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Gilberte Lachaille – the Angel of Love
Elizabeth Eynsford Hill – the Angel of Many Voices
Riolama – the Angel of the Air
Alraune ten Brincken – the Angel of Ill Fortune
Olympia – the Clockwork Angel
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ACT ONE: THE MARRIAGE CLUB



‘“The requiem mass is not at all gay,” Erik’s voice resumed, “whereas the wedding mass – you can take my word for it – is magnificent! You must take a resolution and know your own mind! I can’t go on living like this, like a mole in a burrow! Don Juan Triumphant is finished; and now I want to live like everybody else. I want to have a wife like everybody else and to take her out on Sundays. I have invented a mask that makes me look like anybody. People will not even turn round in the streets. You will be the happiest of women. And we will sing, all by ourselves, till we swoon away with delight. You are crying! You are afraid of me! And yet I am not really wicked. Love me and you shall see! All I wanted was to be loved for myself. If you loved me I should be as gentle as a lamb; and you could do anything with me that you pleased.”’


Gaston Leroux, The Phantom of the Opera (1909–10)




I


TOWARDS THE END of the seventies – that colourful, hectic decade of garish clothes, corrupt politics, personal excess and trivial music – three girls were sent to the Paris Opéra. They could dance a little, sing a little more, were comely when painted and cut fine figures in tights. Were the world just, they would have been stars in the ascendant. Leading roles would have been assigned to them. Rewards would have come along… fame, riches and advantageous marriages.


However, a rigid system of seniority, patronage and favour-currying then governed the house. Our heroines, no matter how perfectly they trilled audition pieces or daintily they lifted skirts from shapely calves, were of the ‘untouchable’ caste, and fated to remain in the depths of the chorus. If critic or admirer or patron were to call public attention to their qualities, they would likely find themselves cast as slaves in the next production, faces blacked with burnt cork, holding the Queen’s train at the rear of the stage. Such was the ruthless dictate of the house’s reigning diva, Signorina Carlotta Castafiore.


Yet… Christine Daaé had a Voice. Trilby O’Ferrall had a Face. And Irene Adler had a Mind. When they arrived at the Opéra, the women were gems in the rough. To be revealed as diamonds of the first water, they required polish, cutting and careful setting. Without such treatment, they were likely to become dull pebbles, lost among so many other shingles on the beach.


Many equally appealing young ladies have served years in the chorus as their brothers served terms in the armed forces (or prison), trying not to squander meagre pay on absinthe or cards, hoping to emerge whole in mind and limb from regular ordeals, dreaming of comfortable retirement. At best, they might end up the second wives of comfortable widowers; at worst, they might… well, ‘at worst’ is too hideous to be dwelled upon, save to observe that such as they were found ragged on the cobbles or drowned in the Seine with a frequency which verged upon the scandalous.


These demoiselles tended to attract the puppy-like devotions of decent, dull-witted youths and the carnivorous attentions of indecent, cold-hearted roués. Our trio, in their private dreams, yearned for a different stripe of suitor – mysterious, dominating, challenging. Without such a presence in their lives, the girls lacked direction. But, even kept outside the circle of the limelight, they had an unnerving tendency to sparkle. Carlotta saw the shimmering in her wake, and made sure they stayed in shadow. Nevertheless, one by one, they were noticed… not by the stuffy and harassed management or the violently partisan audience claques, but by a personage who saw into their secret selves.


This unique individual was at once Christine’s Trapdoor Lover, Trilby’s Mesmerist Genius and Irene’s Mastermind of Intrigue. All Paris knew him as the Opera Ghost, though most deemed him a phantasm rather than a phantom. He was a bogey conjured by stagehands to throw a scare into pretty little ballerinas, not the spectre of a dead man whose bones lay unshriven in a recess of Charles Garnier’s palatial opera house. Those who had cause to believe the Phantom of the Opera a man of flesh and bone were wise enough not to speak of him. There were rumours about what happened to those who earned his displeasure.


His protégées came to know him as Monsieur Erik.


Among the Phantom’s few intimates was the Persian. The exact function of this long-faced, astrakhan-capped fellow at the opera house was hard to determine but evidently essential. The girls flitted through a surface world of upholstered finery, fashionable cafés and society engagements, of grand opening nights and merry madcap balls; the Opera Ghost confined himself to the decaying, watery labyrinth below street level, among the scenery of out-of-fashion productions and tombs of tortured men. Only the Persian passed easily between the two realms. It was said he was the only man living who had seen the true face behind mirror and mask, though some claimed to have glimpsed a yellow-eyed, noseless spectre in Box Five, upon which it had a permanent lease.


From behind a mirror in Dressing Room 313, Erik gave ‘music lessons’, whispering for hours to his songbirds – his Swedish-born French nightingale, French-born Irish thrush and All-American eagle. He first discovered Daaé, his most naturally gifted pupil, and called from her a voice to rival the angels. Moreover, he taught her to feel the music, to imbue the polite perfection of her natural tones with the rude turbulence of her young heart. Thanks to Erik, Christine’s voice could reach and affect in a manner those who heard it would never forget, though for her finest performances her only auditor was a single, tattered soul weeping under his mask.


O’Ferrall, near death after a spell under another mesmeristtutor, was cracked in voice, body and spirit when brought to Erik. He repaired her voice if not to its former, artificial magnificence – once, briefly, she had performed at the highest level – then at least to pleasant adequacy. Not a natural singer like Christine, Trilby was, if properly presented, the greatest beauty of the age, an attainment involving at least as much sacrifice and special exercise as musical distinction.


Adler, the American, was warier, less obviously talented, too strong-willed for the special tutelage Erik bestowed upon her sisters in song, but prodigiously gifted. She could turn her quick mind and light fingers to almost anything. Irene’s involvement with the Agency was a matter of negotiation towards mutual advantage rather than submission to the will of the Opera Ghost.


Each, in her own way, benefited from Erik’s work with them, and grew when they worked together. Collaboration went against the instincts of the potential diva in each… but they were more effective as a trio than they would have been as three solo turns. Should their maestro have been interested, a healthy income could have been generated by hiring out les trois jolis anges as entertainment for cafés, society functions, musical soirées, orgies, weddings, funerals and the like… but his vision for his protégées was of a different stripe. He saw in them deeper, more specialised talents and was determined they should be put to good use. A mystery himself, Erik set out to rid the city – à terme, all France (and overseas territories and possessions) – of competition. His own mask would stay in place, but all others would be lifted.


Though seldom seen above street level, Erik founded a private enquiry agency. Just as an opera director does not appear on stage, except to take bows after a first night, Erik remained in his well-appointed cellars while his protégées acted on his behalf and received the applause due to them.


It was circulated in the proverbial circles that those who wished to engage the Opera Ghost Agency must first make contact with the Persian or, for more delicate matters, Madame Giry, the Keeper of Box Five. These loyal operatives would convey the details of the case to the Phantom himself. Often Erik was already well apprised of matters in which prospective clients wished him to take an interest. Thanks to an intricate array of tubes and shutters, he could eavesdrop on gossip uttered in any box, dressing room or lavatory in the house. Few matters of moment troubled the city without being discussed somewhere within the Paris Opéra. Once a case came to Erik’s attention, it was his decision – unaffected by the scale of fee on offer – whether a commission was accepted or declined.


If accepted, a bell sounded.




II


BELLS WERE FOREVER ringing around the house, to summon artistes, dressers, musicians, commissionaires, wine-waiters, clerks, servants, composers, scene-shifters, rat-catchers, chorus girls, washer-women. Bells were sounded to alert the audience when a performance was about to commence or resume. Not to mention the cow-, sheep- or goat-bells rung by percussionists when pieces with rustic settings were given. Only a finely tuned ear could distinguish individual tones among such tintinnabulation. But our three girls knew their bell. When it tinkled, anything they happened to be doing – no matter how important – was set aside in their haste to make their way to a dressing room at the end of a basement corridor which had apparently been abandoned as too far from the great stage for convenience.


When Erik rang the bell, Christine Daaé was in a scuttle-shaped bathtub, all a-lather, singing scales… Trilby O’Ferrall was posing in a sunlit upper room for a class of impoverished art students who’d pooled meagre funds to purchase an hour of her time… and Irene Adler was practising her lock-picking blindfolded, working away with hairpins and clever fingers.


Within moments, the tub stood empty, the students disappointed and the lock unpicked. The girls nipped swiftly to answer the summons, using dumb-waiters, trapdoors and other byways known only to intimates of Charles Garnier. They arrived simultaneously at Dressing Room 313. The Persian looked up from the latest number of La Petite Parisien and flapped a hand at them, the smoke from his Turkish cigarette making a question mark in the air. The trio arranged themselves on a divan before the large, green-speckled mirror. Christine and Trilby were still wriggling into suitable clothes. They helped each other with hooks and buttons. Irene coolly replaced the pins she had been using as lock-picks. When the Persian turned down the gaslight, it was possible to discern a chamber beyond the mirror’s thin silvering. A slender shadow stood there, extravagantly cloaked and hatted, violin tucked under his chin. Erik extemporised the sort of ‘hurry up’ trill used to encourage unpopular acts to get off the stage in salles des variétés as the girls concluded their business with a minimum of pinching and tutting.


‘What’s the ruckus this time, Bright Boy?’ asked Irene, whose speech still bore the pernicious influence of her native New Jersey. ‘Is some mug tryin’ ta knock over the Louvre again?’


‘Could it be a plot to bring down the government?’ asked Trilby.


‘Or set off dynamite under Notre-Dame?’ asked Christine.


The Persian exhaled a smoke ring. ‘Nothing so everyday, ladies.’


All eyes turned to the mirror. Trilby, by a degree the prettiest of our trio and a long chalk the most vain, fussed with her short brown curls, accompanied by a teasing little violin tune. She noticed the others looking at her, smiled sweetly and put her hands in her lap as if about to listen dutifully to a sermon.


The violin was set down and a sepulchral voice sounded, conveyed into the room through a speaking tube with a woodwind tone.


‘Our client,’ said Erik, ‘is most exalted. In fact, a president.’


‘The President of the Republic!’ exclaimed Christine, saluting.


With the shortage of male chorus – thanks to the brutal levies of the Franco-Prussian War, the Siege, the Commune and la Semaine Sanglante – the boyish Daaé frame was often gussied up en travestie in braided uniform. She was better at close-order drill than any lad in the company. Off duty, as it were, she often favoured military tunics. Though born in Sweden, she had been raised mostly in France and was a true patriotess. She could have posed for the image of Marianne if, unlike the often-painted Trilby, she were not addicted to the fidgets.


‘It can’t be that maroon in the White House!’ said Irene Adler.


‘Ireland hasn’t got a president, more’s the pity,’ muttered Trilby – born in Paris of an Irish father and a French mother, never to set foot on the green sod from which she inherited her complexion. ‘Just the cursed God English, and their fat little German Queen.’


‘Our client is far more respected than a mere head of state,’ said Erik. ‘She is la Présidente. Apollonie Sabatier, née Joséphine-Aglaé Savatier. Her salon may be more vital to la vie parisienne than any government building, museum or cathedral.’


‘Salon?’ queried Christine.


‘He means whorehouse,’ explained Irene. ‘What Miss Potato’s Limey oppressors call “a knocking-shop”.’


Trilby good-humouredly stuck her tongue out at Irene.


‘I’ve heard of Madame Sabatier,’ said Trilby. ‘She’s one of those Horizontal Giantesses.’


‘Indeed,’ continued Erik. ‘The most upstanding, indeed paradoxically vertical of the nation’s grandes horizontales. You will have seen her portrait by Meissonier, her statue by Clésinger.’


‘That Baudelaire freak was nuts about her,’ said Irene.


There was a pause. It would be easy to conceive of a yellowish, skeletal brow wrinkling in a frown, a lipless mouth attempting a moue of displeasure, a glint of irritation in sunken yellow eyes.


‘What did I say?’ whined Irene. ‘Everyone knows the guy was ga-ga for the dame. Did you ever see Baudelaire? Weirdest-looking turkey this side of the state fair, mooning over this overpriced sporting gal. Most ridiculous thing you ever heard of. Just like Beauty and the Beast!’


An exhalation of impatience hissed through the speaking tube.


The Phantom had a particular, personal dislike of the Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont fairy tale known far and wide as La Belle et la Bête. When the management attempted to revive André Grétry’s Zémire et Azor, a once-popular opéra comique inspired by the story, the production was dogged by a run of bad luck. At the end of the dress rehearsal, the luckless tenor cast as Azor discovered that the inside of his beast mask had been cruelly coated with indissoluble glue. The prank became unpleasantly apparent when he attempted to tear off his mask to take a bow. No understudy would take the role on opening night, and the piece was replaced at the last moment by a less controversial item from the repertoire, Daniel Auber’s Fra Diavolo, ou L’Hôtellerie de Terracine.


Irene thought over her comments about ugly geniuses smitten with beautiful women, looked again at the silhouette beyond the mirror, and paled in rigid terror. She had spoken without thinking, which was unlike her.


Without the benefit of ‘music lessons’, Irene was less schooled than Christine and Trilby in the discipline expected of Erik’s operatives.


Eventually, the hissing became a normal susurrus, and Erik resumed.


‘It is true that the Salon Sabatier has been the haunt of poets and artists. La Présidente has admirers among our greatest creative minds.’


‘I know all about the minds of poets and painters,’ said Trilby. ‘Filth and degeneracy is what goes around in their clever little brains. Enough scribblers and daubers have trotted after me. Ought to be ashamed, so they should.’


Trilby spat in her hand and crossed herself. It was something her father often did when pledging to creditors that funds would be available by the end of the week, just before the O’Ferrall ménage moved to a new, usually less salubrious address.


‘Our client requires us to display great sensitivity and tact,’ decreed Erik.


‘None of the tittle or the tattle,’ said Christine.


‘Exactly. In the course of this investigation, you might well become privy to information which la Présidente and her particular friends…’


‘Johns,’ put in Irene.


‘…would not wish to be generally known.’


‘Have you noticed how these fancy fellers always think their wives don’t know a thing?’ said Trilby. ‘Bless their hearts. They’re like tiny children. Wouldn’t they be surprised if they knew what their missuses got up to while they’re tomcatting about town?’


All three laughed. Christine, it had to be said, frequently did not quite ‘get’ the meaning of her friends’ comments – especially when, as was their habit, they spoke in English – but was alert enough to conceal occasional ignorance by chiming in with musical giggles. Her chief trait was adorability, and foolish fellows were already composing remarkably poor sonnets about the smallness of her nose with ambitions towards epic verse on the subject of the rest of her anatomy. Trilby was older than the others, though no one would ever tell to look at her. Her greater experience of the artistic life inclined her to be protective of her baby sisters. Foolish fellows in her presence tended to be struck dumb, as if she were a vision at Lourdes. Sometimes, a glazed look came into her eyes, and she seemed a different, more ethereal, slightly frightening person.


Irene, in years the youngest, was a harder nut to crack, and men thought her handsome rather than pretty, as dangerous as alluring. She put it about that she fled her homeland after knifing a travelling preacher for whom she had been shilling. It was considerably more complicated than that. She often imagined returning to New York on the arm of one of the crowned heads she had seen in the rotogravure. In her copy-book, she had already designed an Adler coat of arms – an American eagle, beak deep in the side of a screaming naked Prometheus. A foolish fellow who stepped out with her tended to find some unknown apache had lifted their note-case, snuff-box, cuff-links and watch during the course of a delightful evening with a disappointing curtain.


‘It is a matter of a man and his wife which has been brought before us,’ announced Erik. ‘The man of some distinction, the woman an unknown.’


The Persian undid the ribbon on a large wallet, and slid out clippings from the popular press, a wedding brochure, photographic plates and other documents. These were passed among the girls.


Some excitement was expressed at a reproduced portrait of a handsome fellow in the uniform of a brigadier of the armies of the late Emperor. There was cooing of admiration for a curly moustache and upright sabre. With a touch of malice, the Persian handed over a more recent likeness, in which the golden boy was all but unrecognisable. These days, the soldier was an enormous, shaggy-browed, weathered hulk, a pudding of flesh decorated with innumerable medals.


‘You recognise Étienne Gérard, retired Grand Marshal of France, still reckoned one of our most influential citizens,’ said Erik. ‘No one is as canny as he when it comes to badgering the right politician to change a procurement policy or effect a strategy of preparedness.’


‘He started shouting “the Prussians are coming, the Prussians are coming” just after von Blücher bloodied his nose at Waterloo,’ said Christine. ‘I had an uncle like that.’


‘Of course,’ said Trilby, ‘the Prussians really were coming.’


‘That doesn’t make the old man any less a booby.’


‘You’re behind the times, Chrissy,’ put in Irene. ‘Gérard stopped tooting that particular trumpet a few months back. He’s a changed man since he got hitched to this little social-climber. Now, he’s big on beating swords into ploughshares and insisting the French people have no greater pal than Bismarck.’


The wedding brochure commemorated the joining-together of Grand Marshal Gérard with his bride, Poupée Francis-Pierre.


‘He’s over ninety and she’s what… sixteen?’ said Trilby.


‘Precise details about Madame Gérard’s age, background or qualities are hard to come by,’ said Erik. ‘Such information is one objective of our investigation.’


‘I heard she was a dancer,’ said Christine, looking at a studio photograph of the bride. ‘Looks like she’s made of porcelain. You’d think she’d snap if the old goat so much as touched her.’


‘Is she one of la Présidente’s dollymops?’ asked Irene. ‘Some addlehead dotards go for that rouge-cheeked widdle girlie act.’


‘Madame Gérard is not a former ornament of the Salon Sabatier,’ said Erik. ‘Indeed, she is the cause of some consternation among the girls there. Before his nuptials, the Grand Marshal, despite his advancing years, was an especially favoured and enthusiastic regular customer.’


‘Tarts like ’em old and rich,’ said Trilby. ‘They can’t do much, but pay well over the odds.’


Irene laughed, and Christine joined in.


‘Though not of an artistic temperament,’ continued Erik, ‘Grand Marshal Gérard found Madame Sabatier’s establishment more to his liking than many rival houses run to cater to more military tastes.’


‘Boots and whips,’ shuddered Irene.


‘Subsequent to his wedding, he has not visited the Salon.’


‘No wonder. He’s getting poked for free at home.’


‘La, Irène, you say such things,’ tittered Christine.


‘Madame Sabatier reports that losing a longstanding patron to marriage is an accepted risk of her business. However, she takes pride in the fact that, with this single exception, her clients have returned within three months of their honeymoons, and been more generous than before in the matter of recompense and gifts, usually with an added exhortation to increased discretion.’


Christine laughed out loud, musically. ‘The Madame is deluded. Look at Gérard’s life, all the way back to the last century. All those exploits and adventures. He’s obviously a reckless romantic.’


‘I agree,’ said Trilby. ‘The old idiot’s probably in love with the minx.’


‘I’ll bet nuggets Petite Poupée has been down to the dressmakers to see how she looks in black,’ said Irene. ‘Then steered by the apothecary’s on the way home. If used in excess, those boudoir philtres for the use of senior gentlemen are bad for the constitution… so I hear.’


‘If that is the case, we are required by our client to intervene,’ said Erik.


‘I’ll say,’ put in Trilby. ‘Can’t let some filly get away with murder. We’ve got a reputation to think of.’


‘Does Madame Présidente fear for Gérard’s life?’ asked Christine.


There was a pause. Breathing could be heard through the tube.


‘It may come to that. At present, she is more concerned that the old fellow is not “acting like himself”. She takes a keen interest in the defence of France…’


‘Sausage-eaters are notoriously rough on whores and stingy about paying.’


‘Thank you for that insight, Irene. “Adler” is a German name, is it not? As I was saying, Étienne Gérard’s change of mind on matters military and political troubles Madame Sabatier more than his absence from her customer register. She believes the Grand Marshal might have been “got at” in some way…’


‘Hypnotised,’ said Christine, thrilled.


‘Mesmerised,’ said Trilby, dreamily.


‘Doped,’ said Irene, cynically.


‘She wonders if the Grand Marshal even is the Grand Marshal.’


‘Murdered and replaced by the mad twin from the attic,’ suggested Christine, who read a great deal of sensation fiction, avidly following every feuilleton in every periodical in Paris. ‘Possessed by one of those invisible horlas one hears of and forced to do the bidding of some creature from beyond the veil.’


The Persian gathered back all the documents, and resealed the packet.


‘Erik,’ said Irene, ‘are you sure this is a job for the Agency? It sounds mighty like some scorned comare, sulking because Sugar Daddy has cut off the cash flow, out to do dirt to the chit who has stolen him away. Shouldn’t they settle it with a decent knife-fight and leave us out of it?’


The Persian produced several more wallets.


‘The Grand Marshal is not an isolated case.’




III


THE MARRIAGE CLUB had international members, though all were often found in Paris. Aristide Saccard, the daring international financier, a man who would never escape the soubriquet of ‘shady’; the Duke of Omnium, an English cabinet minister whose speeches were rumoured to have the mystic power of sending entire Houses of Parliament into restful sleep (‘If Planty ever had to declare war,’ sniped one critic, ‘we’d have to wake up the enemy to shoot at him’); Chevalier Lucio del Gardo, a respected banker no one outside the Opera Ghost Agency would have believed moonlighted as a needlessly violent burglar known as ‘the Spine-Snapper’; Walter Parks Thatcher, the American statesman and banker; Simon Cordier, behind his back called ‘Monsieur le Guillotine’, a magistrate and sculptor, renowned for cool, balanced and unsympathetic verdicts in capital cases; and Cardinal Tosca, the Papal Legate, reputedly the greatest virtuoso of the boudoir to come (or be chased) out of Italy since Casanova.


All were getting along in years, widowed or lifelong bachelors, and had recently taken to wife much younger, socially unknown women, or – in the Cardinal’s case – brought her into his household as official servant and unofficial bed-warmer. All had reversed long-held public positions since their happy unions, made peculiar public statements or financial transactions, been far less often seen in society than before (Gérard was not the only old bridegroom to be missed at his favourite brothel) and were reported by estranged friends and relations to have ‘changed their spots’. All, it transpired, had first encountered their current spouses at soirées hosted, on an absurdly well-appointed barge in the Seine, by one Countess Joséphine Balsamo. Some said the Countess was a direct descendant of the purported sorcerer Cagliostro. It was believed among the peers of la Présidente that the Countess was directress of an unofficial wedding bureau, schooling girls plucked from orphanages or jails in the skills necessary to hook a prominent husband, arranging discreet disposal of the lovestruck old men, then taking a tithe from the widows’ inheritances. A flaw in the theory was that none of the husbands, as yet, had died in the expected mysterious circumstances – several long-term moaning invalids had leaped from apparent deathbeds and taken to cavorting vigorously with their pixie-like sylph brides.


Christine held, against experience, to the possibility that nothing more was amiss than a collection of genuine May to December romances (‘More like March to Next February,’ commented Irene) which should be protected from the jealous wiles of Erik’s client. Trilby considered malfeasance was likely on the part of these men of wealth and influence, and that the Countess Joséphine was simply a well-dressed procuress with a dubious title. She felt the true victims of the Marriage Club were the unfortunate, nearly-nameless children given over into the beds of men who purchased them as they might a hunting dog or a painting. Irene suspected everyone was up to no good, and wondered what their angle on l’affaire Balsamo ought to be. She was as much magpie as eagle and it occurred to her that this case should afford access to households where valuables might be carelessly strewn about for the filching.


The Persian, through his police and government contacts, had obtained a list of the Countess’s holdings. Few of her interests were in the name she most commonly used. These papers were passed through a shutter, to the chamber behind the mirror.


‘This seems the most likely “lead”,’ said Erik, after a perusal. ‘École de Danse Coppélius. The Countess is a “sleeping partner”. Young women of barely marriageable age and malleable personality might be found in a dancing school, hein?’


The Persian showed again the photograph of Poupée Gérard. In the corner of the picture were scratched the initials ‘É.d.D.C.’


‘It’s a perfect front,’ said Irene, getting the talk back on track. ‘Haul ’em in, paint ’em up, sell ’em off.’


A lever was thrown, and two wardrobe doors sprung open, disclosing three varied sets of female attire and one suit of male evening dress (with turban). The girls knew at once which were their costumes. The Persian took the turban.


‘Christine, Trilby,’ said Erik, close to the glass, eyes shining. ‘You will try to enrol at the École Coppélius. Christine, at least, should be able to pass an audition if dancing is actually required, while Trilby can certainly be passed off as bride-to-be material.’


The girls looked at each other, not sure whether to be offended by Erik’s implications. Then Christine was struck by the loveliness of her new dress, and forgot any sleight.


The shutter opened again. A newly struck, gilt-edged invitation card lay within. The Persian picked it up by forefinger and thumb, careful not to smudge the ink. Erik had a printing press in his lair – along with much other apparatus somehow smuggled below for the use of the Agency.


‘That,’ said Erik, ‘is for the Countess’s Summer Ball, to be held tonight on her famous barge. She expects the pleasure of the company of Rhandi Lal, the Khasi of Kalabar, and his daughter, the Princess Jelhi.’


Irene held up a silken sari, pressed her hands together in prayerful submission, and bowed mockingly at the mirror, eyes modestly downcast.


‘Try not to overact, Miss Adler.’




IV


WITH HER JEWELLED headdress, scarlet forehead dot, exposed midriff, kohl-lined eyes, near-transparent costume and sinuous walk, ‘Princess Jelhi’ was instantly popular, attracting a platoon of admirers in white tie and tails or dress uniform. Most of the men had swords: as a consequence of jostling for position among the upper ranks, several duels were likely.


As Irene flirted and fluttered, the Persian scanned the ballroom.


The dancing floor was not the classic square, but an oblong. Brassbound porthole-shaped windows above and below the waterline reminded guests that they were on the river. The mooring was secure and the barge heavy in the water: only the slightest motion confirmed that the company was not on dry land. The theme of the ball was Childhood Remembered, and the room was dressed as a giant’s child’s playroom. Ten-foot tall wooden soldiers and other outsized toys stood around, as conversation pieces or to excite wonderment. In the centre of the floor, a gigantic, stately top spun on its axis, ingeniously weighted not to stray from its spot or fall over. Above it all shone a giant, crescent-headed Man in the Moon. A wooden spoon on wires shovelled snuff into a lunar nostril.


Irene lifted a bare foot, showing off her painted nails and oddments of paste jewellery from the opera house’s vast store of dressing-up kit. The motion parted her sari, affording a glimpse of shapely inside-leg. Gasps rose from her admirers and she tittered modestly at the ‘slip’, chiding the gallants in delightfully broken babytalk French.


The Persian looked about for anyone not enraptured by the Princess. If the business of this ball was fishing for fiancés and an uninvited interloper was raiding the stock, the fleet who held rights in these waters would be out of sorts. The Countess Joséphine had not made an entrance, but the Persian knew she would be watching. Erik was not the city’s only addict of secret panels, two-way mirrors, listening tubes and portraits with removable eyes. Any descendant of the mountebank Cagliostro would be mistress of such matters. The single exposed eye of the snuffling Man in the Moon glistened like a lens.


Irene Adler could be relied upon to glance at a crowd of gentlemen and single out the most distinguished victims – taking into account inherited or acquired wealth, ancient or modern title, achievements on the field of battle or in the arts, and degree of commitment to their current marital state. At a masquerade where everyone was dressed up as what they were not, she could spot a Crown Prince through a throng of mere Viscounts and chart a course which would lead inevitably to taking the prize. Within minutes, she had dismissed the also-rans and narrowed the field down to the three men in the company worth bothering with.


The choice picks were Count Rouboff, the Russian military attaché (which is to say, spy) and a cousin of the Tsar; Baron Maupertuis, the Belgian colossus of copper (and other base metals); and ‘Black’ Michael Elphberg, Duke of Strelsau, second son of the King of Ruritania (a mere unmarried half-brother’s death or disgrace away from succession to the crown). Any or all of these might be candidates for the Marriage Club, though only the Baron was elderly.


Count Rouboff asked the Princess to demonstrate the dancing style of far-off Kalabar, and Irene obliged with a shimmy she had learned as warm-up for a snake-oil salesman in the Wild West. As a well-developed thirteen-year-old, her tour with a medicine show had been her first attempt at escape from New Jersey. Of course, the moves that dried mouths and stirred vitals in Tombstone, Cheyenne and No Name City were still effective in Paris, though the crowds were cleaner and, on the whole, had more of their original teeth. Some women simply gave up, collected their wraps, and went home in huffs, leaving behind befuddled gentlemen who would find domestic lives difficult for the next week or so. Others took careful note of Irene’s steps, and resolved to learn them.


A five-piece orchestra provided ever more frenzied accompaniment in what they must have fondly imagined was the style of far-off Kalabar. The musicians were dressed as a strange breed of clown, with ridiculously stack-heeled boots, lightning-pattern leotards immodestly padded with rolled-up handkerchiefs and cut low to reveal thick thatches of chest hair (not entirely natural), faces painted with celestial maps so eyes and mouths opened disturbingly in purple moons or stars, and shocks of bright orange hair teased up into jagged peaks. The band made a lot of noise, and even more fuss – sticking out gargoyle tongues, making obscene advances to their sparkle-patterned instruments, capering grotesquely like dressed-up apes with their rumps on fire.


Irene began to unwind the interlocking scarves that constituted her sari, wrapping them around admirers’ necks, brushing the trail-ends across their faces to raise their colour. The Khasi of Kalabar, suspecting this might go too far, was on the point of stepping in to reprimand his ‘daughter’ when the Princess was flanked.


Two pretty girls, similar enough in face and figure to be taken for sisters, assumed positions either side of Irene, clicked fingers, and fell in step, mimicking exactly her dance moves. A ripple of applause came from those who supposed the Countess had brought in a choreographer. A frown of surprise briefly passed across Irene’s tinted forehead. She left off the Salome business, concentrating on energetic, elaborate footwork, with snake-moves in her hips and back. Out West, the crowd would have hauled out their Colt 45s and blasted the ceiling. The sisters, however, were not thrown. They perfectly matched her, not even seeming to follow a lead.


The Persian considered the bland, shiny faces of the girls. They showed no emotion, no exertion, scarcely even any interest. Irene was, in polite terms, ‘glowing’ – and thus in danger of sweating through her betelnut make-up. The caste mark on her forehead looked like an angry bullet-hole. It was harder and harder for her to keep up with the dance.


Everyone in the room was watching this trio.


The band were murdering ‘Ah! Je ris de me voir si belle en ce miroir’ – the ‘Jewel Song’ from Faust. Carlotta’s signature number, as it happens. One of the clowns sang like a castrato, inventing new lyrics in double Dutch. If he tried that within earshot of a certain Phantom, he’d find himself wearing a chandelier for a hat. The Gounod opera was a favourite with Erik.


Irene made a tiny misstep, and lost her lead. Now, she had to follow, to mimic, to copy – and the terpsichorean sisters began to execute a series of balletic leaps, glides and stretches which were too much for the New Jersey Apsara. Her bare foot slid, and she had to be caught by a nobody – her former admirers were now enslaved by the sisters.


For a moment, it seemed there would be a problem – three swains, two dancers – but Irene was instantly replaced by a third girl, darker haired but sharing the family resemblance. The debutante locked at once into the dance, and the three tiny, strong girls performed like prima ballerinas prevailed upon to share a leading role. Now there was a sister apiece, if sisters they were, for the Count, the Baron and the Duke.


The Princess was helped, limping, out of the circle by her rescuer, Basil – a homosexual English painter with only academic interest in the female form. Even he deserted her as soon as she was dumped on a couch, and was drawn back to the circle around the dancing girls.


‘They ain’t human,’ the Princess said – through angry tears – to the Khasi.


The performance concluded with a tableau as the darker girl was held high, pose perfect. Thunderous applause resounded. The girls’ pleasant smiles did not broaden.


‘It must be mesmerism,’ said Irene. ‘Trilby’s old tutor is probably behind it. Svengali. He put her to sleep with a swinging bauble and fixed her croak so she came out with the purest voice in Europe. Those witches have had the same treatment, only for dancing.’


Irene stood up, putting weight on her foot. Her ankle was not turned or sprained. Only her dignity was really damaged.


‘The patsies are lost,’ she told the Persian. ‘While no one’s watching, let’s sneak out. There must be something on this tub to give the game away.’


He nodded concurrence.




V


‘ZUT ALORS, TRILBEE,’ said Christine. ‘We have wasted our time. This is not a dancing school…’


‘This is a mannequin factory,’ concluded Trilby.


‘That fool of a Persian must have made the mistake. And we have come all this way by fiacre. Erik should not put his trust in such a person. So the trip is not a complete wash-out, we should go to a café and have some pastries.’


‘The Persian’s not a fool,’ said Trilby, concentrating.


‘He has sent us to the wrong address.’


‘But the name is correct, look. It may not be École de Danse Coppélius, but – see – here on the board. Fabricants des Mannequins – M. Coppélius et Sig. Spallanzani. Perhaps the dance school failed, and the Countess’s partners found a new use for the building.’


They had hoped to enrol in evening classes.


‘Chrissy, now it’s time for subtle fuge.’


‘Subtle what?’


‘Fuge. You know, sneakin’ about.’


‘Ha! But you are ill-suited for such, with your hopping-of-the-clod Irish feet and so forth.’


‘Never you mind my feet. It’s your own slippered tootsies you should be thinking on.’


Christine arched her leg, displaying her fine calf boot and its row of buttons.


‘Lovely,’ said Trilby. ‘Very suited for sneakin’. Now, if you’ll climb up over this fence – mind the spikes on the tops of the rail, looks as if they’ve been sharpened – I’m certain you’ll be able to get that chain loosened so I can follow. This is a task much more suited to your delicacy.’


For a moment, Christine wondered whether she had not been manipulated into taking an uncomfortable risk. But she knew the Irish girl was too simple-minded for such duplicity.


‘Careful,’ called up Trilby. ‘You’ll tear your…’


There was a rip, as Christine’s skirts caught on a spike.


‘Never mind. It’ll set a new fashion.’


Trilby looked both ways, up and down the alley. They had sought out a side entrance to the factory, away from passersby.


Christine dropped from the top of the fence and landed like a cat, with a hiss. She had a fetching smear of grime on her forehead and her hair had come loose. From her reticule, she found a hand mirror and – angling to get moonlight to work by – effected meticulous repairs to her appearance, while Trilby waited for the chain to be seen to.


As it happened, the chain was draped incorrectly around the wrong railings. The gate had been left unfastened. It swung open with a creak.


‘I suppose we should have tried that first.’


Christine frowned, a touch pettishly.


‘Now is not the time to bring up this matter, Trilbee.’


‘Perhaps not. Now, the fastenings of that little window, eight or ten feet up the wall, look to me to be similarly neglected. Let me make a cradle with my rough Irish peasant hands and hoist your dainty delicate Swedish footsie like so…’


With a strength born in hours of holding awkward poses while undressed in draughty artists’ garrets, Trilby lifted her fellow angel up off the ground. Christine pushed the window, which fell in with a crash.


‘Perhaps we should announce our arrival with twenty-four cannons, hein?’


Trilby shrugged, and Christine slipped through the window. She reached down, and pulled Trilby up after her.


They both stood in a small, dark room. Trilby struck a lucifer. All around were racks of unattached, shapely arms and legs.


‘Sainte Vierge Marie!’ exclaimed Christine, in a stage whisper. ‘We have stumbled into the larder of a clan of cannibals!’


Trilby held the match-flame near a rack. Porcelain shone in the light, and a row of arms swayed, tinkling against each other.


‘No, Chrissy, as advertised, this is a mannequin factory.’


Against the wall sat a range of womanly torsos, with or without heads. Some were wigged and painted, almost complete. Others were bald as eggs, with hollow eye-sockets waiting for glass.


‘What would doll-makers have to do with these mystery brides?’


‘I’ve a nasty feeling we’re about to find out.’


A light appeared under the crack of the door, and there was some clattering as a lock was turned. Then bolts were thrown, and several other locks fussed with.


‘What are we to do, Trilbee?’


‘Take off our clothes. Quickly.’


Christine looked aghast. Trilby, more used to getting undressed at speed, had already started. The clattering continued. Christine unfastened the first buttons of her bodice. Trilby – already down to stockings, drawers, corset and chemise – helped with a tug, ripping out the other ninety-eight buttons, getting Christine free of her dress as if unshelling a pod of peas. The door, so much more secure than the gate or the window, was nearly unlocked.


Trilby picked up Christine, and hooked the back of her corset on a hanger.


‘Go limp,’ she whispered.


Christine flopped, letting her head loll.


Trilby sat against the wall, making a place among a row of mannequins similarly clad in undergarments. She opened her eyes wide in a stare, sucked in her cheeks, and arranged her arms stiffly, fingers stretched.


The door finally opened. Gaslight was turned up.


A gnome-like little man, with red circles on his cheeks and a creak in his walk, peered into the room.


‘Cochenille, what is it?’ boomed someone from outside.


‘Nothing, Master Spallanzani,’ responded Cochenille, the gnome, in a high-pitched voice. ‘Some birds got in through the window, and made a mess among the demoiselles.’


‘Clear it up, you buffoon. There will be an inspection later, and the Countess does not take kindly to being displeased. As you well know.’


Cochenille flinched at the mention of the Countess. Christine and Trilby worked hard at keeping faces frozen. Slyly, the little man shut the door behind him, listened for a moment to make sure his master was not coming to supervise, then relaxed.


‘My pretties,’ he said, picking up a bewigged head and kissing its painted smile. ‘Lovelier cold than you’ll ever be warm.’


Cochenille tenderly placed the head on the neck of a limbless torso and arranged its hair around its cold white shoulders. He passed on, paying attention to each partial mannequin.


‘Alouette, not yet,’ he cooed to a mannequin complete but for one arm. ‘Clair-de-lune, very soon,’ to another finished but for the eyes and wig. ‘And… but who is this? A fresh face. And finished.’


He stopped before Christine, struck by her.


‘You are so perfect,’ said Cochenille. ‘From here, you will go to the arms of a rich man, a powerful man who will be in your power. You will sway the fates of fortunes, armies, countries. But you will have no happiness for yourself. These men who receive you, they appreciate you not. Only Cochenille truly sees your beauty.’


Christine concentrated very hard on being frozen. As an artists’ model, Trilby was used to holding a pose, but Christine’s nerves were a-twitch. She worried that the pulse in her throat or a flicker in her eyes would give her away. And the urge to fidget was strong in her.


‘What these men know not is that they take my cast-offs,’ said the gnome, rather unpleasantly. ‘Before you wake, before you are sent to them, you are – for this brief tender moment – the Brides of Cochenille.’


With horror, Christine realised this shrunken thing, with his withered face and roué’s face paint, was unbuttoning his one-piece garment, working down from his neck, shrugging free of his sleeves.


She would do only so much for Erik!


Cochenille leaned close, wet tongue out. Suddenly, he was puzzled, affronted.


‘Mademoiselle,’ he said, shocked, ‘you are too… warm!’


Christine gripped the rack from which she was hung, taking the weight off her corset, and scissored her legs around Cochenille’s middle. Trilby leaped up, tearing an arm from the nearest doll, wielding it like a polo mallet. She fetched the gnome a ferocious blow on the side of his head as Christine tried to squeeze life out of the loathsome little degenerate.


Cochenille’s head spun around on his neck, rotating in a complete circle several times. He ended up looking behind him, at the astonished Trilby.


‘He’s a doll,’ she gasped.


Something in his neck had broken and he couldn’t speak. His glass eyes glinted furiously. Christine still had him trapped.


‘And he is a disgusting swine,’ she said.


Trilby lifted Cochenille’s head from his neck and his body went limp in Christine’s grip. She let go and the body collapsed like a puppet unstrung.


His eyes still moved angrily. Trilby yanked coils and springs from his neck, detaching a long velvety tongue with a slither as if she were pulling a snake out of a bag. She threw the tongue away.


Christine got down from her rack and uncricked her aching back.


Trilby tossed the head to her, as if it were a child’s ball. She saw lechery in those marble eyes, and threw the nasty thing out of the window, hoping it wound up stuck on one of the fence spikes.


Outside, dogs barked.


Christine, conscious of her déshabillé, looked around for her ruined dress.


Then the door opened again.


They looked at the guns aimed at them. Christine slowly put her hands up. Trilby did likewise.


‘Who have we here?’ said the tall old man with the pistols. ‘Uninvited guests?’


‘Snoopers,’ said his smaller partner. ‘Drop ’em in the vat.’


The tall man smiled, showing sharp yellow teeth.




VI


IRENE AND THE Persian had doffed their Khasi and Princess disguises. Now, they wore close-fitting black bodystockings with tight hoods like those popularised by the English soldiers at Balaclava. The lower parts of their faces were covered with black silk scarves; only their eyes showed.


They crept along the deck of the barge, conscious of the music and chatter below. The clowns were performing some interminable rhapsody from Bohemia, which made Irene vow to avoid that region in the future. The full moon and the lights of the city were not their friend, but they knew how to slip from shadow to shadow.


On the Pont du Carrousel, a solitary man stood, looking down at the dark waters and the barge. Irene saw the shape and laid a hand on the Persian’s arm to stop him stepping into moonlight. They pressed against the side of a lifeboat, still in the shadow. Irene first assumed the man on the bridge was a stroller who had paused to have a cigar, though no red glow-worm showed. She hoped it was not some inconvenient fool intent on suicide – they did not want attention drawn to their night-work, with lanterns played across the water’s surface or the decks where they were hiding. The figure did not move, was not apparently looking at the barge, and might as easily have been a scarecrow.


Irene slipped away from the lifeboat, did a gymnast’s roll, and found herself next to the housing of some sort of marine winch. Heart beating fast, she looked up at the bridge. The possible spy was gone. There had been something familiar about him.


The Persian joined her.


The Countess Cagliostro’s barge was armoured like a dreadnought. That was why it sat so low in the water. Aft of the ballroom were powerful engines, worked by humming dynamos. The barge was fully illuminated by electrical Edison lamps, and mysterious galvanic energies coursed through rubber-clad veins, nurturing vast sleeping mechanical beasts whose purposes neither of Erik’s operatives could guess.


‘She could invade a country with this thing,’ said Irene.


‘Several,’ commented the Persian.


‘Do you think it’s a submersible?’


The Persian shrugged. ‘I should not be surprised if it inflates balloons from those fittings, and lifts into the skies.’


‘You’ve an inventive turn of mind, pardner.’


‘That is true. It is part of the tale of how Erik and I became associates, back in my own country… but this is not the time for that history.’


‘Too true. Let’s try and find the lady’s lair.’


Beyond the engines, the deck was a featureless plate but for several inset panes of thick black glass. Irene reckoned this was Erik’s trick again – transparent for the sitting spider, opaque for the unwary fly.


From the pouch slung on her hip, she drew a cracksman’s tool: a suction cup with an arm, attached to a brutal chunk of diamond. The tool was worth more than most of the swag Irene had used it to lift – the cutting gem had been prised from a tiara and shaped to order by a jeweller who nearly baulked at the sacrilege of turning beauty into deadly practicality.


Irene cut a circle out of the glass, and placed it quietly on the deck.


The space below was dark, a pool of inky nothing. Working silently, the Persian unwound a coil of rope from his torso and made a harness for Irene. After a tug to test the line, Irene stepped into the hole and let herself fall. The Persian, anchored strongly, doled out measured lengths of rope, lowering her by increments.


Once inside, the hole above was bright as the moon, and all around was cavernous dark. Irene blinked, hoping her eyes would adjust – but the gloom was unbroken, the dark undifferentiated.


Then there was a musical roaring, as if a steam calliope were stirring, and a thousand coloured jewels lit up, dazzling her. Incandescent lamps fired and Irene found herself dangling inside what might have been the workings of a giant clock. Gears and wheels, balances and accumulators were all around, in dangerous motion, scything through the air. She had to twist on her rope to avoid being bashed by a counterweight.


Music played – mechanical, but cacophonous, assaulting her ears.


The Persian began to haul her upwards hastily, out of the potential meat-grinder, and she climbed, loops of rope dangling below her. A razor-edged wheel whirred, slicing through loose cord.


Irene was pulled up on deck. By more than two hands.


Light streamed upwards from the hole.


Men in striped jerseys caught her. Their faces were covered by metal half-masks. The Persian, scarf torn away and hood wrenched off, was held by a stranger character, one of the ten-foot toy soldiers from the ballroom, miraculously endowed with life. Its tin moustache bristled fiercely and its big wooden hands gripped like implements of torture. Slung on its back was an oversized musket with a yard-long bayonet. Stuck out of its side was a giant key. The Persian was lifted completely off his feet, crushed against the soldier’s shiny blue tunic.


‘Messieurs,’ said Irene, ‘you’re taking liberties. Get your paws off the goods if you don’t intend to buy.’


The half-masked sailors were briefly confused, and relaxed their ungallant grip on her person. Irene darted and her slick leotard slipped through the hands of her would-be captors. Like an eel, she was out of their grasp, heading towards the side of the barge. If she got over, she would have a chance. The Persian could be rescued later, if that were possible.


Something rose from the shadows and took a much faster hold.


Three swift blows to the stomach knocked the wind out of her. She doubled up in pain, and was recaptured. The sailors were less considerate about keeping hold of her now.


The thing that had struck her emerged into the light.


It was a woman – of course – wearing a costume modelled on Elizabeth of England, with a red lacquered moon-face mask and towering headdress. Dozens of pearls studded bodice and face, exciting Irene’s larcenous instincts. Getting her breath back, she sighed at such extravagance.


‘The Countess Cagliostro, I presume.’


‘Your hostess,’ said the woman. ‘Though I don’t remember putting your names on the guest list. What were they again?’


‘I’m Sparkle and he’s Slink,’ said Irene. ‘We’re desperate apache thieves. You’ve bushwhacked us properly, so do us the courtesy of summoning gendarmes and handing us over to French justice so we can start plotting our escape from Île du Diable. We accept this as an inevitable reverse of our chosen profession, sheer crookery. And there’s no need to be unpleasant about it.’


The Countess’s mask seemed to smile, its eye-slits narrowing.


She glided, on invisible feet, to the side of her toy soldier, and twisted the key as if winding a clock. Then she stood back, and the key turned as – with big, jerky motions – the soldier raised the struggling, bleeding Persian above its head, then dropped him over the side of the barge. After a long scream, there was a splash.


Irene’s heart leaped. This was not what had been planned.


The soldier stumped away from the edge of the barge, and the Countess paid attention to Irene.


‘Now that’s taken care of, let’s talk about you.’


Irene deemed it politic to swoon.




VII


‘SHE’S WITH US now,’ said Trilby.


‘Irène,’ said Christine.


‘Eh… what?’ said Irene.


Irene blinked, awake and uncomfortable. Her wrists were tied above her head, and she hung from an iron hook. To her sides dangled Trilby and Christine, similarly trussed, wearing only undergarments.


The air was warm. A fragrance swelled upwards.


‘Don’t look down, dear,’ advised Trilby.


Of course, Irene could not help herself.


Below her feet was a vat shaped like a giant-sized witch’s cauldron, heated by a bellows-fuelled furnace. Pink, molten mass bubbled angrily, smelling of paraffin and cinnamon.


‘A coat of wax does wonders for the complexion,’ said one of the men who stood below.


Irene looked up at her wrists. She could probably saw through her bonds by swinging on the hook, but then she risked a death-plunge into boiling wax.


‘Who’s your friend?’ she asked Trilby.


‘Coppélius,’ said the Irish girl.


‘Spallanzani!’ insisted the man who had spoken. ‘He’s Coppélius!’


Spallanzani was the taller of the pair. With them was the Countess, who had kept her mask but changed into male evening dress spectacularly tailored to fit her figure. She was too hippy and busty for a dancer but had a wasp waist most opera singers would envy.


‘Three pretty girls, with unusual talents,’ said the Countess. ‘Only one agency I know of in Paris lays claim to such employees. You are the Angels of Music? The creatures of… One Whose Name is Seldom Spoken. I have heard of your previous exploits. It will almost be a shame to write fin to such a feuilleton. Almost.’


Spallanzani and Coppélius laughed, unpleasantly.


‘Naturally, ladies, I should delight in attending your final performance,’ said the Countess, ‘but pressing business elsewhere summons me. I have been absent from my Summer Ball for too long. Matters there are coming to a head. My doll-makers and I are required to oversee the course of true love. A trusted servant will remain behind to supervise your fatal immersion.’


The Countess snapped her long fingers.


A small creature lurched into the circle of light. Christine and Trilby groaned.


‘Poor Cochenille,’ said the Countess. ‘He has been fearfully mistreated this evening.’


The little man’s head did not fit on properly, and several of his limbs dragged. He would not have been especially attractive at the best of times, and now he was a complete grotesque. The Countess patted his head, and withdrew, the doll-makers trailing after her.


‘They’re mannequins,’ said Trilby. ‘The brides. Poupée Gérard and the others. Automata.’


‘Clockwork,’ said Christine.


‘I guessed as much.’


‘That lump isn’t real either,’ said Trilby, nodding at Cochenille.


‘I heard that,’ he shrilled. ‘Soon you won’t be so particular. When the wax hardens, the Countess will give you to me. As toys.’


‘Toys shouldn’t have toys,’ said Christine. ‘It’s absurd.’


Cochenille manipulated a winch, unrolling chain from a drum, humming to himself.


The girls were lowered, by inches.


Christine and Trilby took deep breaths, and twisted, knees up to their chests, feet tucked against their rumps. Irene, who’d had quite enough perilous dangling for one evening, tried her best to imitate her colleagues’ tactics, straining her shoulders and back. She yelped.


Cochenille lowered them further. They could feel heat boiling off churning wax. Spits painfully dotted their bodies, forming solid specks on their garments. It seemed the advantages of hot wax for the complexion were decidedly overrated.


They were hung from hooks fixed to a bedstead-sized frame which was attached at the corners to four chains which gathered up through an iron-loop affair to wind around pulleys fixed to the factory ceiling. The more chain was extended to lower them, the more give there was.


Irene looked up, and saw a dusty skylight and the roofs of Paris. For an instant, she thought she saw the billow of a cloak.


From somewhere, three sharp notes sounded.


Christine and Trilby threw their weight backwards, taking Irene with them, so she could see skylight and cloaked figure no more. The girls extended their legs, feet pointed like trapézistes. Their eyes were open, fixed on nothing in particular. They concentrated on becoming living pendulum weights.


It was a side-effect of the ‘music lessons’, Irene thought – the way Christine and Trilby sometimes started acting in concert like the Corsican Brothers or (and this chilled her) the mannequin dancers at the Countess’s ball. She knew her colleagues were flesh and blood, but Erik had tinkered with their minds. At times like this, she regretted not also having submitted to the special tutoring, though she usually shrunk in cold terror from the idea.


‘Stop that swinging, at once,’ shrieked Cochenille. ‘Naughty, naughty girls.’


Irene again did her best to imitate Christine and Trilby, throwing her weight in synchronisation with their trapeze act. The frame swung in a long arc, up and back, then down and forward, as if tossed on a great wave. It seemed for a moment that the girls’ feet and legs might dip agonisingly into hot wax, but their heels barely brushed the furious surface. It was fortunate that Christine and Trilby were divested of their dresses, for skirts would have trailed in the wax and anchored them in the cauldron. Irene’s leotard was close enough to a circus aerialist’s costume to be suited for this venture.


Cochenille frantically worked the winch, which was stuck.


On the next pass, the frame took the girls past the rim of the cauldron, over dizzyingly empty space. Then they crossed the deadly gulf again, higher still at the height of the swing, and were pulled back.


Irene saw what was intended.


She hoped they wouldn’t break their legs, though that would still be better than becoming a prize exhibit at the grand opening of the Musée Grévin, the waxworks which would supposedly rival London’s Madame Tussaud’s if it were ever finished.


On the next pass, as they looked down, the girls stuck out their legs, bracing themselves for a shock. Their feet slammed against the lip of the vat, which rang like a bell, and their swinging stopped. They bent at the knees and waists, but stretched out as if standing up at a forty-five degree angle, held by their chains but safe, feet planted on the hot metal, weight tipping the cauldron.


Another note sounded from nowhere.


Christine and Trilby were out of their useful trance.


All three girls complained of discomfort – strain on their muscles, searing against the soles of their feet, damage to their stockings.


Cochenille hopped in frustration. If he loosened the chain more, the girls would be able to slip their bonds. He must reverse the winch and raise them higher, dragging them over the lip of the vat.


The gnome took hold of the wheel of the winch.


‘Give it a bit of kick,’ said Trilby.


Irene strained with her thighs, putting more weight against the cauldron. The others did too.


The vat was on an axle set in housings, so wax could be poured into moulds. By inches, the girls tipped the vat with their feet. Liquid poured out of a spout-like groove in the rim.


The first pink gush splashed against the floor.


A wave broke against Cochenille’s ankles, and froze solid on cold flagstones. He was trapped.


‘Harpies of the inferno!’ he shouted.


A greater cascade fell all around him, and he became encased in it, a doll inside a statue. He tried to move, and pieces of hot wax broke free – but more was poured onto his head, setting in drapes and drips and great chunks. He was more wax than doll now, a failed golem.


‘You’ve done for me,’ he shrilled, ‘flesh and blood vipers in dolls’ shapes! You’ve…’


Cochenille’s voice shut off. The mound of wax shook and tumbled into pieces. The doll was beyond fixing this time.


Irene took her feet off the cauldron and swung upwards, hooking her legs through the frame, taking weight off her wrist bonds, which she freed and twisted apart. She climbed the chains, as feeling came back to her fingers. Monkey-like, Christine managed the same trick, leaving Trilby to take the strain of keeping the vat, now lighter for the loss of most of its contents, in pouring position. Then, in concert, Irene and Christine lifted Trilby free.


The vat clanged back on its axle.


Wax spread on the floor, solidifying.


The girls swung wildly on their frame, comparing bruises to their skin and damage to their costume. They picked deposits of wax out of each other’s hair.


‘That was horrid,’ said Christine.


‘I’ve got aches in places where I didn’t think I had places,’ said Irene.


‘We’re not out of the woods yet,’ said Trilby. ‘We’ve got to get down from here and finish the job. Some men have to learn that their brides are life-size dolls without minds.’


‘Some men might not care,’ observed Irene.




VIII


FORTUNATELY, THE MANNEQUIN factory had an extensive store of suitable costumes for their products. The trio found playroom clothes which would pass among the giant dolls and toys at the Summer Ball: Irene as a buckskinned cowgirl of the Wild West, Christine as a bold brigadier of Napoleon’s army and Trilby as a parti-coloured harlequin.


In the factory’s stable, they found a light carriage, with a pair of horses tethered and ready. Pinned to the seat was a hand-drawn map showing the best route between the factory and the barge’s mooring, signed ‘O.G.’, for Opera Ghost.


‘He thinks of everything,’ said Christine.


‘Always watches over us,’ said Trilby.


‘He might have been more help when we were about to be dunked in the boiling wax,’ said Irene.


Her colleagues looked at her, shocked.


‘Irène, Erik works best in the shadows,’ said Christine. ‘This you know.’


Irene shrugged and climbed up onto the box.


She knew now who had been up on the rooftops. She wondered about those strange, skull-piercing musical notes and their effect on her colleagues.


‘Yee-hah, giddyup,’ she shouted, taking the reins.


The vehicle charged out onto the street, knocking over a brazier at which a night-watchman had been warming his hands. Hot coals spilled on the cobbles.


The watchman made an impertinent gesture at the departing carriage.


Christine and Trilby argued over the map, feeding Irene instructions at each turn. The horses knew their way already, which Irene didn’t find all that comforting.


The Angels of Music tore through the streets of Paris.




IX


AT MIDNIGHT, THREE happy couples were escorted by creaking wooden soldiers from the ballroom of the barge into a smaller, equally well-appointed chamber where the company was far more select. Here, music was provided by intricate automata whose instruments were parts of their bodies. The orchestra had been constructed by skilled Venetian craftsmen a century earlier.


A stiff-backed, golden-faced toy conductor – a marvellous engine in itself, clad in a gold swallow-tail coat with jewel-studded epaulettes – precisely ticked off the seconds with a baton.


The Count, the Baron and the Duke each escorted a tiny dancer. Barbée, Cyndée and Annette en Lambeaux had entirely captivated their newfound fiancés with artificial charms, augmented by certain drugs administered through tiny scratches from sharp glass fingernails. Nothing was left to chance.


Each couple joined the dance, moving elegantly to the automata’s tinkling. The other couples on the floor would have been familiar to Erik’s agents, for their documents had been examined. Here was the Grand Marshal Gérard, the Duke of Omnium, the Chevalier del Gardo, Monsieur le Juge Cordier, Mr Thatcher of New York, Cardinal Tosca and all the other ‘husbands’, partnered with – and, in some cases, propped up by – deceptively fragile, hard-eyed wives. Indeed, a careful observer would have noticed these men were led around the floor by their painted dolls, in an advanced state of befuddlement verging on somnambulism.


At length, the dance concluded, and the couples stood in neat rows as if for inspection, male heads hung, female faces turned up. A trap slid open and a podium raised, upon which stood the masked Joséphine Balsamo, swathed in pure white furs, from arctic wolves and polar bears. She presented a savage, commanding aspect – like the chieftain of a marauding tribe clad in the skins of fallen enemies.


‘Tonight, at last, our company is complete,’ she announced. ‘The men in this room can claim between them to control the world. Every sphere of human activity is represented – politics, finance, arms, faith, letters, industry, science. Beside you are your perfect wives, so demure, so devoted. You are theirs, entirely. Through them, you are mine entirely. You serve the Cause of Cagliostro. I have played a long game. You all had to be in place. Nothing in this world cannot be decided among the men in this room. Wars can be arranged. Fortunes shifted. Governments changed. On my whim, I could choose what people will say, think, eat, hum in the bath. This has been my goal for more years than I care to remember. My sole regret is that, at this moment, I am essentially talking to myself, for you, the wives, are but my instruments, unliving tools who express only my will. And you, the husbands, are sleeping, dreaming what I have deemed you will dream, dancing at the end of strings I control. Shall I feel lonely? Is this game solitaire? Earlier tonight, it was revealed to me that forces – pathetic, perhaps, set beside this company but not to be despised – were set against me, against us. Agents have been dealt with. But there may be others. Believe me, I am glad of this. For we must test our strength. We must seek out the other players of this Great Game and destroy them utterly.’


China palms clapped together in approval.


Beneath her moon-mask, the Countess smiled on her creatures.




X


FROM THE PONT du Carrousel, Christine, Trilby and Irene watched as carriages ferried away the Countess’s lesser guests. Thus was the chorus dispensed with, ejected from the ball – only members of the exclusive Marriage Club remained on the barge with the Countess and her minions.


‘Is that an unwound turban floating by the bilges?’ asked Trilby.


Irene had not had time to explain fully the fate of the Persian.


Christine gasped and clutched her throat, apprehending at once that something dreadful had transpired.


Irene drew six-shooters from her leather hip-holsters, and thumb-cocked the hammers.


‘Come on, Angels,’ she drawled, ‘a gal’s gotta do what a gal’s gotta do!’




XI


THE TRIO ADVANCED through the barge’s ballroom, stepping tactfully over drunks and suicides, avoiding staff clearing away the debris, posing briefly among giant toys when it seemed they might be noticed. They came to a locked door. Irene put away her guns and picked the lock. The party was continuing, inside, in more select fashion. Christine, Trilby and Irene crept in, and sat at the back without attracting attention.

OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
)

i @
= ==

M. R. CAREY
author of The Gir
on An Engl)

e

With Al the Gifts
Ghost Story

s

D
5)

1

1“ %
TTERLY WONDERFUL” & 5

-
KIMf NEWMAN /g

2]

fe
g

S





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ANGEIS
MUSIC

KIM NEWMAN

TITAN BOOKS





