her shock, she barely felt the pain, or the slithering, steaming lengths of intestine, discharging like an abortion beneath her skirts.


Her eyes grew wide. She stumbled, swayed.


Smoothly, as if with practised ease, the man plucked the infant from her arms.


Moments later, the coach moved away, rumbling slowly up the cobbled hill. In the cushioned interior, the killer sank back, satisfied. He had covered the infant’s mouth to stop it crying out; still he kept his glove over the tiny face.


‘Fool, you killed that girl, didn’t you?’ From the gloom inside the carriage came a peevish voice. It was the voice of an elderly man, a man accustomed to wielding authority, but one to whom authority, evidently, gave little satisfaction. ‘Couldn’t you just have knocked her unconscious? The cold would have done your work well enough. The Watch would think she was a drunken harlot, passed out in the snow.’ A sigh. ‘Another death on our hands, and for what?’


‘Sir, I had to do it. That girl was strange. Trouble, I’m sure.’


‘Trouble?’ Disbelieving. ‘How so?’


‘Mad, sir – cracked. Why, when I approached her, she was staring wildly, alarmed—’


‘At you? And that was mad?’


‘No, as if – as if at some vision. Some dream.’


‘Dream?’ Disgusted. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘Her eyes, sir – trouble, sir, definitely.’


The sigh again, dismissive this time. ‘Well, the snow shall cover her, soon enough – I dare say the Watch won’t find her for a while. They’ll think she was just a harlot, at least.’ Then, alarmed: ‘But the brat! You’re not smothering this one, are you?’


The killer shifted his hand. ‘N-no, sir, of course not.’


The infant made a gurgling, gasping cry.


‘You were, weren’t you? Fool, if this one dies before we need it, I don’t rate your chances high of finding another, do you? Tonight? In this weather? Just remember, Veeldrop, my patience may be infinite, but Brother Tranimel’s is decidedly not.’


‘Y-yes, sir. Y-yes, Major-General.’


The infant let out a piercing shriek.


‘Oh, make it shut up!’ cried the old man. He rapped with his stick on the roof of the carriage. ‘Hurry, Throsh, hurry! Don’t you know I’m late? Don’t you know I’m expected at the Wrax Opera? In the royal box?’


The driver cracked his whip.


*


But all is not quite over.


On the Embankment, the corpse is already half-covered; all, perhaps, might be as the Major-General has predicted. But the rainbow figure comes again, stretching forth mysterious hands; and now the golden beam, shining from where her face should be, flares with an intensity greater than before. Perhaps it is a summons. A call.


A wraith arises from the murdered girl, shimmering in the darkness like a tremulous flame.









Chapter 2


A Night at the Opera


‘Look at the woman!’


Constansia Cham-Charing rolled her eyes. At another time she might have restrained herself; now, over the hubbub, she would speak her mind.


‘Really, just look at her!’


‘One would rather not,’ said Lady Margrave.


‘There are those of greater charms,’ said Freddie Chayn.


‘Some,’ Professor Mercol murmured, ‘amongst this present company.’ With twinkling eyes he smiled at Miss Laetitia Cham-Charing, a scholarly young lady who had been persuaded only with difficulty to relinquish her book.


Laetitia looked abashed; her mother, for her part, was not to be beguiled. All around the Opera House, the audience had risen for the arrival of the Queen. As the stirring, familiar strains of the royal anthem boomed up from the orchestra, Lady Cham-Charing could not forbear from further remarks. Her family box was exactly opposite its magnificent royal counterpart. Maliciously, she gazed across the auditorium, past stiff-backed clusters of Bluejacket guards.


‘Why, the creature is even wearing a tiara! Has she forgotten the respect she owes to the crown?’


The lady’s tongue made a series of sharp little clicks. The object of her attention was not Queen Jelica, but the huge, toad-like, decidedly non-royal personage who swelled beside her, for all the world as if the anthem were her personal tribute. It was an outrage. Just a moonlife before, His Imperial Agonist Majesty had announced a contest to fit words, at last, to Mr Elgnar’s time-honoured tune; the fat woman, by all accounts, was to chair the board of judges. Waggishly, Freddie had suggested that the sure way to win would be to submit an ode in praise of Lady Umbecca.


But what would one praise? Her ability to eat?


‘Of course, she has no breeding at all,’ Lady Cham-Charing went on. ‘Would you not say so, Freddie? Would you not say, Professor Mercol? Why, just look at that gown! Imagine, Tishy, had it been your good fortune to be chosen as the bride of His Imperial Agonist Majesty! Should I have paraded about in the gaudy raiments of – of a harlequin, whilst my daughter confined herself to royal blue? Should I not have appeared only as a virtuous dowager?’


With infinite grace, the Queen – young, blonde, radiant, the very embodiment of the ‘Ejland rose’ – waved benevolently to the adoring public who had braved the elements to be here tonight. Thunder filled the theatre, and only the guards failed to join in the rapturous applause.


‘And where,’ murmured Freddie, ‘is the Queen’s husband?’


For a moment, Lady Cham-Charing considered suggesting that His Imperial Agonist Majesty was obscured, as well he might be, by the immense bulk of his wife’s fat aunt.


Of course, it was a joke. With Her Majesty occupying the Opera Throne, and Lady Umbecca in the Chair of the Consort, the position was clear: no superior personage was here tonight, or would be. Once again, Ejland’s not-quite-rightful monarch was – as so often happened – indisposed.


But now Lady Cham-Charing saw another figure, looming in the background of the royal box. She blinked. She coloured. Would she have one of her turns? In late moonlives, Constansia’s once-brilliant eyes had assumed a watery appearance, which no powders or potions seemed able to allay; worse, her head had begun to wobble, just a little, as if in the grip of a perpetual mild shivering. How she would survive the Festival season, with its myriad engagements, was anyone’s guess.


Lady Margrave leapt in. ‘Dearest Constansia, you are right, as ever. Have we not known already the blessings of married love? Do we not appear gladly in black? (Ah, but still I sorrow for my dear, late lord!) For what reason does a woman don finery – unless, of course, she is abandoned to all virtue and shame – if not first to win her husband’s love, and then to reflect glory upon him, for the choice he has made?’


It was an impressive speech; Tishy appeared to have some reaction to it, as did Professor Mercol; even Freddie was not unmoved.


Constansia, unfortunately, was not paying attention.


The anthem had ended now and a rousing overture had taken its place, a rag-bag of melodies from popular marches, ballads and novelty songs, such as always introduced the Last Night at the Opera. Anticipation rippled round the theatre, but Constansia could only gaze upon her enemies.


Umbecca Veeldrop was bad enough. Eay Feval was worse. Far worse. Could it be less than a cycle ago that Constansia’s merest word, uttered almost casually in the Archmaximate’s ear, had consigned that gossiping creature to the furthest provinces? (The Tarn! How much further could he go?) But now that fat, common old trollop – a merchant’s daughter, of all things – had brought him back!


Constansia’s only consolation was that Feval, for all his unctuous ways, could surely be given no distinguished position in the capital. Let him be canon of some vulgar suburban temple – Cantor Lector of Ollon-Quintal, at the most. But even Constansia, who saw decadence on all sides, could hardly credit the rumours that Feval was a candidate for Lectoracy of the Great Temple, following the death of Great Lector Garvice. Never. Absurd. Not even the Archmaximate would sink so low.


In the box beside Constansia’s, a party of young bucks – raucous young fellows, in the dress uniforms of a fashionable regiment – passed a bumper of ale back and forth. Already they appeared a little the worse for wear.


Lady Margrave shot them an angry glance. Why could not all military gentlemen – excepting, of course, those of the highest rank – assume the impassive, respectful demeanour of guards? The sentries, stationed all around the theatre, were fine models of manhood, common in origin though many of them must be. The bucks, by contrast, were sniggering loudly, and for a moment the terrible thought came to Lady Margrave that they were sniggering at Constansia.


Or at herself.


Surely not. Must there not be some deference, even in this degenerate age? Lady Margrave raised her voice, perhaps a little too much.


‘Indeed, Constansia,’ she sailed on, ‘not only are we women of refinement, but we are Agonists – Agonists, whose piety is no mere sham! Would we, in widowhood, in this Javander-season of our lives, seek admiration for mere outward beauties, like parading, painted strumpets – or like giddy girls, fresh from Mistress Quick’s, lined up in the Koros Palace to make our Entrance?’


She gestured to the balcony across the way, where Mistress Quick herself, stiff-backed and white-haired, and her redoubtable deputy, Goody Garvice, sat surrounded by the latest pupils from that great establishment where gens of Ejland’s fairest flowers had been, as they would put it, finished in the womanly arts.


The great educationalist did not look towards them, but nonetheless Lady Margrave halted, alarmed not so much by her unintended comparison of Quick-girls with ladies of the night as by the recollection of certain misfortunes which had attended the Entrance of young – though no longer quite so young – Miss Laetitia.1 Pleadingly, Lady Margrave turned to Freddie Chayn, who likewise complimented the ‘Great Cham’ (as the girl’s mother was known) on her immaculate refinement.


Poor Constansia was by no means mollified.


‘Really, I just don’t know what the world is coming to,’ she sighed. ‘Did I tell you, Elsan, I had a letter just this morning from dear Mazy Michan?’ (She had: several times. Their old friend – Mazy Tarfoot that was – was the wife of the Zenzan governor.) ‘Shocking news! Remember that peevish cousin of hers, who went to visit her in Wrax? Waylaid on the way home, she was, by that vicious Bob Scarlet! Shot dead! Found in the woods!’ Constansia shuddered. ‘And her loyal old servant, Baines, has disappeared, lost without trace. Oh, what a world is this—’


There was more in the same vein. In the box beside them, the sniggers had risen to guffaws.


*


‘Oh, be careful, do!’ came the whisper. ‘Can’t you come back here? Quick, on your mark, on your mark!’


The young woman twitched the plush curtain back into place and turned, smiling, to her fellow performer. ‘I had to have a look, didn’t I? Just a peep?’


‘Chance enough for that when the curtain goes up!’


‘Really? It’s all I can do to remember those dance-steps.’


Her companion rolled her eyes, or attempted to do so. Having already assumed her opening pose – arms curved gracefully above her head, left leg jutting towards the wings – she was concentrating hard on not letting it slip. She staggered a little, trying to resume her fixed, dazzling smile.


‘Are you on your mark yet?’ she muttered through her teeth.


‘Trying. I tell you, if I don’t fall on my face, it’s going to be a miracle. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so ridiculous.’


‘Not even when you were at Mistress Quick’s?’


‘Close. But not enough.’ Poised in the midst of an elaborate set – the drawing-room, supposedly, of a country house – both young women wore frizzy yellow wigs and the black and white lacy uniforms of parlourmaids. Each carried a colourful feather duster. ‘This is hardly what I thought I’d be doing when I joined Bob Scarlet’s band, is it?’


‘We had to be backstage tonight. What better way than this?’


‘Backstage? We’re on the stage.’


It was hard to believe they had come this far. When Bob Scarlet first devised this evening’s scheme, the others thought it the merest fancy. Perhaps it was. Soon they would know whether a moonlife’s careful planning had all been for nothing. The evening would end either in triumph or disaster. One or the other: one or the other.


Of course, there was Plan B. There was always Plan B. But that, thought Cata, was even worse than Plan A . . . No, they would never have to resort to that.


The overture ended with a last flourish. There was a signal from the wings. Applause thundered. As the curtain rose, the two young women pirouetted and pranced, flicking at the furniture with their dusters. Behind them, Lexion windows opened on what appeared to be a sunny, luxuriant garden. In moments, mercifully, the glamorous figure of Miss Tilsy Fash would emerge through those windows; the gentlemen soloists, then the chorus, would burst from the wings.


The young women brightened. Really, this was not so bad, was it? Mugging absurdly, they bobbed up and down, swinging their dusters from side to side.


This is what they sang:




An enchanter threw a hex upon


The Widow of Midlexion


To make her irresistible


To every man she sees!







This widow fair with magic arts


Would gladly break a hundred hearts:


She loves to see fine gentlemen


A-scrabbling on their knees!





It was the beginning – but only the beginning – of Strossini’s best-loved comic opera. Soon, after the celebrated Miss Fash had flicked away a brace of lovers, sung several choruses of Widow Am I, But Young (though the diva in question was hardly young) and curtseyed expansively to the royal box, the oft-told tale would proceed no further. The drawing-room would vanish into the wings and flies, to be replaced by a wholly different spectacle.


Such was the way on the Last Night of the Opera. Each year at this time the three chartered theatres – the Wrax Opera, the Volleys and the Theatre Royal, Juvy Lane – were obliged to close in deference to the Festival of Agonis. But on the night before closing, the Wrax Opera, most opulent of all – named for its great counterpart in the Zenzan capital, where the operatic arts had achieved their finest flowering – would stage an extravagant royal gala. There was no pretence of a coherent programme; rather, it was a motley collection of popular turns, musical, dramatic, acrobatic, hippodromatic, said to be chosen personally by the monarch. Neither the Volleys nor Juvy Lane attempted to compete; apart from anything else, their finest performers would invariably be filched for the Last Night.


The two young women faced each other, wide-eyed, index fingers poking their cheeks:




For vengeance on the stronger sex


The Widow sought this spell:


But is it such a blessing after all?


Can blessings pall?


Watch, and we shall tell. . .





And twirling their dusters, they retreated to the sides of the stage as Miss Tilsy Fash made her elaborate entrance. Over the applause, the young women managed the following exchange:


‘You were right – I didn’t dare look up. But you did see her, didn’t you? She’s in place?’


‘A sitting target. Just think – at Mistress Quick’s, she was my greatest friend. Landa, what if she recognises me?’


‘Got up like that? Cata, don’t be silly!’


But Cata was worried. From the beginning, this scheme had struck her as mad. Only now did she see just how mad. Bluejackets everywhere! How could a little band of Redjacket rebels manage – here, tonight – to kidnap the Queen of Ejland?


Stumbling, Cata made it to her next mark.









Chapter 3


When a Girl Marries


‘Laetitia, will you put that book down?’


By now, Miss Tilsy Fash and the chorus had completed their excerpt from The Widow of Midlexion. A tedious clown act had taken the stage: Pierrot, Pantaloon, Columbine, and a dog in a ruffle that leapt through hoops. Queen Jelica, it appeared, found them most diverting; Miss Laetitia Cham-Charing evidently did not.


In those days – long before the politeness of the present era – the auditorium in a theatre would be lit throughout the performance. Nor would the audience necessarily attend, with any particular ardour, to the traffic of the stage; instead, the evening proceeded to the accompaniment of gossip, assignations, and the frequent comings and goings of those intent more upon promenading. Quality-folk, after all, were as keen to look upon each other as upon mere performers; for the merchant classes, gathered on benches in the pit, and the lower orders, jammed into the high galleries, the spectacle of their betters was no doubt quite as edifying as the official entertainment.


There were, however, less orthodox ways to take advantage of the light.


Lady Cham-Charing snapped, ‘Laetitia!’


Tishy, who did not look up, muttered annoyingly beneath her breath. For the purposes of this evening the young lady had assented, if grudgingly, to her mother’s demands that she dress with some decorum. Forgoing her customary green shift and stockings, she wore instead a beaded, puff-sleeved gown which at least revealed something of her admirably white shoulders. She had even permitted the application of curling tongs. But why, why would the girl not desist from those horn-rimmed eyeglasses? And must she pursue her studies, even here?


How Tishy would survive the Festival season was anyone’s guess. What could a mother do but despair? Think of tomorrow. The day would begin in the Great Temple, with the service known as Agonis Inaugural. Early as it was, anyone who was anyone would be there, not least because the Archmaximate was to reveal, at last, the identity of the new Great Lector (certain to be Canon Flonce, Lady Cham-Charing thought with confidence).


In the evening, still more importantly, was the Masquerade in the Koros Palace. The ‘Bird Ball’, as it was called, was the last great official gathering before the year – 999d, penultimate of the present cycle, and, said some, of the Time of Atonement – ended with the five secluded days known as the Meditations.1 Of course, quality-folk held many additional functions during these ‘god-days’, in order to assist them in their pious thoughts. No time of year after the Varby Season, Constansia had always maintained, was more vital for securing a girl’s prospects. How many unmarried daughters – here, at this very moment – were aflame with anticipation? Yet Tishy carried on implacably, straining her eyes over a useless dead language!


Lady Cham-Charing’s liver-spotted hand hovered for a moment above the grammar-book. Would she dare seize it, flinging it contemptuously into the pit below?


‘Mother, please, I’m declining.’


‘You certainly are, you wretched girl.’


‘I meant, Mother, that I am declining verbs.’


‘Verbs? And what man wants a wife who knows verbs?’ Lady Cham-Charing dropped her voice. ‘Tishy, don’t you realise that unmarried gentlemen are watching you – now, right now? Why, I can see several handsome fellows staring in your direction, entranced by your beauty! Yes, young Baron Aldermyle – see him over the way, leaning across Reny Bolbarr? He was glancing this way, I’m sure of it. Now take off those horn-rims, and put that book down. Professor Mercol, won’t you tell her?’


The Professor smiled uncertainly. His position in the Cham-Charing circle was a delicate one, and he knew it. On the one hand, he had been engaged as Tishy’s tutor; on the other, no one, apart from the girl herself, expected him to take his duties seriously. What point was there in teaching a girl the ancient languages? Could she attend the university? Could she enter the learned professions? What could learning do but ruin her lovely eyes?


In engaging Professor Mercol, Lady Cham-Charing had attempted to call her daughter’s bluff. Poring idly over books was one thing, but a mere girl would surely soon tire of a rigorous programme of classical learning.


Or so everyone, Tishy excepted, had agreed.


In truth, the girl had taken to the ancient languages with an alacrity – indeed, an ability – that Mercol had seldom seen in his young gentlemen at the university. Constansia was furious. More than once, the distraught mother had determined that the lessons would cease, but the Professor had dissuaded her. What good would it do, he argued, to make the girl even more contrary?


Of course, he had his own motives. Once or twice in the course of her lessons, Tishy had removed her eyeglasses, and the Professor – who had begun to think that there might, after all, be something to be said for the education of women – had seen that this particular young woman was nowhere near as plain as she might at first appear. Was she not the very image of Constansia, as Constansia had been in her youth?


If Constansia recalled little of the young Phineas Mercol, Phineas Mercol recalled the young Constansia only too well. How he had sighed for her, when he was a lad!


The old scholar cleared his throat, his hand fluttering to the handsome periwig with which he was always careful, in Miss Laetitia’s presence, to conceal his hairless and somewhat bumpy head. Now here was a dilemma: should he take Tishy’s side, or Lady Cham-Charing’s?


‘It is – hm – the beginning of wisdom,’ he observed sagely, ‘to recognise that there is a time and place for all things. Yet – hm – does not the life of the mind know its own rules?’


Mother and daughter alike shot the Professor a grateful look; then both scowled, thinking they had misunderstood. Flustered, the learned gentleman would have attempted a second sally, but just then Lady Cham-Charing’s attention turned again to Baron Aldermyle, who had joined the party of young bucks in the box next door. There was much renewed sniggering and the passing of the bumper; oblivious, Lady Cham-Charing inclined her head.


‘Of course, Baron’ – she gestured expansively, as if inviting him to leap into their box – ‘you know my daughter Laetitia.’


The Baron beamed. Oh, but was he not a handsome fellow? To be sure, these friends of his were a little wildish – there were rumours, indeed, about the Baron – but would not the love of a virtuous woman tame him soon enough? And might he not dance with Tishy at the Ball?


The lady’s smile widened; the gentleman’s too. Tishy raised the grammar-book, covering her face.


‘Hah! These girls and their romances!’ cried her mother. ‘You understand, Laetitia is desperately excited. Like every young virgin, of what does she think but Balls, Balls, Balls? Why, Baron, when I was the merest slip of a girl, was not I, too, filling my empty little head with dreams?’ Her manner became grave, even reverent. ‘But as I tell my Tishy, how soon such dreams must come to an end – I mean, of course, when a girl marries.’


‘How soon indeed,’ muttered Freddie Chayn, who was saved from Lady Cham-Charing’s matchmaking only by the worthlessness – it was widely agreed – of the principality to which he was the heir. Bitterly he reflected that the Aldermyles were lords of several of the fattest counties of The Inner.


‘How does Mr Coppergate put it?’ Lady Cham-Charing plunged on – then broke off, forgetting the quotation. She might have asked the Professor, but could not risk losing the Baron’s attention. ‘Oh, it was wise, at any rate. Something about a girl’s dreams. Something about what happens to them when she marries. Indeed, what need has she then of dreams?’


‘More than ever before,’ contributed the Prince of Chayn, who recalled the quotation. He might have proceeded to further ironies, had Lady Margrave not dug him in the ribs.


The Baron’s smile had become a smirk. He leaned forward; if his words were for the lady alone, nonetheless they carried clearly enough to her companions – and to his own.


‘Romances?’ he enquired. ‘And tell me, Lady Cham-Charing, were you a great reader of Mr Belford Slipslop?’ (The lady blanched. Mr Slipslop, an author of no breeding at all, was the favoured reading of kitchenmaids; often, indeed, he was cited as a strong argument against literacy for the lower orders.) ‘Or “Fanny O”?’ (Now the lady reddened: Madame ‘O’, a Zenzan courtesan, had been the authoress of a memoir particularly unsuitable for polite reading, and consigned long ago to the Chamber of Forbidden Texts.) ‘Or perhaps you favoured the estimable “Miss R—”?’


And with a glance towards the royal box, the gentleman turned back to his companions. The bucks guffawed; one of them passed the bumper and all applauded loudly as he glugged it down. Heads turned. Further applause rippled round the theatre. (But of course: of all Agondon’s young quality-folk, who was more celebrated than Alex Aldermyle?)


Professor Mercol looked bewildered; Tishy did not emerge from behind her book; Freddie only looked down at his programme, hoping that honour did not compel him to challenge Baron Aldermyle. (Surely not: Constansia was only his cousin-by-cousin. And had not the Baron shot young Lord Lensky, just last Theron-season?)


Elsan Margrave shuddered with contempt. Were her companions all cowards? But she would not dignify Alex Aldermyle with a response, she would not! Expansively she gestured to the stage, where the tedious clown act must surely soon end.


Did Constansia, she urged loudly, recall last year? Had not Mr Credulon made a tremendous impression, with his staging of the battle scene from Wars of the Vast? This year he was treating them to the Storm Aria from The Flying Zenzan, was he not? And had Ripander, last of the celebrated Castrati of Wrax, really been lured out of retirement again? And what of the Flying Mentinis? Could any pleasure be greater than to watch them fly? ‘Why, Laetitia, you shall cast aside your book when you see the Flying Mentinis!’ Lady Margrave boomed. ‘Shall she not cast aside her book, Constansia?’


All this was to no avail. Lady Cham-Charing would not be distracted. She was mortified. Which was worse – the implication that The Story of Fanny O was a book she might have actually have read? Or the Baron’s heartless allusion to ‘Miss R—’? Many a time Constansia had heard rumours that Queen Jelica’s aunt had been the mysterious authoress she had so loved in her youth. Impossible, it had to be – that fat, gaudy old strumpet? – but Constansia knew well enough why the Baron had pointed to the royal box, and the particoloured, immense figure that sat beside the Queen.


*


Poor Constansia! How far she had fallen!


The water from her eyes spilled down her cheeks and her head wobbled more precariously than before. Had she really once been Agondon’s most celebrated society hostess? In her glory days, she would never have been insulted by the likes of Alex Aldermyle. The drunken cad would have begged to marry Tishy! In those days, a mere invitation to Cham-Charing House had been prized above gold, and its mistress had reigned in Agondon – so all agreed – as a rival Queen. How had she lost her place? How could it have happened?


Of course, there was really no need to ask. Lady Cham-Charing had long been in eclipse. Had not Lady Venturon’s salon, cycles ago, cast the first shadow? Had not Baroness Bolbarr and her circle, with all the cruel exultation of youth, hastened Constansia into the darkness? It was inevitable. Cham-Charing House, that rambling old palazzo on the edge of the Island, could hardly look other than shabby compared with the new mansions of the Venturons, Bolbarrs and Aldermyles, rising imperiously across the river.


But if Constansia’s fall had many a cause, the great lady thought only of one – the final one, the decisive one. Resentfully her gaze burned through her tears, lingering obsessively on the royal box.


Oh, worse and worse! Now the Queen’s party had been joined – and late, too! – by that pompous fool, Major-General Heva-Harion. Really, what trash was not allowed in the royal box now? Since the disappearance of Constansia’s old friend, Mathanias Empster, Mander Heva-Harion had risen to unwarranted prominence in The Ascendancy. Who was he, after all, but a younger son? Besides, he had lost no opportunity to spread the foulest calumnies about poor Lord Empster. And about Constansia.


She blinked away her tears. She struggled, and failed, to still her wobbling head. Very well, she was old: she was a widow: her glory days were gone. But did she not bear the noble name of Cham-Charing? If the Umbecca Veeldrops, if the Eay Fevals, if the Mander Heva-Harions were to triumph, what then? Why, it was the end of Ejland society! Somehow, Constansia must fight them. Somehow – she did not know how – she must have her revenge.


The tedious clown act finished at last; Ripander, the great castrato, took the stage. The frail, elderly eunuch’s strange high voice silenced even the rowdiest amongst the audience. Even Alex Aldermyle was entranced, but Lady Cham-Charing barely listened, thinking only of revenge, revenge.









Chapter 4


Tavern Scene


A little away from the Wrax Opera, further down the sloping sides of the Island, lies the celebrated square known as Redondo Gardens. Named after the noble Tiralon family who once kept the mansion bordering one of its sides, in olden times this square did indeed contain gardens, a lush oasis in the very heart of the city, surrounded by a high wall. The wall is gone now and so are the gardens; now, all that is ever green here is spinach, lettuce, celery and cardoon, and the only blooms are from flowers cut and tied in bunches. Redondo Gardens is Agondon’s main greengrocers’ market.


The fine houses decayed long ago, slipping into usages less noble by far. By night, ‘the Gardens’ is a byword for iniquity. But this is not quite fair. If there are harlots to be had here, if dealers in illicit potions and powders beckon from dark doorways, still there is a pretty chapel, a hospice for decayed gentlefolk, and a tavern by no means disreputable. In a half-timbered Elabethan house, jammed between Flowerdew Lane and the ramshackle premises of a moneylender, the tavern bears the sign of a marmalade cat with a crown on its head. Where the sign has its origins, who can say? But for all who live round the Gardens, the Cat & Crown is famed as an excellent establishment.


And how was business, on the Last Night of the Opera?


One might imagine it could hardly have been booming. But the Opera is not for everyone, and that night in the Cat & Crown, I am certain – beneath the snowy eaves, behind the shutters and the drawn curtains – sufficient barrels were rolled up from the cellars, sufficient cuts sliced from the spit, and quite sufficient quantities of smoke swirled round the thick, dark rafters. Fires roared in big old fireplaces; there were toasts, jokes, merry songs, and in the second-best parlour, opposite a table of young rowdies, a Bluejacket in a shabby sergeant’s uniform had drawn a certain barmaid on to his knee.


‘Ah, Baines, there’s been many a lass in my life,’ the sergeant slurred. ‘Well, it’s natural, isn’t it, me being a man and all? And shifted from place to place I have, ever since I was a lad, tramp-tramp here, tramp-tramp there. All over this kingdom I’ve been – farmer up in Harion, whaler off the Varl coast. Gamekeeper in Vantage, poacher in Chayn. Why, I’ve been a footman in the grandest house in Agondon – that’s Lady Cham’s to you, my dear. Been detained at His Majesty’s pleasure too, but you’d say I’d fell on my feet, wouldn’t you? After all, I fetched up with the Blue Irions.’


Not without pride, he stroked his regimental badge.


‘You’re saying, then, that you’ve met a lot of ladies?’ Baines, ever so gently, urged the sergeant back to his theme. The tale of his wanderings was familiar enough; seldom had he mentioned matters of the heart.


Now that was promising, very promising.


‘Ladies?’ He flashed a set of brown dentures. ‘Well, it’s not a word some would use.’


Baines simpered. Whether she understood the implication, who could say? She was a woman of virtue, but when Sergeant Floss had accosted her, she had hardly resisted. Now his head pressed against her bosom; smoke from his clay-pipe filled her nostrils, and when the rowdies at the next table toasted the beauty of this or that young lady, Baines could almost believe the toast was for her. Why not? Lamps glowed hazily in the tavern air, imparting a hint of beauty even to a servant-woman, no longer youthful, with a grey face and only one eye.


The sergeant was saying, ‘With these two eyes of mine, Baines, I’ve seen the lasses in Zenzau and Tiralos; I’ve seen them in the Tarn and in the Lexion Lands. There was a widow in Midlexion – I don’t mind telling you, she was something.’


He gulped from his ale and a moustache of foam appeared on his upper lip, wobbling absurdly; Baines wondered if she should wipe it away. Or lick it.


‘But I wouldn’t have you thinking I was one of your fast fellows, me love. Not old Carney Floss. Oh, there’s been a few things I’ve regretted – me being a man, and all. I mean, when I was younger. Can I help it if these two eyes of mine like to wink at a lass?’


He winked; the foam jiggled up and down.


‘Like I say, I’ve seen many a lass. But do you think I’ve seen another like the one here in this tavern?’


Baines felt her heart flutter. Dare she lick the foam?


As if in answer, the sergeant shook his head; the foam dripped down and he wiped it away.


‘Yes, love, there’s been many a lass I’d liked to have married. This is not the first time and won’t be the last. Story of my life, Baines – too late, always too late. Dear Nirry! Dear, dear Nirry!’


‘Nirry? Nirry?’ Now Baines was confused, but before she could say more, a voice cut through the haze. And the voice called her name.


‘Ah, the celestial tones!’ sighed the sergeant.


Flushing, Baines slipped off his knee, grabbing up her ale-jug and slate.


Dutifully, she bobbed at her mistress.


‘And what do you think you’re doing?’ Her mistress, arms akimbo, would not be placated. ‘There’s customers in the front parlour, customers in the snug, and upstairs, too. Not to mention this lot’ – she gestured towards the rowdies – ‘who’ll be wanting refills any moment, I’ll wager.’


There were cries of assent from the rowdies, whose toasts to this or that young lady had assumed, in the last moments, a coarser cast.


‘And enough of that.’ Sternly, Nirry Olch stabbed a finger into the air. ‘This is a respectable hostelry, this is, not one of your bawdy-houses. No swearing, no spitting, no smut. And no brawling either – ooh, I know what you menfolk are like. Them’s the house rules at the Cat & Crown, and if you don’t like ’em you can sling your hook. Got it? And keep down your noise – there’s quality up in the best room . . . Now fill them tankards, Baines, and don’t forget to mark it on the slate.’


The rowdies grinned, abashed; Nirry turned, gimlet-eyed, on Carney Floss. Could the sergeant be mistaken, or was there a hint of laughter in the landlady’s eyes?


Her voice dropped and she struck him on the shoulder with the back of her hand. ‘As for you, shame on you! Saucy fellow, didn’t I see the way you were making up to Baines? I’m telling you, I won’t have you leading her on. Don’t you know she’s only got one eye?’


‘I know one lass who’s got two. Lovely ones, they are.’


Nirry sighed. How many times had she been through this routine? Grinning, the sergeant tried to catch her hands. She slapped him again, harder this time. ‘Carney Floss! Have you forgotten, I’m a respectable married woman?’


‘Nirry, dear Nirry—’


‘That’s Goody Olch to you, and you can put that in your pipe and smoke it. Try your tricks with me and you’ll have my Wiggler to answer to.’


The sergeant did not look much alarmed at this prospect. He sat back, eyes twinkling. ‘And where’s my wiggly-eared friend tonight? Thought he might have run off and left you, I did. Didn’t I warn you about them fellows from the Fifth?’


‘Ooh, you! Now don’t you go running down his regiment. My Wiggler’s ever so proud of it, though for the life of me I can’t see why. Wouldn’t he be dead by now if I hadn’t bought him out? Made a fair hole in my savings, it did. But if I’d had to pay ten times over it’d be worth it, to get my Wiggler out.’ Nirry’s eyes misted. ‘As I always say, Carney, would I have a purse full of gold, or see my Wiggler lying in his grave?’


‘I’m still in my regiment,’ said the sergeant, ‘and I’m not dead.’


‘The Blue Irions!’ Scoffing, Nirry blinked away her tears. ‘And when do you ever do a stroke of anything, that’s what I’d like to know? Lounging round, sucking on your clay-pipe, cluttering up my respectable establishment night after night. Life of leisure, if you ask me. That’s right, toss back your tankard! The Blue Irions, indeed!’


She turned on her heel, but the sergeant called after her, ‘So where is Goodman Olch, eh?’


‘Up serving the quality, that’s where.’


‘Quality here? On the Last Night of the Opera?’


‘Don’t sound so surprised. Not all them can fit in that there Opera House, can they? And them that can’t, they know where they can come. We’ve had some fine folk in here, Carney Floss. You’ll be surprised, one day you’ll come sniffing round and we won’t be taking riff-raff like you any more.’


‘Sure you wouldn’t take me, love? Just once?’


But Nirry – fortunately, perhaps, for Sergeant Floss – had already made her escape.


*


‘Oh Carney, Carney!’


Nirry breathed heavily, leaning against the panelling in the back hall. For a moment – but just for a moment – she held her face in her hands. If only Carney would go, just go! There were times when she wished his regiment would be posted far away – back to Zenzau, at the least!


But no, she didn’t want that, not really; besides, even Wiggler’s lot were back in Agondon now, and didn’t she know it? What a trial she had, to keep him away from his old army cronies! And she could hardly keep his cronies away from the Cat & Crown. More than once, the place had filled to the rafters with Bluejackets, Bluejackets, Bluejackets. What if one of them – just one of them – were to guess something? What if Carney were to guess something?


Poor Nirry! How she cursed the day she’d met that wretched Bob Scarlet! Wasn’t it hard enough running a respectable tavern without some murdering rebel turning it into a base?


And if tonight’s plan came off, they’d be in greater danger than ever. Nervously Nirry looked upstairs, towards where the so-called quality had gathered.


Quality, indeed!


But she could hardly go getting herself into a state. Could Baines look after the downstairs by herself? With one eye? It wasn’t nearly enough! And Wiggler would be having trouble upstairs if past experience was anything to go on, which his wife had found it usually was.


If there weren’t drawn swords by the end of the night, Nirry would be surprised. Very surprised.









Chapter 5


Turkey Drumsticks


‘Please, Aunt?’


‘Child, no.’


‘But . . . I want her.’


‘Want? What ever for?’


‘I like her. Isn’t that enough?’


Umbecca Veeldrop rolled her eyes. ‘My dear child, one does not like theatrical performers. Have you ever seen me liking such a person? But you are being perverse. Surely you are sensible of the chasm which must exist between those of our breeding and mere entertainers?’


Queen Jelica pouted. ‘You smiled at the Clumpton Clowns, Aunt. I saw you.’


‘Smiled, yes. At the proper time, one finds such persons diverting: that is their function. But should one, because they performed it adequately, thereby invite these Clumpton Clowns to share one’s supper?’


This, the Queen might have retorted, was a privilege which her aunt would, ideally, extend to no one else at all, lest they reduce the available quantities of food. Instead she explained, somewhat laboriously, that she wasn’t talking about the Clumpton Clowns. ‘And I didn’t say anything about supper, either. It’s only interval.’


‘Indeed it is, child: hence not the time to meet this Zaxon Nightingale. Remember, the evening ends with the Backstage Walk.’


‘A cold formality!’ The Queen had lost her patience. Really, one would think she was still at Mistress Quick’s, not Queen of Ejland! It was not that she cared that much about Miss Tilsy Fash – but she was bored, bored! ‘My mind is made up.’ She gestured to her maid. ‘Jilda, take my message. Miss Fash. Here. Now.’


Umbecca’s eyes blazed. ‘Child, this is most unorthodox.’


‘Well, so am I.’ And the Queen sniffed, tossed back her head and flounced away from her aunt.


This, no doubt, would have been a diverting spectacle for the audience, rather more diverting than the Clumpton Clowns; unfortunately, the little party had already retired to the withdrawing-chamber, the private apartment behind the royal box.


It was not a place the Queen much liked. Oh, it was adequate enough – there were chairs, books, a roaring fire; there were cold meats, cakes and pastries; footmen stood with trays at the ready, laden with glasses of glittering Varl-wine. But how dreary it all was! The chamber was not only shabby, but entirely masculine, suited to the tastes of a coarser age. That fox’s head above the fireplace! That looking-glass, framed in antlers!


But then, beside the fire, almost blending into the dark panelling, was Widow Waxwell. Poised demurely on one of the slithery dark chairs, Aunt Umbecca’s old friend from the provinces pecked, bird-like, at a slice of ham.


In her wisdom, the Queen’s aunt had decided that it would be improper to permit the Widow into the royal box. Instead, she had graciously allowed her friend to listen from the withdrawing-chamber, keeping the door just a little ajar. Ruefully, the Queen found herself thinking how different a personage was this Widow from the glamorous figure portrayed by Miss Tilsy Fash. Berthen Waxwell was stick-thin, withered, and had only a stump where one of her hands should be.


The Queen shuddered. Turning, she snatched a glass from a tray, flung back her head and would have drunk down the Varl-wine like medicine, but the bubbles went up her nose.


Impatiently, she thought of the morrow. Not the tedium of the Inaugural – that was merely duty. But the Masquerade! This year, the theme was Birds of the World. The Queen had been supervising the production of her costume for at least a moonlife.


With pretended fascination she gazed upon the sporting prints – gentlemen on horses, jumping over stiles – that hung, speckled and faded, against the reddish flock wallpaper. How many times had she been in this chamber before? Had she not implored her husband to have it renovated?


Indeed, and he had agreed; but nothing had been done yet, nothing at all. Dimly she was aware of her shimmering image, swimming away from her in the looking-glass.


A hand grazed her arm. The Queen jumped.


‘Your Majesty, may I tender again my sincere apologies?’


It was Mander Heva-Harion. The Queen had never much liked him. Eay Feval was one thing, and he was a man of the cloth. Heva-Harion, recently promoted by her husband – or rather, by the First Minister – to the rank of Major-General, had no such excuse. Try as she might, the Queen could not help but find him repulsive. Was it his purplish lips, parting over a porcelain smile? His wrinkled, hard face, hanging like a mask beneath his steel-grey wig? The smoke from his tobarillo? Besides, he was nobody, wasn’t he? Only Javey Heva-Harion’s uncle. No titles, no lands of his own. Yet how swiftly he had risen in The Ascendancy! Often, as tonight, he would appear as proxy for the First Minister.


Fulsomely the creature expatiated upon the snow that had so delayed his passage to the Opera House, and hinted at his duties that were so greatly pressing; the Queen only nodded, in a dazed sort of way, and was even grateful when Aunt Umbecca appeared again.


The fat woman had been preoccupied with the cold meats. Having rapidly stripped several turkey drumsticks – grease rimmed her little mouth – she had heaped a plate high with as many more as was practicable. She only hoped there was time to allay her hunger. Often she had complained of the inadequacy of these intervals; after all, there were only three of them in the entire performance, and supper was still far away.


Anxiously she eyed a platter of cream horns, an enormous round pudding and a gooseberry tart, wondering if she need point out to her niece that it would not be the done thing to offer any refreshments to Miss Tilsy Fash.


The Major-General repeated his apologies to Umbecca. Softening, the fat woman informed him with a smile that of course she understood, and asked if he would be attending her little supper party after the performance. This, she hinted, would be an elaborate affair.


The Major-General could hardly doubt it. Since coming to the Koros Palace, Lady Veeldrop had taken a particular interest in the kitchen orders. Through her influence, the catering budget had been substantially increased. Arrangements for the Bird Ball, tomorrow night, were rumoured to be of an extravagance unprecedented even in the most decadent foreign Court.


So it was with all the more regret that the Major-General had to shake his head, declaring that he must return to his duties as soon as the performance was over.


Umbecca permitted herself to look a little crestfallen. She had rather taken to the Major-General, who was, she had decided, a fine figure of a man – a man’s man, as they say. Everyone said he should have inherited his brother’s title. Only that feckless nephew stood in his way – what was his name? Javey, yes: Fifteenth Marquis of Heva-Harion.


Still, thought Umbecca, the problem was hardly insoluble.


‘But poor Major-General, to work so late! Do the wheels of government never cease to turn?’


‘The Major-General perhaps refers to his military responsibilities?’ Eay Feval turned from the table where he, too, had availed himself of the buffet. Umbecca shot a glance at the contents of his plate. (Ham. Pickles. Thank the Lord Agonis!) He smiled, with his best air of clerical benevolence. ‘Is there not talk of the Redjackets rising again?’


‘Redjackets?’ said the Queen. ‘But I thought—’


Turkey spluttered from Umbecca’s little mouth. ‘Redjackets! How can they rise, when they have fallen so utterly? You forget, Eay, that I lived through the Siege of Irion. Did I not witness their utter defeat? Did not my dear, late husband dispatch their pretensions – and their Pretender – once and for all?’


‘Indeed, dear lady,’ Feval said soothingly; secretly he cursed himself for his carelessness. Were not the Redjackets a sensitive matter for Umbecca? Had not her beloved nephew, Torvester, been hanged as a traitor? Had not Jemany, her great-nephew – equally beloved, more beloved – followed a similar path?


Smoothly he turned to the Queen, asking how she was enjoying the evening’s performance. Again, Umbecca wished he had not spoken, rolling her eyes as the girl – oblivious alike to the merits of Mr Credulon, Ripander and the Clumpton Clowns – lavished naïve praise upon Miss Tilsy Fash, whose animated efforts at opera buffa had both opened and closed the first part of the programme.


If Umbecca had entertained suspicions before, by now she was sure that the Palace should not have approved this particular performer, who had returned from a season in Zenzau especially for this evening. By all accounts, Miss Fash was a woman of questionable character. Besides, she was well past the first flush of youth. Couldn’t even Umbecca tell when a voice had gone to pack?


Perhaps she should mention the Flying Mentinis. Yes, that would be an idea. What thought could Jelica have for that raddled old screecher when she had seen those extraordinary young acrobats – two brothers, both blind – whizzing on the high trapeze above the very heads of the startled audience?


But then, thought Umbecca, it was best not to refer to the high trapeze, not yet. One did not want to upset the Widow, who would only be able to hear the accompaniment. Let Berthen think it was a musical item, and she would be content.


Umbecca would have introduced the subject of the anthem, and the great quest to provide it with words – a safe subject, surely a safe subject – when Eay Feval interjected, ‘It’s those blind fellows next, isn’t it?’


The fat woman glanced at him murderously. ‘But you are enjoying yourself, child?’ she grimaced, taking a fond step towards the Queen.


‘There’s just one thing.’ The lovely brow furrowed. ‘It’s my seat. Can’t I change with you, Aunt?’


Umbecca laughed lightly. ‘Perverse child, that is the Opera Throne, is it not? When your husband is not in attendance, it is your place to occupy it, as it is mine to take the Seat of the Consort. That is how things are done. Is there more to be said?’


The Queen might have remarked that if she were so important, surely she should have the most comfortable seat; instead she said, ‘It’s too big for me. Aunt, can’t we switch? You take my seat and I’ll take yours.’


A smile flickered over Umbecca’s lips. Eagerly she bit off a mouthful of turkey. That she was tempted, she could not deny; if proper form was an obsession of hers, still more was she preoccupied with her own grandeur. For a moment she saw herself in the royal throne; she even heard the anthem rising around her, imagining it fondly as a song in her praise. In the provinces long ago, Feval had promised her that she should be a great lady; by the grace of the Lord Agonis, this had come to pass, but was it not absurd that her stupid young niece – and all for the sake of a fleeting, girlish beauty – should occupy a position greater than her own?


Besides, Umbecca’s seat was a little small.


But what was she thinking? ‘Child, really! What would the world be coming to, answer me that, were we to question the most commonplace items of protocol?’


‘Oh, protocol!’ Turning away, the Queen grabbed another glass of Varl-wine, tossing it back.


How restless she was! And where was that wretched maid? Where was Miss Fash? The interval must be half gone already. Let Jilda bring Miss Fash to her, and bring her now!


Heva-Harion had drawn Feval aside. ‘His Majesty, I take it, is indisposed again?’


‘The usual. One can only hope he will attend the Masquerade. Not to mention the Inaugural.’


‘To witness your triumph? You would think of that.’


‘I think, Major-General, of the good of this realm.’


‘Of course.’ Politely, Heva-Harion inclined his head. ‘But alas, I was late. What of the pit? What of the galleries? Were the common folk disconcerted when they knew their ruler was not to appear before them?’


Feval gestured to the Queen. ‘Shall we say, the absence of another might have distressed them more?’


The Major-General drew deeply on his tobarillo. ‘Indeed, the girl is a valuable asset to our cause.’


Feval, evidently, was expected to agree; instead, a stiffness came into his face and he wondered who this Heva-Harion thought he was, talking like this. Our, indeed! Just how highly did the fellow rate himself? Was he any more than a transitory politician, a functionary of the First Minister? If Feval were conscious of one thing, it was the dignity attendant upon his own station.


Or rather, the dignity he was soon to acquire.


As if with sudden interest he turned to the Widow Waxwell, enquiring if she was looking forward to these flying foreigners.


‘F-Flying?’ she said, puzzled.


The Queen, just then, cried, ‘Jilda!’


‘Miss Tilsy Fash, Your Majesty.’ And the maid stood aside, revealing the many-feathered, extravagantly gowned and coiffured figure of the woman once dubbed the ‘Zaxon Nightingale’.


Umbecca’s little mouth set hard. Nightingale, indeed! More like a big, ugly vulture! But of course, she thought with sudden charity, Miss Fash had been a mere girl when she acquired her amusing designation – and that, undoubtedly, had been long ago.


Uneasily, Umbecca eyed the cream horns.


*


‘The what, Bean?’


‘The Clumptons. The clowns.’


‘What about them?’


‘They say they’re good.’


‘They, who’s they?’ Polty stamped on the carpet, shaking the snow from his boots and hat and coat.


‘I don’t know,’ said Bean. ‘People. Lots.’


Polty sighed. ‘People are stupid, Bean. Don’t you know that? And when they all agree on something, it’s a fair bet they’re wrong. Let’s face it, it’s not even a bet.’


Bean flushed, shame-faced. His friend’s words were alarmingly loud; indeed, they might have been directed to the interval crowd that milled around them, spilling out from the stalls. But these were respectable folk, weren’t they? Merchants and the like? Bean could hardly believe they were all stupid.


Not all of them.


‘I just thought they might cheer us up. The clowns, I mean. We’ve got tickets.’


Polty’s hand, black-gloved, gripped Bean’s shoulder. ‘Only one thing can cheer me up,’ he said. ‘Fool, haven’t you learnt even that?’


Bean gulped. The hand was hurting him. ‘Can’t you be just a bit cheered up, Polty? In the meantime? I mean, while we’re waiting?’


‘Why, can you? Can you really?’


With a flash of contempt, Polty turned away, droplets spraying from his glistening coat. There were murmurs amongst the merchants. Bean’s flush deepened; his friend lurched towards the stairs and he followed, struggling to keep up, suddenly hot in his heavy furs.


Rudely, Polty pushed past a servant.


‘We’ve probably missed them anyway,’ said Bean, rubbing his shoulder through his coat. ‘But we might be in time for the Flying Mentinis.’


Polty rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t be so wet, Bean.’


‘What’s that, Polty?’


They had reached the first landing. Gold threads glimmered in blue wallpaper. Quality-folk glided here and there; there was urbane laughter, and the clinking of glasses.


‘I said, don’t be so wet.’ Polty’s voice dropped to a murmur. ‘Those tickets are for the stalls, or haven’t you noticed? Do you think I’m sitting down there, squashed in with a lot of dirty peasants, while Mandy Harion lords it in the royal box? Not to mention Aunt Umbecca,’ he added savagely. ‘Come on, we’re having a drink.’


The Gentlemen’s Lounge loomed before them, a warm cavern of mahogany with its big marble fireplaces, blazing with orange light. Polty glimpsed the long bar with its array of gleaming bottles. He smiled, pulling the hat from his head, tugging at a glove. But a footman on the door, elegant in epaulettes, looked suddenly alarmed, and raised a restraining hand.


‘Excuse me, sir, I don’t think—’


Polty’s eyes flashed; threateningly, he stepped closer to the footman. ‘What do you think we are, common guards?’ he muttered. He fumbled in his jacket, searching for the badge of the Special Agents. But the footman merely twitched his mouth, eyes hardening.


Quickly, Bean stepped forward. Quality-folk had turned to look. And wasn’t that Baron Aldermyle coming this way? Oh, if only Polty would not make a scene! Gently, Bean urged him to come away. ‘There’s the Merchants’ Lounge,’ he whispered. ‘There’s always the Merchants’ Lounge.’


Polty’s red hair blazed; for a moment, Bean imagined it bursting into flames.


But the moment passed. ‘Damn this place. Come on, Bean. Let’s go to Chokey’s.’


‘Not Chokey’s.’ Appealingly, Bean looked at the footman. ‘We can go in the Merchants’ Lounge, can’t we? We’re waiting for our master – I mean, our commanding officer . . . waiting, that’s all, while he’s at the Opera. . .’


But already the footman had turned away, smiling sycophantically at an elderly gentleman in an opera cloak, hobbling on a cane towards the bar. Did the gentleman need help? Could the footman assist? Ah, but let him take the gentleman’s arm!


Disgusted, Polty thundered downstairs.


‘Waiting for your master, indeed!’ he said furiously. ‘And what are you, Bean, Mandy’s coachman?’


‘These days,’ Bean said glumly, ‘I pretty much am.’


‘Oh?’ Polty bridled. ‘So what am I?’


Bean thought it best not to answer. Imperiously, they swept into the Merchants’ Lounge.









Chapter 6


Red Moon Mystery


‘There. It’s red, see?’


‘What’s that, Littler?’


‘Red. Jem, didn’t you see?’


Jem yawned. He had not turned. ‘Littler, put it away. I’ve got one too. So’s Raj.’


‘What?’ Clambering on to the plushly cushioned bench next to Jem, Littler patted the bag that hung over his heart. Since it had fallen to the young Unang boy to bear the crystal of his race, he had taken every opportunity to display it proudly, turning it in the light, polishing it, looking wonderingly into its depths. But Littler said he hadn’t been talking about the Crystal of Theron. Not this time.


He meant the moon.


‘Red? Like your crystal?’ said Jem.


‘Like blood. Peered out from behind the clouds, it did. Then it was gone again.’


Jem hunched wearily over the levers, wheels and dials. ‘The moon’s not red, Littler. Anyway, I’d have seen.’


‘You were asleep.’ There was a certain cockiness in the little boy’s voice. ‘You were nodding off, Jem. Wasn’t he, Ejjy?’


Ejard Orange, who had guzzled up the last of his milk some time ago, and most of the other provisions too, had been padding irritably about the narrow cabin. If anyone were eager for this journey to end, it was the big, hungry cat.


With a resigned miaow he leapt up between Littler and Jem, curling into a warm, furry ball.


‘Now that’s nodding off. Well, let’s hope so.’ Jem looked through the wide window, where the cabin’s dim, unflickering lights palely reflected the scene within. Ghostly images of his own face and Littler’s hovered against a billowing blackness; in the background, slumped and sleeping, were Rajal and Myla. On and on their warm cocoon fizzed and thrummed through the chill, occluded darkness.


It was their third night on the skyship. Dusk had already declined into darkness when the little party first set off, hearts heavy with sadness, after Captain Porlo’s burial at sea. That first night, they had gazed with grave wonderment at the tropical skies, spangled with thousands upon thousands of stars; when day came, the sun seared through the windows and the sea glittered below like a second starry field. The next day had been one of deserts, then waters again, then greener, cooler lands; Ejland, Jem was certain, could not be far off now.


On the first night, even the second, he had taken his turn to sleep.


Now he did not dare.


Littler urged, ‘But you must Jem. What about on the magic carpet? That was much more dangerous, and you slept all the time.’


‘Didn’t.’ Jem grinned. ‘Well, it was comfortable.’


If only they still had their wonderful carpet! In his haze of tiredness, it was extraordinary to Jem that Littler even remembered their strange journey to Wenaya. How long ago it seemed! Were it not for the sea-blue Crystal of Javander, nestling warmly beneath his tunic, Jem might have thought their adventures in those island realms no more than a troubling dream.


He winced at a fizz of lightning crackling from the skyship’s blue, metallic hull. He rubbed his eyes, saying that things had been different on the carpet.


Littler looked round dubiously, almost fearfully, at the dark wood and leather and curves of riveted brass. ‘The skyship’s flying of its own accord, isn’t it?’


Jem blinked. ‘What are you getting at, Littler?’


‘I mean, how do you know where we’re going, Jem?’


‘The skyship seems to know. I suppose Oclar must have told it the way. Well, not told it – oh, I don’t know.’


‘Face it, Jem, you’re just looking out of the window.’


This was not entirely fair. Before Jem and his friends had left Wenaya, the Prince of Tides had given Jem a number of instructions on how to work the skyship. He knew how to veer from high mountains, thunderstorms and flocks of birds. He knew how to make the ship fly higher or lower, and how to make it land.


What he could not do was set its course.


‘Littler, why aren’t you sleeping tonight?’


‘I’ve tried. I’m too stirred up.’


‘Well, so am I.’ But Jem had to yawn again. He shook his head. Anxiously he looked towards the back of the cabin, where Rajal slumped, breathing heavily, beside the couch where his unconscious sister had been strapped in place. ‘Poor Raj, at least he’s getting some sleep. At last.’


‘Funny, isn’t it?’ Littler said sadly. ‘We can’t sleep at all. And poor Myla can’t do anything else.’


‘Not,’ said Jem, ‘if she’s going to stay young.’


‘But she’s so much older already!’ There was a crack in Littler’s voice. He clutched his crystal and his brow screwed up tight. ‘And yet she’s really still the same age as me, isn’t she?’


‘Used to be, Littler. And will be again, we hope.’


Littler blinked back the tears in his eyes. Poor Myla! How he cursed the evil that possessed her! ‘I . . . I know I only met her once, Jem. Properly, I mean. But oh, how I wish she’d come back! Sometimes I want to shake her, just to see her awake again.’


‘I know, Littler, I know. If only you’d seen her as she used to be, before she fell into the Spidermother’s grip! Back in Ejland, I don’t think I knew anyone more alive than Myla.’ He looked down. ‘Well, only one.’


Cata’s image loomed painfully in Jem’s mind.


‘Don’t worry,’ he added quickly. ‘We’ll make Myla good as new. Promise.’


Littler gulped. ‘Really, Jem? Young again?’


‘We’ve got no choice. After all, if we fail with Myla, we’ve failed with the quest too.’ Jem turned gravely to his young companion. ‘We’ve found four crystals. Only one more. But Littler, it’s still 999d. There’s a whole year till the End of Atonement, have you thought of that?’


The little boy looked blank.


‘Never mind, it’s the Ejland calendar. But we’re not going to fail.’ Jem’s voice was not quite convincing, even to himself. ‘We can’t fail now, can we?’


Littler only looked solemn, and gulped again.


*


‘These bird-men—’


‘Men, really—’


‘They’re Vagas, aren’t they?’


‘Vagas? Of course not.’


‘Not our sort, no. But Vagas from somewhere?’


‘Come, my love, if they were any sort of Vagas, they’d hardly be performing before His I.A.M., would they?’


‘They’re not. Ejjy Blue’s not here, is he?’


‘Well, he was meant to be.’ A sigh. ‘And we came out in this weather, too!’


‘Oh, Japier, you’re not complaining? We’ve seen Queen Jel, haven’t we? That’s the main thing. Do you know, she’s even lovelier than her engravings? When she first came out – why, I nearly died!’


The conversation was between a merchant and his lady in the pit just below the Cham-Charing box. Freddie Chayn listened sardonically. Everything this couple said revealed them as new money. They had tried hard, but everywhere there was that fatal vestige of vulgarity. Indeed, more than a vestige – in the lady’s hair, for example, a mess of cheap dyes, frizzed, burnt with tongs, and piled up extravagantly in imitation of her betters.


Oh, the middle classes!


But they were always rising.


‘Those Clumptons looked like Vagas to me,’ the merchant’s wife was saying. ‘Not that I mind, mind. I mean, we used to enjoy them Vaga-fairs, didn’t we? And what about them Silver Masks? They’ve performed for the highest.’


‘Not any more. Outlawed, they are.’


‘What for, love? I’ve never known why.’


‘We’ve got the Vagas’ measure, that’s what!’ snapped the merchant. ‘Dirty beggars took us in before. Not now, though, with Ejjy Blue on the throne. Brought us back to greatness, the blue king has.’


The fellow swelled with pride. But pride in what? With a start, Freddie realised that this merchant was more of a patriot than he had ever been. But then, had not Freddie’s worthless principality once, long ago, been an independent state? So was he an Ejlander, or was he not?


Freddie could never quite make up his mind.


Interval was almost over. The one-gong had rung, and now the two-gong; slowly the auditorium was filling again. All around there was chatter, laughter and the clinking of glasses; in the orchestra-pit, the viols were tuning up, emitting a succession of catlike squeals.


Freddie shifted uncomfortably in his seat. When interval began, the others had refused to leave the box. Lady Cham was in some kind of distress, her head wobbling a little more than usual; Lady Margrave endeavoured to console her. As for Tishy, the girl had put a question to the Professor, some nonsense about verbs; the old man was still answering it even now, muttering interminably away.


All this, and not a servant to be had. It had been left to Freddie to fight his way out to the foyer and bring back a tray of drinks, which he had virtually had to wrestle from a footman’s hand. Alas, he had spilled one of them on the way back. Politeness compelled him to assume it was his own.


He sighed impatiently, wondering when the curtain would rise again. Baron Aldermyle and the young bucks had returned noisily to the next-door box. In the course of the interval they had acquired several ladies – or female creatures in the garb of ladies – and would appear to have imbibed large quantities of rum-and-orandy; further supplies were on hand. Freddie, with pretended casualness, averted his eyes. He looked towards the stage. He looked up to the ceiling. He looked across to the royal box, where the Queen and her party had yet to return.


His fingers drummed on the balustrade.


A boy – a son, presumably, awkward in wig and velvet suit – was sitting in between the merchant and his wife. For a time the boy had been silent, swinging his foot distractedly back and forth; now, in a piping, unbroken voice, he began a series of questions about the Flying Mentinis. Didn’t they sound much more exciting than the Clumptons? Or that old gentleman with the funny high voice? Or that screeching lady? But they couldn’t really be blind, could they? And could they fly? They couldn’t, could they?


‘Wait, my boy, just you wait,’ the merchant said, his tone becoming kindly.


‘It must be some sort of wires. Is it wires?’


‘They leap. They jump. But it’s as if they fly. They’ll soar above our heads, our very heads.’


‘When they’re blind? Really blind?’


‘Just you wait, my lad.’


The three-gong rang in the foyer outside.


‘But what if they fall?’ said the merchant’s wife.


‘The Flying Mentinis?’ The merchant laughed.


‘Well, I never!’ The wife shuddered, adjusting her shawl. ‘Dear me, I’m sure I shall be frightened.’


‘Come, my dear, they never fall. Not the Mentinis.’


‘I’ll protect you, Mama,’ piped the boy.


Freddie became aware that he was biting his knuckles. He ceased abruptly, snapping his eyes open. Ladies fluttered their fans. Gentlemen adjusted their waistcoats. In Mistress Quick’s party, Goody Garvice was scolding some of their charges; Baron Aldermyle made lewd gestures, illustrating a bawdy story.


But Freddie’s gaze was fixed upon the royal box. Could his eyes be mistaken? Through a gap between the Opera Throne and a curve of velvet curtain, he could just make out a door with a quilted back. It was the door to the withdrawing-chamber, and now it opened.


Figures emerged. Feval. Mandy. The fat woman.


And there amongst them was Miss Tilsy Fash.


The Queen embraced her and the great songstress withdrew, disappearing down a corridor, while the royal party lingered on the threshold of the box. A servant gave a signal; in the pit, the conductor raised his baton. There was a fanfare and the audience rose to its feet, applauding the reappearance of the Queen and her companions.


Freddie’s mind reeled. As he dutifully clapped his white-gloved hands, he could think only of Tilsy. But he had seen her at the beginning of interval, when he went to get the drinks! He had clutched her hand. She had smiled at him, whispering that all was going to plan.


And then she had gone to the Queen?


A horrible thought flashed into his mind. His hands stopped working and he sank back into his seat.


Elsan Margrave hissed, ‘Freddie! The Queen!’


Her Royal Majesty was still on her feet. Like a rocket, Freddie leapt up again, flushing darkly. Had others seen his blunder? But he barely cared. At another time, this might have been a disaster; now, other thoughts were far too pressing. Could Tilsy . . . could Tilsy have been warning the Queen?


No, it was impossible!


But now, to Freddie’s astonishment, there was an altercation in the royal box. It lasted just for an instant. Many – most, perhaps – might not even have seen it. A matter of gestures, flashings of eyes. But what happened next was clear to all. Smirking, the Queen slipped into the Seat of the Consort – and her Aunt Umbecca, first awkwardly, then imperiously, took her place in the Opera Throne.


The applause subsided raggedly; quickly, the orchestra burst back into life and Freddie Chayn sat with a hand across his mouth, his secret burning like acid in his eyes. Bewildered, he gazed at the still-unrisen curtains.


He pushed back his chair. ‘Excuse me, I—’


‘Freddie, what’s wrong?’


But Freddie was gone.









Chapter 7


Another Vantage


‘Hm? What?’


‘The Mentinis. The acrobats.’


‘I’ve told you, Bean, no, you can’t.’


Bean looked miserably into his flattening ale. He had barely touched it.


‘I was only saying they’d be on by now. I can hear the orchestra, can’t you? Just faintly?’


Polty was not listening. He banged on the bar for another Vantage. Bean grimaced, not daring even to look at the barman as the fellow splashed out a fresh dram. What was this, the fifth? Sighing, the side-officer gazed with pretended interest around the Merchants’ Lounge, at the overstuffed chairs and the Tiralon carpets and the portrait of His Imperial Agonist Majesty, swelling in his blue garb above the stone fireplace.


The merchants, if merchants they were, had all returned to the auditorium; only Polty and Bean were left behind.


‘Those hearth-chairs are free now,’ Bean said gently. ‘You’d like to dry out your boots, wouldn’t you?’


‘I still think we should go to Chokey’s,’ Polty muttered.


Bean gulped, ‘In this weather? Besides, we’re on duty. What will the Major-General say if we’re not here when he needs us? You know we can’t take chances. Not any more.’


A cloud passed over Polty’s face. He leaned forward, his breath gusting hotly. ‘Come on, Bean, this rubbish goes on for aeons yet. Wouldn’t you like another visit to Chokey’s? We’ll be back before the old bastard wants us. Get the coats. Come on, you enjoyed it last time. You’re shy, but you’re getting a taste for it, I know you are.’


This was not true; Bean did not even want to think about the notorious establishment where his friend squandered so much of his time. He stood up, gesturing to the hearth-seats. ‘Polty, it’s freezing outside. Let me get you another dram. Let me – let me get you a bottle.’


There was a moment of tension; then Polty lurched upright, staggering towards the fire. Thank the Lord Agonis! Now, thought Bean, his only problem – hardly a new one – would be to get Polty back on his feet later. After all, there would be things to do. Duties.


Best not to think of that.


And yet, for an instant, the tasks of this night flashed vividly across Bean’s mind. He saw himself, stiff-faced and shivering, driving uphill as the dead mother lay behind them in the snow. He saw them pulling up at the Great Temple; he saw the robed figure stealing out to meet them, taking the infant from Polty’s arms. Yes, everything was ready, wasn’t it? And nothing here was new. But when Bean thought of what would happen later, he found himself shuddering violently, as if he were still out in the freezing night.


He slumped into the hearth-seat beside his friend.


‘Now this is nice, isn’t it, Polty?’ He poured Polty a fresh glass; Polty tossed it down. They put their feet on the fender; steam rose from their boots. Bean leaned back. Could he, even for a moment, be happy? It was possible, wasn’t it, if one could just forget?


Perhaps that was happiness: the ability to forget.


His head rolled against the warm leather; he gazed at Polty through half-closed eyes, lingering upon the creamy, pale face and the carroty hair, bright as the fire. Perhaps Bean might have drifted into sleep, dreaming about Polty at the height of his glory; instead, as if prompted by some evil imp, Bean found his eyes opening wider. The mists cleared and he saw the frog-like ballooning at Polty’s jowls; he saw the buttons straining on the blue tunic.


Poor Polty! At the very end of his boyhood, just when he had appeared condemned to a life of ignominy, a curious magic – if magic it had been – had transformed him from a rolling ball of lard into a young man of devilish, sharp-jawed beauty; now, it seemed, the magic was slipping into reverse.


Polty lolled across the little table between them, grabbing, almost cuffing at the Vantage bottle; after another dram – the seventh? eighth? – he reached into his tight jacket, producing a tobarillo from a little silver case. Smoke clouded the air; Polty inhaled deeply and his face twisted, as if beset by troubling thoughts.


Bean tensed himself. This was not good.


‘You know it’s all her fault, don’t you?’ Polty said.


Bean might have asked his friend to explain; he might have changed the subject. Either course would be dangerous. He had heard this speech again and again, whenever Polty was in his cups. It was best not to encourage him, but to lurch into an another topic could also be unwise: Polty might grow angry.


Best to say nothing. Polty must be drowsy in the heat of the fire; perhaps he would forget about Catayane.


No such luck.


‘I tell you, Bean, it’s her fault. Isn’t she my wife, my rightful wife?’ (She was not. But Bean was silent.) ‘If the bitch hadn’t run away, it would never have happened, would it?’ (Here, Bean did not know what to say.) ‘I had to use a bit of force, didn’t I? A gentle bit of force, just to teach her a lesson?’ (Bean wished Polty would lower his voice.) ‘I just wanted to break her in, didn’t I? For her own good? I tell you, if it hadn’t been for her . . .’ (Tears burst from Polty’s eyes. His shoulders shook.) ‘And then that Sultan . . . he wouldn’t have done what he did, would he? He couldn’t have . . . could he?’


Bean was scarlet. Nervously he looked across to the bar. ‘P-Polty, I couldn’t have a drop of that Vantage, could I? Just a—’


Polty stood sharply, knocking over the bottle. ‘Chokey’s. Come on.’


‘Polty, no!’ Bean was up, too. Dark liquid soaked into the carpet round their feet.


‘My coat,’ Polty snapped. ‘And what are you looking at?’


The barman swivelled nervously away.


‘My coat, Bean! My coat!’


Despairingly, Bean began to flutter about his friend. Really, Polty couldn’t want to go to out again, could he? Wouldn’t it be nicer to sit by the fire? Yes, let them sit down again, and Bean would get another bottle – wouldn’t that be best?


Polty lurched forward, clutching his soft belly, and would have fallen if Bean had not caught him.


‘Poor Polty, but you’re not well! Here, lean on me. Yes, that’s right. Come on, let’s get you to the garderobes.’


*


‘Just a peep?’


‘Cata, no.’


‘Just to make sure?’


Only moments now. The stage loomed, dark and waiting, behind the purple glimmer of the curtains. This time there was no crack of light in the middle, but in the left curtain Cata saw a hole, a circle of sharp gold like a little star.


Just at eye level. Just right.


‘No, Cata.’ Landa gripped her friend’s arm. ‘You heard the fanfare. She’s back in her seat. Quick, on your mark.’


‘You’re right.’ The two young women hugged quickly, each aware of the other’s nerves strung taut like tensile wires. Applause, like thunder, boomed through the curtains. Cata skittered across the stage, taking her place in the chorus line.


The painted flats behind them, glimmering in the gloom, depicted a high, remote mountain range. Before it, the many girls were curved in an arc, Landa at one end, Cata at the other.


Cata peered at her co-conspirator. All the girls, as the Mentinis had demanded, were dressed in black shifts. They wore no wigs and had tied back their hair; their only striking features were their faces, which were painted a blank, dazzling white. As a disguise, thought Cata, this was dangerously thin.


Would Jeli recognise her? Or Aunt Umbecca?


Cata calmed herself. So far, all had gone to plan. To be sure, certain of the other girls had resented them – nobodies, shoehorned into the chorus line on the whim of Miss Fash. More than once Cata had felt an envious glance, or sudden, seemingly accidental pushings and shovings. Sometimes she longed to lash out. Yesterday, a girl had jabbed an elbow into Landa’s eye; today, in dress rehearsal, another had tripped Cata, and only Landa’s restraining arm had held her back.


Were the girls merely envious? Might not some of them have suspected something – tittle-tattled about them to rich, powerful lovers?


Still, that danger was over now. There was only Jeli to worry about.


And Aunt Umbecca.


Cata shuddered. For an instant, she had a flash of an old nightmare. With the Mentinis in mid-flight, the Queen would leap up, crying out her old schoolfriend’s name; then Aunt Umbecca’s voice would boom down, demanding that the guards seize her runaway niece. It would all be over; it would all have been for nothing, all Bob Scarlet’s careful planning, all the secret coaching from Miss Fash.


All Hul’s hopes. Bando’s. Nirry’s.


No, it was absurd. It was too late already. In moments, the Mentinis would have done their work.


And Cata – Landa, too – would be far away.


Now the curtains rose. From the orchestra-pit, surging up majestically, came a certain rousing melody of Mr Bachoven’s, adopted as a theme by the Flying Mentinis.


Cata’s heart thundered. For a moment, the stage remained still, with only the mysterious white faces staring out from the gloom. Then, dancing and dazzling, came a beam of limelight, picking out just one figure, a gentleman on a gleaming trapeze that descended above the auditorium.


The applause gathered strength. The gentleman had a shaven, slightly pointed head, surmounting a body of formidable strength. He might have been an image of physical perfection, but for the one detail that disturbed: the smooth, unbroken skin where his eyes should have been.


The gentleman was oblivious to his disability. Dressed in a tight costume of blue and white stripes, he flung out one arm confidently, generously, like a host inviting the audience to step with him into a different world.


A second trapeze descended, with a second Mentini, identical to his brother but for his suit – not blue and white, but red and white. Elegantly the brothers swung towards each other, gripped hands, flipped through the air and swapped trapezes.


The audience gasped; the blind men did it again, then again, this time turning twice, always in time to their surging theme.


For Cata, it was like watching some remarkable mechanism, repeating ever more complicated actions with precise, clockwork certainty. What would happen next? She knew exactly. She saw the brothers whirling like impossible dancers, blurring together into a purple streak. She saw them swinging on the same trapeze, the blue brother balanced on the bar, the red balanced on the blue’s shoulders, first on his feet, then on his hands, then on one hand, then on just a finger. She saw them on the high wire, scuttling on tip-toe from side to side, then swaying, leaping, landing on the wire again.


And all the time the girls in the chorus would raise their voices in incongruous comic songs, nonsense about daring young fellows and tumbling and turning, merrily, merrily, meet in the middle and bump!-sa-daisy.


All this Cata had seen before, again and again in rehearsal. But then would come the things she had not seen, the things that could happen only tonight. First the sudden, startling battle in mid-air, blue against red, red against blue; then red’s swinging fist, then blue crashing down, and the audience freezing into bewildered shock.


Then, while every eye sought the fallen figure, wondering if this could be part of the act, the red brother would swoop out one last time, strike like lightning at the royal box, grab the Queen and sweep her away.


That is, if all went according to plan.









Chapter 8


A Gentlemen’s Lavatory


Which was the way?


Freddie Chayn blundered along a corridor. He plunged down a flight of stairs. This was a floor for the merchant classes. Here and there were sets of doors, all shut now, leading into the stalls. He heard the swell of the orchestra, muffled and distorted. But was this the way? He should have known. Had he not slipped backstage in the interval? Had he not waylaid Miss Tilsy Fash just outside her dressing room?


He rounded a corner and saw a pair of Bluejackets standing at the doors that led backstage. Damn it. The same ones as before? He thought of them hovering in the interval, sniggering and smirking at the feckless young gentleman making a fool of himself over a singer. But the guards had been the fools. Or so Freddie had thought then.


They eyed him curiously. It was interval no longer. He had no reason to be here.


But perhaps his pallor was reason enough.


‘I . . . I’m n-not well,’ he mumbled, covering his mouth.


Yes, they were the same ones! The sniggering came again, from one of them at least; the other, with admirable restraint, merely smirked and pointed upstairs, indicating the way to the Gentlemen’s Lounge.


Gurgling, Freddie acknowledged his mistake. Too far down. Of course. Yes.


‘But I don’t – don’t think I can quite. . .’


‘Not the quality? Will the commons do?’


The pointing finger lowered; Freddie lurched off, ignoring the fresh guffaws behind him. Was he not a prince? But what did that mean? The Ejlanders had made Chayn into nothing more than a province, installing a military governor, closing the Court. What was Freddie’s title but a mockery? Why, he wasn’t even rich any more! Just one of Constansia’s hangers-on.


These days, even the guards knew it.


He propelled himself down a second flight of stairs. Not the quality, the commons: yes. He had studied the layout of this mouldering old labyrinth. The garderobes for the merchants had once been for the players; there was a connecting panel, leading backstage. That would be the way – but when he got there, what would he do?


He slumped in despair. Oh, Tilsy! Could she really have betrayed them? Had he not been by her side through long moonlives in Zenzau? Had he not been with her when Bob Scarlet held up their coach, and Tilsy, instead of fainting away, had embraced the highwayman? Boldly she had declared that they would be partners, dedicated to the downfall of the Bluejacket régime; and Freddie, in a rush, had seen that there was more, much more to Miss Tilsy Fash than he had ever dreamed. In that moment he had known that he loved her.


What was he to think now? Had it all been a bluff?


Freddie almost wished he had abandoned all caution, yelling out his warnings in the auditorium. No, stop it. No, don’t. Everyone would have thought he was mad, or waking from a nightmare. Everyone, that is, except the Flying Mentinis. But how could he warn them now?


He struggled back to his feet. Like a man who was really about to be sick, Freddie plummeted into the Merchants’ Lounge.


The garderobes! Which was the way?


*


‘There . . . that’s better, isn’t it?’


Polty, for some moments, did not reply. Bean sighed. There had been a time when his friend, like any good Tarn lad, drank only ale; now it was nothing but Vantage, notorious through all Ejland as the fiercest of spirits. Bean would be staggering after a single dram! But look at Polty: so early in the evening, and here he was slumped on his knees, his head hanging over a circular, stinking hole. From time to time he moaned; strings of vomit swung from his lips.


‘Here, let me wipe your mouth.’ Bean looked round anxiously. No cubicles separated the latrines, not for commoners; if anyone were to walk in, his friend would present a pitiful, even comic sight.


And Polty would not like that.


The drunkard sniffed loudly, drawing in a long, gurgling stream of snot. ‘I tell you, Bean, if I see her again . . .’ His voice echoed down the stinking hole. ‘But I will see her again, Bean, and this time I’ll break her . . . I’ll break her, I tell you!’


‘Shh, I know . . . Polty, can you stand?’ Bean curled an arm round his friend’s shoulders.


‘Where . . . where is she, Bean?’ Leaning heavily on his lanky companion, Polty clawed his way upright. His face was green. His breath was foul. Bleary-eyed, he looked around him, as if his lost beloved might be lurking here, mocking him from the corners of this dingy, cold chamber. ‘Do you think . . . do you think she’s back in Ejland? Or still in Unang Lia? Do you think she’s still with that crippler-boy? Or . . . or. . .’


‘Shh, Polty, shh. She might be far away, she might be close – for all we know, closer than we think.’


Polty stumbled, almost slipping to the floor. ‘I’ll find her, Bean . . . I’ll find her, I tell you!’


‘Shh. I know, I know . . . Polty, can you walk?’ And Bean dared to add, ‘You know we’re still on duty, don’t you? No more Vantage tonight, hm? No more. Not tonight.’


These, Bean knew, were daring words; at another time, Polty might have turned on him, but now he was barely listening. To Bean’s horror, he broke into guttural sobs, sinking again to the stone-flagged floor.


‘Bean, Bean,’ he cried, ‘why won’t she love me? Cruel Cata! Doesn’t she know she was made to be mine? Doesn’t she know I was made to be hers? That bitch, that evil bitch! Doesn’t she know I love her more than life itself?’


‘Shh! Polty, please . . . not here. . .’


In Bean’s life there was much to endure, and often he was filled with horror. That night, there had been bad things already; there would be worse before it was over. But of all his fears, none was worse than that poor Polty would break down for good, his mind snapping like a thread.
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