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1

Losing Ferdy




Hello this is Garland Maddigan writing things down. I don’t know why I am writing them down because when you write it’s mostly because you’re trying to tell somebody else something but right now – I’m telling myself – me! – things I already know. Or maybe I half-know them and writing them down finishes them off in my head so that I know them properly. Written down things seem true. Weird!



Stretched out among the ferns on the small tangled hillside, her red curls burning among the green leaves and fronds, Garland Maddigan closed the cover of the book she had been writing in, though still holding her writing place in it with one finger. She looked at its battered blue cover admiringly. No doubt about it. A book! A thick book of actual pages … paper pages … empty pages. Closing her eyes she rippled her thumb across their edges. Once, she knew, the world had been filled with paper, but the Destruction turned most of it to ashes. These days, even though the Destruction and the Chaos that followed it were times of the past, even though the world had been slowly remaking itself for years, paper was not always easy to come by once you moved out of the cities. And inside the cities it was often expensive. Here she was with a whole empty book of it, found in one of those ruined houses, those empty shells twisted in gardens gone wild, lasting on in the tangled forests on either side of the road. She could move her secret thoughts from inside to outside, and then, by closing that blue cover, she could trap them before they flitted away from her. After all, soon she would be thirteen and her childhood (along with all the things that had patched her childhood together) would be fading into the past. Better write the days down before they got away from her altogether. These pages – these white spaces – were hers and hers alone. She was going to tell her secret thoughts to that mysterious reader she felt taking shape on the other side of the paper.
         

Down at the bottom of the hill a little plain, slightly scooped like a begging hand, reached out of a small forest of old trees stretching bare branches towards the next hill. (After all, though the sun was shining so warmly it was winter.) And there, on the edge of scrubby bush that fringed the true forest (trees that never lost their leaves), Garland’s moving home, the Fantasia, was laid out like a strange garden set within a crescent; tents, old and sometimes patched, had the look of gallant, coloured flags. There was her home – half bus, half caravan, a crested tower pointing upward from its roof, rather as if a little castle were struggling to hatch itself out of the old van. The Fantasia dressed not only its clowns and acrobats in astonishing clothes, but turned the vehicles that carried it along the leftover tracks of the wild world into a bright and shifting village on wheels. There was the food wagon, hung with pots and pans. Bailey, the mapreader, was carefully wiping dust out of them. He turned as Maddie, Garland’s mother, walked by, and shook his duster at her. It promptly turned into a bunch of flowers which he held out to Maddie. It was a trick they were both used to, but she laughed and Bailey laughed with her. The wind crept in under the canvas of the tents so that the canvas rose and fell, and the whole Fantasia looked as if it were laughing along with them. Below there, in that strange garden, people were working hard: checking the horses, practising their routines, packing and repacking, fixing the frills round the necks of the dogs, then clapping their hands for them to leap through their hoops, dance on their hind legs or spin like barking tops.
         

Vans and wagons were parked in a wide semicircle. Garland now saw her mother join her father, Ferdy the ringmaster, bright in his scarlet coat – not the one he wore for performances but an old one he put on when the wind was cold. The Fantasia was slow to throw anything away. She watched her parents, walking side by side, and holding hands as they checked coils of rope, or bent side by side over solid, impassive boxes, watched them pat the panting tents and laugh to one another. Yves, her father’s second-in-command, walked a step or two behind them, and Boomer, that irritating boy (a sort of adopted cousin-brother), zoomed around on his small motorized bike, the treasure of his life, trying to look as if he, too, was one of the people in charge. But Boomer loved machines and perhaps machines liked Boomer. They certainly seemed to do what he told them to do. But perhaps Boomer needed to feel he was in charge of something. He was a Fantasia orphan, half-adopted by old Goneril the Fantasia witch who complained about him, but who made sure he had plenty to eat, and who stuck up for him when anything went wrong. And there was Goneril herself, standing outside her van which was painted with magic symbols, probably grumbling (for grumbling was her hobby). Even when the weather was fine and things were going well, Goneril always found something to grumble about. Looking down on them all, it suddenly seemed to Garland that she was watching two families … her own parents, of course, but also that other wider family – the Fantasia itself, that family of tumblers and grumblers related to her by wonders and work, travel and trickery … Maddigan’s Fantasia. There they were – all of them – Tane the chief clown and a lively acrobat, Penrod who looked after the horses and flipped on the trapeze. There were Byrna and Nye the stilt walkers, there was old Goneril of course, and dreamy Bannister with one book tucked under his arm (even though he was strapping up a bundle of something), and another in his back pocket. Books, books, always books with Bannister. And there, of course, was Ferdy – descended directly from the first Maddigan, Gabrielle – walking with her mother, Maddie, who was not only a mother but an acrobat, and a knife thrower as well (though her knives had blades like stars or new moons). There they were, all those special people, laid out like pieces in a bright game … and beyond them, all around them, the damaged land that held still while you looked at it, but which seemed to spin and shift and tangle, turning tricks of its own once you looked away.
         

Garland flipped her book open again and began her writing. Funny that scribbling things down like this should be making her feel so altered … so powerful. The short stub of pencil, hard to hold but carefully sharpened, left its silver track across the page.


Ok … perhaps there is someone on the other side of the page who is reading what I am writing. Hey you! Hello there! Who are you? I suppose you’ll have to read all this in a backwards way, like Alice in that Looking Glass story which my mother read to me. I’ll start off telling you who I am. I am Garland Maddigan … a true-born Maddigan … part of Maddigan’s Fantasia … the greatest circus in the world. We travel most of the year from place to place, joking, dancing, doing a thousand tricks. We cross the nowhere – the hundreds of nowheres – that lie between the camps and communities and towns and left-over cities of the world. I am twelve, well, almost thirteen, and I have red hair, a true Maddigan colour. I can do a bit of magic, but my true power is walking the tightrope. I can even turn flips on it, and that’s a true Maddigan power – the power to do tricks I mean. We’re a trickster family.
            



Garland paused, then began writing again.


I don’t know if the world counts as the world any more, not since the poisonings and then the wars of the Destruction which all took place ages ago … back before the days of Gabrielle Maddigan who counts as our first Maddigan in a way, though there must have been Maddigans before her. I know that once upon a time there used to be a great world made up of different lands with oceans between them. I know that people sailed across the oceans and even flew through the air. But then the world growled like a mad dog, and tore itself to pieces (which was what we call the Destruction). And then for a while there were the plagues and a sort of dissolving of everything (which was what we call the Chaos), and for another while after that there was almost nothing … well, there must have been something, but nothing that was written down or saved. It was like that for years and years. And then, just before our own time, the Remaking began, when things began to come together again.

Anyhow we are the left-over people going between the left-over places … place to place … place to place … on and on and on … and as we go everything alters. Old paths twist and swallow themselves. Some roads stay put, but others just seem to disappear. Lucky us! We have our maps, even though they are falling to bits, and we have Bailey our mapreader. He’s very clever. It almost seems he can read words that have fallen off the paper and read the minds of roads and tracks too, so when they strangle themselves and vanish (as they often do) Bailey knows exactly where they’ll pop up again. And we all have the names of the towns in our heads. After a while I think our heads actually turn into maps, and when the roads do reappear again I think it is because the Fantasia has dreamed them back into being real.
            

I love being part of the Fantasia but sometimes I love spending time on my own – like now – when I’m working things out and asking myself questions. Like will I ever grow up properly? Will there be room out there for a grown-up me? Will I ever get married? Of course I’ll never leave the Fantasia but there’s no one in the Fantasia I could marry. Well, there is Boomer of course. But I could never fall in love with Boomer – he’s only a kid, and anyway he’d only love me if I was a clockwork girl with wheels instead of feet. There’s Bannister, maybe, but he’s way older than I am, and anyhow he’s already in love. In love with books and people in stories, so …



‘Garland!’ someone shouted urgently. She knew her father’s voice. Garland looked up sharply

‘Garland,’ came a chorus of echoing voices. Some of them were real echoes, but among them she could make out Boomer’s voice and the piping cry of Lilith, the bossy daughter of Yves, her father’s right-hand man. None of them were voices she wanted to hear just then, for it was just great being a runaway hidden high on a hillside and looking down on the Fantasia … being a true, pure self without a couple of kids dancing around her, trying to get her attention. But her father had called her in a voice she could not ignore.
         

‘Garland!’ he was calling again, shouting and looking left and right, and this time she knew for sure that something had gone wrong.

‘Garland! Quickly!’ screamed yet another voice, Maddie’s voice. ‘Now! Oh lord, they’re coming!’ No way out of it! She must go. Go now!

She leapt up, sliding the book into the front of her coat and pushing the pencil stub back into her pocket. And it happened again.

The air between her and the Fantasia below rippled as if wind from another world were blowing through it … and a shape, coming out of nothing, seemed to struggle towards her … a silvery-grey shape as if an unseen pencil were drawing on the air in front of her.

Several times over the last year Garland had seen the air ripple like this in front of her, had seen that shivering mist struggling to take on some shape but always dissolving back into nothing. Garland stared at it, a little frightened, but curious too.

‘What are you?’ she cried aloud. ‘OK! What do you want to tell me.’ She’d asked this before but there had never been any answer.
         

‘Garland!’ screamed the voices down below.

‘Look! I’ve got to go!’ she said. ‘I’ve got to go!’

No time to worry about any mere ghosts! She must run right through them … run through silver mist, and the scrub and duck in under the trees

‘Garland! Now! Now!’ Maddie was shouting, and really there was nothing to do but to run.

Below her the Fantasia was seething. The horses were being drawn in among the caravans and all vans were being swung around. The Fantasia must stop being a village and become an armed fort, for it was being attacked, and it was too late for Garland to join them. Ferdy, racing from one van to another, looking desperately up at the hillside as he ran, saw her and pointed her out to Maddie.
         

‘Down! Down!’ yelled Maddie and Ferdy together, both swinging their arms, flattening the air in front of them, and Garland obediently flattened herself among the tussock and the broom bushes that grew on the lower slopes of the hillside, panting a little and staring between the brown-green stems, trying to work out just what was happening. She heard them before she saw them of course – the snarling of motorbikes as they were kicked into life – the roar of their attack.

Road Rats! She should have guessed. Road Rats! And by the sound of it a big gang of them.

Up from the river, out from the scrubby bush to the right of the Fantasia they came, the bikers first, gunning their machines to make a confusing sound, winding and zigzagging as they burst in on the Fantasia. After them came more men jogging ruthlessly, slung with bows, spears and occasional guns, straggling but quick and ferocious, determined to steal whatever they could get their hands on. Often Road Rats used clearer pieces of road as bait, knowing that an easy road would lure travellers, making it easy to trap and rob them. But the Fantasia was always alert, armed and ready for Road Rats. There came the peppering fire of guns. Penrod had a gun and Goneril had one too. She was a good shot. The rest of them depended on bows and arrows.

The Road Rats engaged with the front line of the Fantasia, a furious, confused struggle. Hand-to-hand combat now! Garland saw her mother’s wild red skirt flying out, saw her dealing blows right and left. She saw Yves embracing one of the Road Rats, a man with a crown tattooed around his bald head, as if they were long lost friends. But there, on the roof of the food van, Bailey suddenly collapsed and then slid sideways. Then, peering through the broom bushes Garland saw her father Ferdy bending at the knees, taking a staggering, sideways step, and toppling forward. Even from where she was, hidden in the scrub on the slope, Garland could see he had an arrow in his chest.
         

‘No!’ she screamed, leaping to her feet, dancing among the broom bushes, not caring in the least if the enemy saw her red curls like a fire suddenly blazing up in the broom. Maddie straightened, spun, and threw one of the silver stars she used in her juggling act. It flew through the air – a shooting star – shining and spinning and struck a Road Rat, biting deep into his neck. But the Road Rats were already in retreat … a slow double retreat since, off to one side a group of them had successfully closed in around the food van. Some of them had managed to scramble into the van. Its motor roared. It was being driven away while other Road Rats fought a rearguard action. She heard, as if from a great distance, the rattle of the pots and pans. As the van pulled away the Road Rats were already unhooking the noisy pots and flinging them off into the tussock. There was no way that the Fantasia people could get to their van without leaving themselves open to Road-Rat attack. But that was the skill of these attackers. One group would distract travellers with battle while another group, skirmishing off to one side, would steal what they could find and run for it. Though they were thin and weedy people – though they were less well-armed they greatly outnumbered the men and women of the Fantasia.

Two of their men, injured and left behind, crawled for cover, but all the Fantasia people cared about – all Garland could see – was her father … her fallen father.

‘No!’ she screamed again, as she began pelting down the hillside, briefly losing sight of the Fantasia as she twisted down into the trees, feeling them stretch out branches to catch and claw at her. She could hear the sound of those motorbikes roaring away into an unknown distance, and imagined Maddie and Yves gently drawing Ferdy back into the shelter of the caravans. Other men and women would be running to protect them, even though the Road Rats were skilfully melting away. As for their stolen van – it was already becoming part of the world beyond the road. Ferns would be leaping up around it like green jagged flames, and no one would be giving pursuit, for the Fantasia people would be too overwhelmed by Ferdy’s fall. And Bailey had fallen too. She must not forget Bailey.
         

‘Thieves! Mongrels!’ she screamed, sliding and stumbling down the slope, imagining the Road Rats, now lost in the shelter of the bush, transforming, turning into twigs and leaves, stretching towards the sky or melting into the earth. And, as these pictures rushed incoherently through her mind, something struck her violently. Her feet slid from under her and her head exploded with zigzagging lights.

Just for a moment she could feel dead leaves under her hands and under her cheek as well. In her panic she had smashed blindly into the low branch of a tree. She got up. One step forward … another step … then out of the bush and into the cupped hand of the little plain. But she was going to fall. Her head was whirling and singing a strange wild song that was all its own. Pitching forward Garland knew she must rest – she absolutely must – rest her ringing head on the ground.
         

As she lay there, staring sideways and struggling to hold the dizzy darkness at bay, something strange happened somewhere to her right. A thin line of light, sharp and shining as the blade of a polished knife, cut the world in half. Two figures stepped through the gap … a tall boy, not just fair-headed like Boomer, but golden-haired like the prince in a fairy tale, and a smaller boy who looked like a child of the trees, wild and brown and tangled. The taller boy was holding a great doll. No! That doll was waving its hands. It must be a baby. Electric streaks seemed to dance around them. Garland tried to push herself up on one elbow, but then conquering darkness swept in over her, and she collapsed down into the leaves and twigs once more.
         


*



‘Garland!’ a voice was exclaiming. ‘There! Garland! You’re waking up, aren’t you?’

Garland was indeed waking up. But even before opening her eyes she knew she had been rescued. She had been found and carried back into the inner circle of the Fantasia. She could smell it. She could feel it. Byrne, one of the stilt walkers, was kneeling beside her, and she was embraced by the magic circle of the Fantasia vans and tents. She was safe – as safe as was possible for any member of a Fantasia travelling the dissolving road. Men were still guarding the slots between one van and another. Other men stood around behind the women who were bending over the fallen figures of Ferdy and Bailey the mapmaster. Garland could see her father’s blue shirt and her mother’s red skirt as she kneeled beside him. She could see old Goneril kneeling there too, directly opposite her mother, touching Ferdy’s chest, then his forehead, then looking up and shaking her head. She could not see her mother’s expression but she heard herself crying out yet again. ‘No! No!’ as she swung herself over onto all fours, forced herself up onto trembling legs, and then, supported by Byrne, who understood her urgent mood, staggered towards her mother.
         

Maddie turned, then held out one arm to her. Under her streaking tears her face was calm.

‘Garland!’ she said, ‘Garland! I know! I know! But we’ve got to be tough. Tough! We’ve got to hold in there. It’s what he would want. This is Maddigan’s Fantasia and we – you and me, that is – we are Maddigans.’
         

Garland flung herself against her mother, as if she might push right into her – as if they might somehow become the one person with the one grief. She couldn’t be bothered with being brave and wept for Ferdy Maddigan, lying there dead, while the rest of Maddigan’s Fantasia stood around being tough just as Ferdy would have wanted them to be.

A voice broke in on her grief. It was Yves, standing tall behind Maddie, though stained with blood from a knife wound that had cut down his left cheek and across his chest.

‘Move on,’ he said urgently. ‘We must move on. If we move on now we can make the Horseshoe by nightfall. We’ll have a bit of space there – space to bury them.’

‘Mum …’ cried Garland again but, though her mother’s arm tightened around her, Maddie was looking away from Ferdy, past Garland and nodding at Yves. When she spoke her words were plain and determined but her voice was shaking.

‘And Bailey’s hurt …’ she began. Her voice trembled then faded. Garland could feel her taking a deep breath, making herself strong.

‘And Bailey’s hurt, too,’ she repeated, turning to look over at Goneril, now busy with Bailey. ‘He won’t be able to read the maps, will he?’ Goneril shook her head. ‘So! Who’ll read the maps?’

‘The road holds true as far as the Horseshoe,’ Yves said. ‘At least it used to. We’ll think about directions then.’ The Horseshoe – if it was still there – some miles down the road, was a place where they could camp in against a bank and would be partly protected by the curve of the land.
         

‘Get there first and then we’ll stop, take a breath and work things out,’ said Yves, and once again Maddie nodded her agreement. Tears were still running down over her cheekbones, but the face under those tears was stern and determined. She was trying to be a true Maddigan. Garland knew this. She knew Maddie had to be calm and strong. Yet at the same time she wanted to see Maddie crumpling and crying so that she could crumple and cry along with her. ‘Get there first!’ Maddie repeated, patting the horses, which snorted and shifted uneasily, probably disturbed by the scent of Ferdy’s blood Garland thought, and then thought, ‘Horses care more than people do.’ She pulled a scarf up over her head and climbed up into the seat beside the driver’s seat … beside her mother … knowing she was an entirely different girl from the girl she had been only a few minutes earlier. As they moved on she looked back over her shoulder thinking she would never forget that place … the hill, those broom bushes, the trees which had struck her down, that begging hand of a plain at the bottom of the hill and the tangled forest which had hidden the Road Rats and had then swallowed them once more.
         

And suddenly there they were again. She had imagined they must be dreams but they were real after all … that tall golden-headed boy holding the baby, and the smaller brown one, scruffy and wild. Longing to be distracted, Garland stared at them and took a breath, planning to point them out to Maddie. But then the two shapes … the tall one and the smaller one stepped back and disappeared into the scrub and there was nothing to point out to anyone else, and nothing to distract Garland from her savage sadness, which seemed as if it would be devouring her forever.
         



  
  
    


    
      
    

         


2

Secret Watchers



Crouching on the hillside, on that unshaven chin of land, rough with scrub and wiry grass, looking down across the trees that clustered at the bottom of the slope two boys stared after the retreating vans of the Fantasia – one about fifteen years old, the other about eleven. The older boy carried a small child, little more than a baby, riding in a sling that held the child against his chest, while the younger was encumbered by a curious pack slung across one shoulder, and a belt so hung about with things it looked as if he had wrapped a kitchen shelf around his waist. He held a book open with his left hand, while the forefinger of his right moved carefully across the page in front of him.
         

‘The words have changed,’ he said incredulously. ‘They’ve changed since last time.’ He read aloud, pointing as he read. ‘He is dead … my father is dead. The Road Rats came out of nowhere and attacked us. They wounded Yves just a little and Bailey quite badly. But they killed my father. Writing this down I feel as if I am making up a story, but it is true. Ferdy is dead.’
         

The boy looked up from the page. ‘It didn’t say that this morning.’

‘Dead!’ said the older boy. ‘We’ve arrived at the wrong time. If he’s already dead we can’t save him.’

‘If we’d worked it out better … if we’d got here earlier … do you think we could have altered things?’ asked the younger boy. The older one shrugged.
         

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I mean, face it! We don’t really know what we’re doing.’

‘Yes, we do,’ said the younger one. ‘We’ve shifted through time. We rode through on a time pulse. We wanted to change things back here so they’d work out well for us in our own time. But we’ve got it wrong. Can we go back to our own time and have another go?’

‘Eden!’ exclaimed the older boy impatiently. ‘Wake up! We’ve been through all that. We can’t just walk through times as if they were rooms. It’s too dangerous. We’ve got to line things up and …’

‘Timon!’ said the younger boy, copying his brother’s impatient voice. ‘Wake up! It looks more dangerous here than it was there.’
         

‘It’s our job to … hide I suppose … to protect the Talisman,’ said the older one. ‘Back in our own time we wouldn’t be able to do that … we’d be run to ground … torn to bits by the Nennog.’
         

‘But we’re not even sure what the Talisman is,’ said the younger boy, Eden, speaking in a half-hearted way as if he did not quite believe what he was saying. ‘Talisman is just a word for something – something powerful.’ As he spoke his hand crept up to the medallion that hung around his neck. Timon nodded.
         

‘Right!’ he said. ‘We know the Talisman is something our mother gave us and she gave you that. So that’s what I think it is. What I think it might be. But what we do know for sure is that the Nennog is determined to get that Talisman, and he doesn’t care what he does as long as he gets it. He wants all the power in the world and the Talisman is powerful. We do know that. And we do know that even if we’ve got here at the wrong time we’re still – we’re safer here.’ He leaned forwards and touched the medallion gently. ‘It strengthens you, doesn’t it?’ Eden nodded. ‘We don’t know how, but it does. We don’t know just what powers are locked into it, but we do know that we mustn’t let the Nennog get his claws on it. So let’s follow that circus down there. I mean – a circus always needs tricksters, and you’re a definite trickster. We might just edge ourselves in with them.’
         

‘All right,’ said Eden. ‘After all we’ve got to hide somewhere. And even if they move on a bit faster than we can they’ll still leave signs won’t they?’

‘Yes, they’ll drip blood and leave echoes of people laughing,’ said Timon in a dark voice. Eden looked at him apprehensively. But then Timon laughed himself. ‘Joking! Joking! Only joking!’ he cried and Eden nodded, echoing his laughter rather uncertainly.
         

He looked down at the book and shook his head in wonder, then held it out to his brother.

‘Look!’ he said. ‘Changing. Always changing.’

Eden bent towards the book.

Dear Ferdy, he read, Everyone behaves as if you have gone, but I know you’re still here. I know you’re still with me. I can feel you inside this page waiting for the words I’ll be putting down on it. I know you want me to tell you everything that is going on with Maddigan’s Fantasia, and if I write it all down you’ll know it too. In some funny way you’ll soak it into yourself.
         

‘She’s going to tell him everything,’ Eden said. ‘I suppose it’s, like, a way of keeping him alive.’

‘Let’s go,’ Timon said, carefully sliding that strange shifting version of Garland’s diary into one of the packs that hung over his brother’s shoulder.

So, as the Fantasia made off down the road, the two boys began to follow its slow but determined tracks, while the baby Timon was carrying stretched out her hands to the sunlight, trying to pull brightness out of the air, laughing as her fingers were stained with gold.
         


*



The world had changed. The sky, the trees, the road – everything was still in its usual place but, looking around the tumbled, temporary camp they were setting up there in the semicircle of the Horseshoe bank Garland felt alteration in everything … everything she saw no matter how huge … everything she touched no matter how small. Mostly she felt alteration in herself. She was no taller, no older – still twelve almost thirteen. People were still calling her by the same name, but she was not the girl she had been a few hours ago. No way! So who was she now? Who was she really? The Fantasia children – Boomer – Lilith – other children too – were looking at her sideways with serious expressions … looking at her as if they no longer knew what to say to her.
         

They had wrapped Ferdy in one of the Fantasia flags so that when they shovelled earth over him his face was hidden. And then he was gone. A fold of the flag showed through the dirt for a moment and then that was gone too. It was strange how quickly he had disappeared. Disappeared forever. Standing beside Maddie, with Maddie’s arm around her, Garland watched him vanish under the earth. Gone. Definitely gone. Yet, as they moved away she caught herself feeling he might leap up at them at any moment, scattering the earth and leaves around him and laughing (‘Fooled you that time!’) before shouting orders (‘Move those vans further out. We’re going to need more room.’). But of course there was no leaping up and out. Not this time. Never again! The Fantasia had changed, and she must change with it.

‘Hey! Sorry!’ said Boomer, in a strange gruff voice, touching her arm as he brushed by. It wasn’t much to say or do, but she knew he meant it. After all, a few years ago Boomer had lost both his parents although he did not remember them in the way she would always remember Ferdy. Perhaps he would have tried to say more, but they had to hurry. ‘Life hasn’t stopped for us,’ said Maddie, using that new, tough voice. ‘Ferdy’s gone. Bailey’s injured and – well – it looks as if he might not recover. We have to plan what to do next. I mean we’ll certainly need a new mapreader – a good reading man because the maps we have are so old and battered. They’re coming to bits and they take a bit of untangling. But right now we have to have a Fantasia parley.’
         

A parley was the name given to the meetings when all the Fantasia people collected around the fire in the centre of the circle of vans and tents and talked about what they would do next. The fires were already burning up, and there they were – all fifty of them, wrapped in coats and scarves for, in spite of the fires, the night wind had frost in its breath. She could see her very best friends, Goneril, Penrod, Tane, Byrna, Nye, old Shell and Bannister with a book tucked under his arm as if he might lose interest in the parley and need to do a bit of secret reading. There was Maddie with Yves at her elbow and all the others too. Everyone! Everyone except … Garland looked down at the ground as Yves stepped forward, being the man-in-charge, taking a stand in the middle of the circle, acting as a sort of Ferdy. She hated the fact that he was moving so quickly – so easily – into Ferdy’s place.
         

‘We’ve got to move on,’ Yves was saying. ‘No break-up! No dissolving! Maddigan’s Fantasia must hit the road – what road there is, and, of course, as you all know, our map reader isn’t – isn’t feeling so great. Of course we’re going to have to change our plans, because Road Rats have stolen our store van which means we’re short of things we’re going to need – food mainly – so either we’ll have to swing out sideways, or we might have to cut this trip and go back again. Back to Solis! What do you think?’
         

Solis! Just for a moment Garland found herself longing for that city … the city that counted as her home city, a city where everything was closed in, safe and comfortable. All roads ran to Solis, which was far too strong to be attacked by mere Road Rats.

‘We can’t go back,’ said another voice. Maddie. Everyone looked at her. Some faces were pitying; some were questioning. ‘Even Solis has its problems,’ said Maddie. ‘How much power do you think it takes to run a city like Solis?’
         

People immediately began guessing … echoing the question, then muttering as if they were secretly working things out. Maddie spoke out again.
         

‘It takes a lot of power, I’ll tell you that. They get power from the wind. They get it from the river – that dam across it generates electricity. But not enough for what Solis is becoming. They need power from the sun too … if they can get it, that is.’
         

‘How can you get power from the sun,’ cried Byrna. ‘I mean the sun’s up there and we’re down here. And it is winter.’
         

‘In the old days – those days before the Destruction – back before the world fell to bits – they had ways of turning sunlight into power – taking it in, then somehow compressing the energy of the light and then compressing it again – saving it in cells and then saving the cells in batteries.’(Maddie sounded as if she were a storyteller telling them an old tale.) ‘The batteries are energized by what they call a “converter” and then, little by little, the power is changed into a form people can use in a whole lot of ways. There are people in Solis working their way towards learning about the whole process, but in the meantime they have to buy the cells in from the place that does have part of the secret … from Newton. Remember Newton? The people there call themselves a city of scientists. Well, we’re not scientists, but we’re the ones who stitch the land together … we’re the ones who carry the news … the ones who unravel the roads, who make people laugh and feel at ease with the world, even if it is only for a single afternoon or evening. And this time – this time we’ve been given the job of calling in on Newton and buying a converter and then carrying it back to Solis.’ She looked from face to face, seeing a kind of suspicion written there over and over again. ‘Look! Solis sent off a committee of its own a few months ago to wheel and deal with the Newton people. But …’ Maddie stopped again.
         

‘So?’ Tane asked.

‘Well, you know how it is for people who don’t know the ways of the road. Those men have never been heard of again. But we do know the ways of the road, don’t we? There’s no one able to come and go like Maddigan’s Fantasia.’ She fell silent again.
         

‘Oh wow! Send in the clowns,’ said Tane.

‘Well, why not?’ asked Maddie. ‘Look! If Solis gets a converter it will be able to make its own solar cells, and if someone doesn’t bring a converter back to Solis, it seems part of the city will begin to close down. We’ve been given the job of bringing that converter back to Solis, and if we don’t – well, I’m not sure that we’ll ever be welcome in Solis again. We can’t go back without trying. We just can’t.’

There was yet another moment of silence. Then the whole Fantasia began talking … exclaiming, arguing … all discussing what Maddie had just told them. Some people wanted to go back to Solis and face the music. Others said the Fantasia must go on to Newton immediately. Some people did not care about Solis (‘Solis can look after itself. It can send another committee.’). Garland watched Maddie, leaning forward and gesturing just as if she were practising one of her acts. How can she? Garland found herself thinking. What does it matter whether we come or go. What does anything matter? Ferdy is dead. My father … my father is dead. The voices surged around her in a curious sea of sound, but she was alone on her shore of sadness.
         

‘How long is it until the power begins to fail in Solis?’ Yves was asking.

‘The summer solstice is a deadline,’ Maddie said. ‘Ferdy promised we’d deliver the converter by then. That’s why we’re setting off in the winter.’

‘How could he promise anything like that?’ cried old Shell. ‘You know what Fantasia life is like. Everything’s uncertain for us.’

They argued on and on, frowning, discussing, nodding and shaking their heads.

Maddie did not know – Garland did not know – none of the Fantasia knew – that they were being watched and followed.



  
  
    


    
      
    

         


3

Secret Followers



Not far behind them, standing on a tussocky rise, the boy Eden was watching the Fantasia.
         

‘What are they doing?’ he asked his older brother, Timon, who was changing the baby’s nappy, and frowning as he did so. ‘Why are they spending all this time talking?’

‘Wake up,’ said Timon. ‘They were attacked. Their ringmaster has just been killed – maybe some others along with him. Didn’t the book mention someone called Bailey? And they’ve had some stuff stolen. They have to decide what to do next.’
         

‘Let’s try them out,’ said Eden. ‘Let’s see if they will make room for us. Give us work! Because I’ve got the power …’

He made a gesture with his closed fist … then spread his fingers. Flowers fell from his opened hand. ‘Zaaa!’ he cried, and made a triumphant gesture.

‘Don’t do that,’ said Timon. ‘You know you have to pay for every trick. You’ll get too tired to carry on.’

‘If we go down there and try to join in with that lot I’ll be able to do my spells and then ride in a van,’ said Eden. ‘And maybe the Nennog won’t know where we are or what’s happened to us. We might just – you know – blend in with the rest of them.’

‘The Nennog will know all right,’ said Timon. ‘But he can’t travel the way we can. He’s made himself powerful in a lot of ways, but he’s made himself too – too specialized I suppose. He can send his ghost back. He can haunt us through other people I think, but, really, he’s pinned into our own time, even if he can put out feelers. And anyhow when you travel the way we do, things change. We’ve proved that. The words on the page all altered, didn’t they? And the Nennog doesn’t want alteration.’
         

‘He wants some alterations – the alterations that suit him,’ said Eden, and Timon sighed.

‘Well, sure, he wants more power. He wants the Talisman.’ Timon sighed again and shrugged. ‘But OK! Let’s go down there and see if we can melt into that lot … see if we can’t get things to work for us, not against us …’
         

‘… and save the world!’ said Eden eagerly.

‘Right! We’ve got to save the world,’ Timon agreed, grinning rather reluctantly. ‘Mind you, I don’t think that lot over there will be able to help us much. Right now they look as if they need help even more than the world does.’

‘But we’re going to need help in some ways,’ said Eden, ‘Like, we’ll run out of nappies for Jewel and she’ll get a sore bum. And there might be frost or even snow. And I’m starving. Let’s close in on them and see how we go.’


*



Garland could not stand it any longer. She could not bear to see Yves holding the ringmaster’s whip or to see Maddie standing there beside him.

‘Listen, you lot!’ she was shouting. ‘I’m the one in charge now. I married into the Maddigans. I took the vows. I’m a true Maddigan, and I say we support Solis. So that means we must press on to Gramth and stock up on food, which is what we were going to do anyway, and then on to Newton.’

‘We’ll need to stock up on food before that,’ said Yves.

‘Right!’ said Maddie. ‘So we’ll have to call in on one of those little communities and trade what we can. Where’s Bannister? Bannister! You must be our mapmaster until Bailey gets better.’
         

‘If he does get better,’ said Yves. ‘Goneril says …’

‘I say, and I know,’ said Goneril, interrupting him. ‘I’ve seen it all before. For years now I’ve been loaded with the sick ones and the babies … for years my van’s been treated as a dumping ground for people who can’t look after themselves. And I’ve kept quiet about it for years, but …’
         

‘Kept quiet? You’re always on about it,’ cried Nye. ‘Moan! Moan! Moan!’

‘Shut up, Nye,’ said Tane. ‘A woman’s got a right to express herself.’ He sounded rather sarcastic though.

‘Well – we’ll see about all that,’ Yves was saying, ‘the thing is, I know the way to the nearest community. At least I think I do. No one can be sure of anything in this neck of the woods but they may have a bit of spare food to trade. It’s worth a try. So! Let’s go!’

‘Let’s go!’ said a piping voice – his bossy little daughter Lilith, her looped pigtails sticking out like handles. She would be delighted to see her father there in the centre of the circle, telling everyone else what to do.

These voices chased after Garland like hunting hounds as she moved quietly away. She had to break away from all the discussion and argument. Garland thought she had heard enough. She loved the Fantasia but she needed space … she needed silence.
         

However, she was only a few steps away from the parley circle when strangeness seized her. The air in front of her billowed and twisted as if something were trying to break through from the other side. At first Garland thought her tears were changing the shape of the world, as tears do. Then she saw – there was no doubt about it – those silver marks on the air once more, but this time they were taking on a definite shape … something that could be recognized. Suddenly Garland was looking at a silver girl, a girl round about her own age, who seemed to be looking straight back at her and beckoning her forward.
         

Garland stared. The silver lines moved, as if, like smoke in the wind, the girl might break up and vanish. But it wasn’t just the air that was moving. That silver girl was beckoning and pointing to the right. Her lips were moving, though no sound, no silver voice, came through them.

All the same there was a sound. Somewhere a baby had begun to cry and Garland now saw, a little to the right of the silver girl (the fading silver girl for the shape was already trembling and dissolving as if, having given some message, it was free to fade), the shapes of two boys, advancing out of the wild scrub, one of them strung with mysterious boxes, the other one (the bigger one … the one with the golden hair) carrying a crying baby in front of him.
         

‘Friends!’ cried the smaller boy, waving at her over his boxes. And then he added, ‘Are you Garland?’

The bigger boy nudged him as if he were commanding him to be quiet.

‘Who are you?’ Garland asked. ‘How do you know my name?’

‘Guessing. Only guessing,’ the younger boy said quickly.

But how could anyone just guess a name like ‘Garland’?

‘Go on guessing!’ Garland shouted. ‘And leave me alone. We’ve just buried my father and nobody really cares but me.’

Then she wheeled around and ran back towards the parley she had just left. It seemed so unfair that she should be so unhappy and frightened at the same time. It seemed unfair that she should have to cope with strangers, and such strange strangers too. Her mother saw her darting for cover, and moved quickly to cut her off.
         

‘Garland!’ shouted Maddie. ‘None of your runaway games. We’re on the road again.’

‘I saw her again. And I saw them,’ Garland cried back, knowing as she heard her own words that what she was saying sounded like nonsense. ‘I mean …’
         

‘You’re not to wander away,’ yelled Maddie, taking no notice whatever of what Garland was saying. But then she grabbed her and hugged her, yelling all the time. ‘Back then … back then … just for a moment or two I thought I’d lost you too. I thought … oh my darling girl. You’ll have to give up on your runaway habits. Don’t keep vanishing! It makes me feel that someone somewhere has pulled out a black plug in the world, and all the precious things in my life are draining away into nowhere. It makes me feel I’m losing everything.’
         

‘Let’s get going,’ Yves was calling impatiently. ‘It’s just down the road – not a town so much as a crossroads. But it’ll still take time to get there. And if we are going to trade we’ll have to perform. And you …’ he pointed his finger at Garland … ‘you might have to be one of the performers. We mightn’t be able to rig the tightrope or the trapeze, so we’ll probably need a magician. Your dad taught you a few tricks, didn’t he?’
         

‘But I’m really a tightrope walker!’ cried Garland.

‘Tonight you might have to be a magician as well as an acrobat,’ Yves said. ‘We’re going to have to do the best we can.’

Garland looked up at her mother. Maddie nodded.

‘The best we can,’ she repeated. ‘It’s what Ferdy would have wanted. Right?’

And hearing her mother talk about Ferdy in the past tense suddenly made Garland feel she was losing him all over again.

It did not take long for the Fantasia to get going once more. After all, they had not even turned the horses and dogs loose. Mounted on her own white horse Samala, Garland rode beside the leading van, feeling that she was the one who was guarding it.

The road they now followed was nothing more than a line of dirt with weeds and grass growing down the middle of it, and potholes so large it seemed as if the whole Fantasia might tumble into one of them and be lost forever. They crept on, wheels turning as, little by little, the dirt track vanished under mats of wet grass. Every now and then Samala put her head down trying to snatch a mouthful.
         

‘Keep on!’ cried Bannister, who was also riding on horseback beside Maddie’s van, frowning as he peered down at the unfolded map, trying to read it and ride at the same time. ‘Keep on … I think.’ Which was something Bailey would never have said. But, after a mile or so of grass and tussock, with forest closing in around them, the road came to life again, shrugging off the grass and looking suddenly much more sure of itself, crossed with wheel marks and edged with footprints. Within another mile they had arrived at a crossroads very much where Maddie had told them it would be. Here was the timber town of Milton. Houses and huts rose nervously over the scrub. Gardens, little straggling orchards and small fields of sheep and goats spread out between the four roads. Green sheds, filled with long racks of timber, linked houses and roads together.
         

‘Get the band going,’ Garland heard Yves commanding. ‘A bit of music sets a good mood.’

And it seemed strange to see Bannister flourishing his trombone, Tane getting out his saxophone, Nye his pipe and Boomer struggling into the shoulder straps of his great drum when Ferdy was not there to hear them. It was almost as if the music would never be complete again without Ferdy as a leader and listener. Nevertheless the old songs began and they marched along, singing those songs just as they had always done.
         

The Fantasia found it was expected. Someone had seen them and had run on ahead to tell the crossroads people, and the crossroads people had all turned out to see them arrive. Whenever it came to a big town the Fantasia was always greeted with cheers and cries of welcome but places like Milton often greeted them with silence, uncertain just who was calling in on them – uncertain if it was the same Fantasia that had visited them the last time around or some treacherous imitation. People were curious but guarded, waiting to see what would happen next. Yves now jumped from the front of the leading van and began to beckon the Fantasia around him, shouting and waving his arms. ‘Here we are! Here we are again! The show of wonders! The amazement of the world.’ The acrobats cartwheeled beside him. Tane the clown passed his saxophone to a young man called Lattin, then leapt and tumbled and somersaulted. Bannister reluctantly slipped a book into his belt and began showing off his muscles. Children from the crowd and even some of the men tried lifting the weight at his feet. Bannister let them try, watching and smiling, then lifted that weight high, almost casually, using only one arm. Wonder began to work on the watchers as it always did. The blank and sometimes challenging faces began to soften and change. The head man came forward. Maddie moved to Yves’s side. They were going to bargain. The Fantasia would perform, but the Milton must pay for a show of wonders … pay with food this time … pay with goats’ milk, bread and cheese. Pay with apples? Maybe, though perhaps there were not many apples left at this time of the year. However Milton could afford a ham or two and some fresh greens. And they had eggs to spare.
         

‘Not the whole show,’ Maddie said, reporting back to the Fantasia people. ‘The tumblers, the horses, the clowns and the dogs. They remember the magician … they’ve asked for him.’ And then she stopped because Ferdy had been their magician and he had vanished as magicians do – but this time he was gone forever. ‘They’re almost demanding a magician,’ she said helplessly.

‘I know a few tricks,’ Garland reminded her.
         

‘Right! We’ll try you,’ Maddie said, but looking very doubtful. ‘No choice.’

‘I’ll go and practise,’ Garland cried. I remember the tricks Ferdy taught me, she was thinking. And now I’m actually going to be Ferdy. He’ll come alive again through me. Even though it was only a small show this time, the Fantasia began its usual seething … partly with its own people, partly with Milton people wandering around and wondering, staring at the vans … at the coloured tents, unfolding and rising. Garland drew away from the crowd and set up her father’s magician’s table, laid out the boxes and the scarves, the coins in an orderly fashion. The cabinet of vanishment had been unloaded and stood, slightly tilted, beside her, but she did not know its secrets well enough as yet to make people disappear. (‘How do you do it?’ she had nagged Ferdy, but he had only laughed and had told her he must keep a few mysteries to himself.)
         

‘You telling me you’re going to be a magician?’ someone asked behind her. ‘That’s a boy’s thing to do.’ Garland did not need to turn her head to know who it was. Boomer! There he was, fair, freckled, winking at the world with those bright green eyes as if he was trying to work out just what was driving it along. But Boomer was always trying to work out how things worked … clocks and watches … his noisy little motorbike … and of course the Fantasia vans. When something went wrong with one of them and Tane had to bend into them or slide under them Boomer was always beside him, sometimes being helpful but quite often simply getting in the way.

‘Go and practise your drum,’ Garland told him. ‘It’s simple just hitting something – boom, boom, boom! A ten-year-old can do it. Even you can do it. Right now I need to concentrate.’
         

‘I’m eleven,’ said Boomer indignantly. He hated it when Garland pretended to think he was only ten. ‘I can almost do magic tricks. Hey, I’ll help you,’ he offered. ‘Maddie helps Ferdy – she used to help Ferdy that is …’ his voice trailed away.
         

‘Get out!’ cried Garland. ‘Leave me alone.’

‘It won’t work,’ said another voice. A childish one! Lilith again! ‘You’re not good enough yet. You need to practise for years. Years and years.’ She pranced beside them, black-haired, brown-eyed, trying to be cleverer than Garland as she always did.

‘Get out of the way, you kids! I’m going to practise for an hour!’ cried Garland. ‘Just leave me alone to do it.’
         

She did not think they would leave her, but (perhaps because the Fantasia was struggling there at Milton) they did. After all, they were all children of the Fantasia and when the Fantasia succeeded, they succeeded themselves. Garland struggled on, palming the coins, shuffling the cards. Deep down she knew she was not really good enough – but she might – she might (if things went well enough) be good enough for a timber town at a wild crossroads.
         

‘What are you doing?’ asked someone beside her, sounding almost like Boomer, but not quite like Boomer.

‘Leave me alone. I’m working at it!’ she cried.

‘Working at what?’ asked the voice. She understood the words easily, but found she still did not quite recognize the voice itself … and not just the voice. There was a strange quality to it as if the speaker were somehow breathing a different air. Garland turned.

And there they were. There they were again – the same two boys she had seen on the hillside. One (the taller of the two) balancing that little child on his hip this time, the other smaller one, a thin rather delicate-looking boy, was still strung around with those boxes including a curious black box … a camera perhaps. Garland had seen cameras in the museum in Solis and knew that, once upon a time, those boxes had somehow been able to blink and that pictures of the world would peel up out of them. The boy’s jacket bulged as if he had something hidden in the front of it. And, back there, when they first met, these boys had known her name even though they had never met before.
         

‘Are you following us?’ she asked.

‘Listen! Just listen!’ said the older boy in a soft, urgent voice. ‘My name is Timon. My brother is called Eden and the little one here is Jewel. We’re …’ (he seemed to stop and think what to say next). ‘We’re friends of Solis,’ he said at last as if he were experimenting with words. ‘And we’re – we’re lost – well, half-lost. We’re hungry. We need food. But we’re not just begging. We’ll work for it.’
         

Garland hesitated. They did look tired and hungry … and of course the Fantasia always needed workers, to load and unload, to haul on the ropes and, later, to help with the folding, the lifting, the stowing, and the checking of the wheels. And they needed trackers to guide the vans over the rough pieces of the road or places where the road vanished altogether. She was about to suggest they talk to Yves or Bannister … when the older boy, glancing sideways, suddenly stiffened.

‘Oh no!’ he said softly, and nudged the smaller one. ‘Maska and Ozul!’ He turned to Garland. ‘We’ve got enemies following us. Can you hide us?’

The world was unreliable. It always had been and always would be. There it was, up to its tricks again. Garland shook her head, not understanding what was going on, but, even as she shook her head, she was opening the door of Ferdy’s cabinet of vanishment with one hand and pointing into it with the other.

‘In there!’ she said.

‘No time to tell you,’ muttered Timon, scrambling obediently into the cabinet, holding one hand over the baby’s head, protecting it from accidental bumps.

‘This could be a sort of trap,’ mumbled Eden, scrambling in after him. But Garland shut the door on them and, hands shaking, tried to palm a coin, and then to flick a card (which broke away from her indignantly, flying out, then down, trying to escape from her unpractised fingers). Who were those boys? What were they hiding from? Only a moment later she knew.
         


*



Two strange men were looking down at her from the back of two black horses … not Fantasia horses. Garland knew all the Fantasia horses well. They were part of her family. The men themselves had a strange, freshly polished look, as if their clothes were all new and their skins had been washed and oiled only minutes ago. What had that tall boy called them? Ozul and Maska? But which was which?

‘You!’ said one of the men. ‘You were talking to those boys just now.’

Garland shrugged boldly. Then, looking up at the man’s face she felt suddenly frightened, for his face did not look like a proper face … a face grown from a true childhood. It somehow looked as if it had been invented by some mad scientist back before the Remaking, before the Chaos … during the Destruction perhaps … back in some time when the wars were raging around the world like savage plagues. His companion looked rather more ordinary, but all the same there was nothing reassuring about him, and when he spoke his soft reasonable voice sounded strange coming out, as it did, between such pointed teeth and from such a grim mouth.

‘We’re trying to find those boys, you see. They’re relations of mine … my nephews and my dear little niece. We’re worried about them, and need to find them and bring them home again. They’re too young to be wandering around in a wild world like this.’

‘Why did they run away?’ asked Garland. She did not for a moment believe that a man who looked so cruel could be a loving uncle … in fact she found it difficult to believe he could be an uncle of any kind.
         

‘Oh well …’ he was saying, and somehow Garland knew he was inventing a story, snatching it out of nowhere. ‘They had a fight with their mother … my sister. You know how it is. Sometimes there are fights even in the happiest families.’

Garland certainly knew that there could be fights in happy families. Sometimes she and Ferdy had argued fiercely with one another. All the same she did not believe this man had anything to do with any sort of happy family. And the man seemed to see in her expression that she did not believe him. His eyebrows tilted downwards across the bony bridge of his nose.

‘Come on now!’ he said, his voice darkening. The cruelty she had read in his face began to edge into his voice. ‘Where did they go?’

‘They asked me for food, but I haven’t got any. The Road Rats stole our stores. So the boys just took off …’ she waved her hand vaguely. ‘Perhaps they saw you coming.’

But the man who had spoken to her first swung himself down from his horse and advanced on her. He flicked one hand at Ferdy’s table, and the carefully arranged cards and coins and scarves and boxes leaped away into the wet grass as if they were terrified. Then, without asking, the man reached past her, seized the door of the cabinet of vanishment and wrenched it violently open. Garland cried out, partly in warning but in fear as well.

The cabinet was totally empty. Garland sighed with hidden relief. Those boys must have solved the mystery of the cabinet and must have managed to hide themselves in the secret spaces somewhere in the walls.

And then, before anything more could be said, Yves was suddenly upon them asking what was going on. Garland had never imagined she would ever be glad to have Yves closing in on her … standing between her and the rest of the world. The second man turned to meet him, smiling and using his soft and reasonable voice – explaining that he was looking for his nephews and his little niece – declaring once again that there had been a family fight, and the boys had run away leaving a mother who was, by now, desperately worried about them. As the second man talked glibly on, the first man stared around as if he might suddenly see some clue in the air.
         

‘And there is a reward,’ the second man was adding slyly. Garland saw Yves blinking and thinking about the reward. Moving forward, he peered into the cabinet himself, then touched the hidden lever. The inside of the cabinet throbbed. Bits of it moved away from the rest of it. The false back folded up. The false sides slid across one another. The boys would be revealed, for they must – they absolutely must be hiding in there. Garland held her breath but, incredibly, the secret spaces were empty. The boys had truly vanished. Somehow they had not only solved the trick of the cabinet’s secret spaces, but had worked out some other escape as well, and had crawled and wriggled away, no doubt, into the flapping forest of tents beyond.
         

‘We’ll have a look around along here perhaps,’ said Yves, and moved off with the two riders, now leading their hor ses and picking their way after him. Garland lifted the magician’s table back onto its legs and began gathering up the coins and cards.

What’s happened to the world? she was thinking. Everything has turned terrible … and the bits that aren’t terrible have gone mad. I don’t understand anything any more.
         



  
  
    


    
      
    

         


4

Flowers from the Air



‘Everything’s coming to bits,’ Boomer cried later like a tame echo at Garland’s heels. They had lost their ringmaster, and then their food wagon, and now they were having to perform with no time to catch a breath. Their dogs and their strong man all knew their acts by heart, their clowns were word-and-tumble-over perfect, but, peering in past the spectators, Garland could feel that the Milton people were not altogether happy with what they were being shown. Perhaps they had seen it all before. Perhaps they were hungry for some new revelation. She heard people exclaiming derisively to one another.
         

It’s not going to work, she thought. They won’t trade us food. They’ll throw rotten apples at us and drive us away.
         

‘You can’t go on,’ Boomer said, echoing her thoughts once more. ‘The stars aren’t right.’
         

‘What do you know about it?’ asked Garland, changing her mind within a moment. She was cross that Boomer might be able to read what she was thinking. ‘I’ve practised all afternoon.’

Yves was pacing backwards and forwards, wearing Ferdy’s ringmaster jacket. Though it was a little too big for him, it seemed to Garland he was falsely swelling himself out in an effort to fill it, strutting around and using the very same jokes that Ferdy had used. She hated it when some of the crowd laughed. She did not want to have Yves introducing her … yet if she did not perform it would be like yet another death for Ferdy. This was Maddigan’s Fantasia and there must be a Maddigan magician in the ring.
         

All the same she felt actually sick as the performance stumbled on. She was not the only uncertain one. Clotilde, one of the jugglers, spun, stumbled and dropped the stars she was juggling. There was a scornful murmur in the crowd. Someone jeered.
         

It’s up to me, Garland was feeling both heroic and terrified as Yves quickly pointed in her direction. On she ran, waving, trying to dance her way to the centre of the circle, while Tane, Morris and Tonto the clowns carried on the magician’s table and trays with the cards and the coins. The rough, jeering voices fell silent. The people from Milton, longing to be amazed in spite of themselves, waited to see what would happen next. Garland looked out at her audience. Women and children sat in the front on the wooden seats, some men sat on the grass, others stood, arms folded behind the women. They looked at Garland with curiosity … without any great friendship but without any hostility either.
         

‘Come on you! Surprise us!’ someone yelled.

Garland heard her own voice begin shouting out at them, and her first trick went well. The children laughed and pointed. The women and some of the men smiled and shook their heads, happy to be mystified. The second trick went well too. But the third …

She moved too slowly. Her distraction did not work. Suddenly they were all shouting and pointing. Garland felt her hands begin to tremble, and knew that unless she could stop that shaking the fourth trick would not work either.

‘Come on! Surprise us!’ that rough voice yelled again. And the jeering came at her in a ragged chorus. ‘Surprise us! Sur-prise us!’
         

But then, as she stood there fiddling frantically, the jeering stopped abruptly. From the side, through the restless crowd, the cabinet of vanishment came trundling on, the tall blonde prince Timon pushing it. Garland could see Yves stop and step back at this unexpected entrance, could see Boomer and Lilith and other friends and enemies of hers peering after it. There beside her, Timon came to a standstill. He winked at her.
         

‘Open the door!’ he hissed, gesturing towards the door himself. Almost automatically (for after all she was a Maddigan) Garland flung her arms wide – then, turning, flung the door open with a flourish. Pink mist billowed out of it. A dark shape formed somewhere in the mist, and Eden stepped out, dressed, goodness knows how, in scarlet tights sparkling with stars. His clothes had none of the worn look of many of the Maddigan costumes. Eden looked as if everything he was wearing was brand new. He swept off his tall black hat to bow to the audience, and a whole flock of little balloons flew out from under the brim and into the early evening sky, seeming to dissolve, almost at once, into the air around them. When Eden clapped his hands, the world changed. Thunderclouds rolled over, lightning flashed. But then, within seconds, before the audience had time to work out what was happening and run for cover, the darkness rolled back and a rain of flowers began to fall around, perfect in the air but once again dissolving amongst the grass and into the ground.
         

The whole Milton mood changed. The little children began to run around, holding out their hands to catch the dissolving flowers … even the men turned their faces, transformed by wonder, towards the sky. At last, at last Maddigan’s Fantasia was filling the world around them with mystery and amazement.

Maddie came out and touched Yves on the arm.

‘Finish it,’ Garland heard her say. ‘Tie it off now, while we’re ahead.’

‘Yes! Right!’ she heard Yves reply. ‘But who are they?’

‘I don’t care!’ said Maddie. ‘They’ve saved us. Finish it!’
         

Behind Maddie Garland could see Goneril holding the baby girl, and for once looking blissfully contented. The magical act was almost finished. Timon stepped forward and gestured towards Eden. The Milton people waved too and cheered, before moving forward to mix with the Fantasia, still looking on with smiling astonishment. Garland was about to join them, but hesitated. She saw that Eden was sitting down now. He still held one arm high, but his head was bowed, and as she watched his arm sank limply to his side. She went to kneel beside him, planning to ask him just how he had done his astonishing tricks, but found herself asking him if he were all right instead.

‘He’s worn out,’ said Timon. ‘It’s hard, what he does. Particularly when there’s a crowd like this, and he has to touch every mind.’

Somewhere the band began to play. There they went … Bannister and Tane, a brassy duet, marching in front … Boomer coming behind, beating on his drum.

And from the very back of the crowd, hidden by the gathering dusk, the two men on horseback watched unsmiling. They had not wished to join that crowd of people, talking and laughing together and looking up into the sky as if more flowers might appear. Any Fantasia people who noticed them thought these two riders must be men of Milton. Milton people, if they were aware of them, imagined they belonged to the Fantasia.

‘I would say they’ve worked their way into this gang of wanderers,’ said the grimmer of the two men. ‘What do you think, Ozul?’

‘Oh yes,’ said the other. ‘And a crowd like that won’t let them go easily. There’s too much profit in them. But don’t worry! They may have made a lucky chance for themselves, but our turn will come. We’ll stay in this crazy time until we can steal them out of it without twisting the time lines too much – and steal the Talisman with them. We’ll be patient and cunning. That chance will come and we’ll seize it when it does. And then the Nennog himself will reward us. Oh yes! Wait and see.’
         


Dearest Ferdy, we’re doing just what you would want us to do. We’re travelling on.

And now we have two new members of the Fantasia. Two boys! Strange boys, though nobody but me knows just how strange they are. One is a magician and I promise you he is really good. None of us can work out just how he does his tricks, but they are really truly amazing. And the other boy – well, he is just ordinary, I think, except that he looks really cool. They’re clever but weird. I mean most people will tell you a bit about themselves, but these two – well, it’s as if they came out of nothing and might go back into it at any moment.

The other thing is that they are being followed. There are two men who came into our camp asking about them, but we didn’t give them away. For one thing the men who were doing the asking were really horrible, and for another the magician-boy, Eden, is really useful to us, so of course we want to keep him for ourselves. Right now we’re on the road again, pressing on. But you’d know all about that. It’s something we always do. And those two men they’re pressing on too … following us. Every now and then I catch a glimpse of them back on the road behind us.



Once again the Fantasia was weaving itself along a puzzle of tangled tracks. Those tracks made it seem as if somehow the mysterious world around them had clapped its hands together and had then drawn them apart revealing a whole cat’s cradle of strings stretching between its fingers.

Sitting up on the front seat of the van wagon – sitting beside her mother who was driving just as her father used to drive – Garland looked around, then bent over her diary. She frowned, struggling to record her distrust of the strange boys who had appeared out of nowhere – the boys Yves had taken into the Fantasia so easily. Who were they? Where had they come from?
         


Now you’ve gone, I am the only born thoroughly Maddigan Maddigan left, so I ought to be the one in charge. After all the first leader of the Fantasia was a woman, wasn’t she? Gabrielle Maddigan was the one who got it all going before she took off again leaving her Fantasia behind.



Garland paused, staring rather sternly at the road, which seemed determined to lead them into a wilderness, then bent over her book again and pressed her pencil firmly against the page.


Maybe you’re in touch with Gabrielle! If you are ask her why she disappeared, and let her know I am protecting the Fantasia



The van jolted and her pencil shot across the page as if it were trying to cross out what she had just written.

‘How can you write like that?’ a voice asked. Garland frowned accusingly at her pencil, and she looked sideways to find that Timon and Eden were walking beside the van, looking up at her through the open window and both smiling, Timon with his longish blond hair hanging around his face, Eden slender and brown almost like a stick-boy walking around in the world of skin-and-bone people.

‘I’ve asked her that over and over again,’ Maddie said, bending forward and half-shouting across Garland, just as if she wasn’t there to answer for herself. ‘Her words must go in every direction. They looked as if they flew right off the page just now.’ The van jolted again.
         

‘They did … I mean I think they do. The words. Fly off the page, I mean,’ said Eden. Both boys were staring with interest, almost as if they could see her diary, and Garland hastily closed it, bending forward to slide it into her shoulder pack, which was slouching down beside her van seat.

‘You boys!’ said Maddie. ‘I think you saved our skins back there a bit. It was a great show you put on.’ She looked at the road ahead, such as it was, then sideways at the boys once more. ‘I can’t help wondering … where’s your luggage? How do talented creatures like you come to be wandering around on your own, with nothing but the clothes you stand up in?’

‘You know how it is!’ Timon shouted back, smiling.

‘We did have work,’ said Eden, ‘but the one we worked for was a bit rough on us so we ran off. And now he wants us back, but we don’t want to go.’

‘I suppose I shouldn’t ask,’ said Maddie, with something of a groan. ‘And on the other hand I suppose I should. Listen! You haven’t got any parents or loving relatives or anyone like that waiting for you back wherever you came from, have you? I don’t like to think that you might have a distraught mother somewhere …’

‘I absolutely promise we haven’t,’ Timon replied quickly. ‘No family, near or far.’

‘Orphans,’ Eden exclaimed, as if he had just invented the word. ‘Orphans with no relations.’

‘And who taught you to do tricks like the ones you did last night?’ asked Maddie.

Eden looked from side to side rather anxiously.

‘It’s his gift,’ Timon said quickly. ‘It’s more of a – more of a talent than a trick. He brings dreams out of himself and shares them around … not that it’s easy. I mean he does it for twenty minutes and then he needs to lie down.’ He looked down at his brother who shrugged, still refusing to look directly at Garland or Maddie. ‘It makes him all shy,’ Timon went on. ‘You know! Being odd often makes people shy!’
         

Garland felt it was time she had something to say and turned to Maddie.

‘Stop for a moment! Stop! I need to stretch myself,’ she commanded, and Maddie laughed and signalled out through the window to let the vans behind her know that she was about to slow down.

Garland slid down to walk with the boys. Usually she rode Samala beside the van but on this occasion she really did need to stretch herself and, besides, even in these strange days after the Remaking, even when the world was full of unexpected meetings, there was something particularly mysterious about this one. The Fantasia had willingly taken the boys in, but they did not belong with the Fantasia or with the wild country rolling out around them. Yet nobody else seemed to feel this strangeness about the two boys … this quality they had of not truly belonging anywhere in the world around them.
         

‘What were you writing?’ Timon asked her, and though it was a perfectly ordinary question it somehow filled Garland with immediate suspicion. He smiled at her … an open easy smile. Garland liked his smile and his ruffled blond hair, but there was no way she wanted to tell anyone what she had been writing in the book with the battered blue cover.

‘Hey! You!’ shouted another voice, cutting in before she needed to answer, and there was Boomer – that pain of a Boomer – zooming around on his bike and waving his arms. He skidded to a stop beside them, cutting the little motor and sliding his heels in the grass. ‘You brought a baby with you. Is it your kid?’

‘She’s our sister,’ Eden said. ‘She’s called Jewel?’
         

‘Where is she?’ asked Boomer. ‘Have you dumped her somewhere?’

‘The old woman in the van back there offered to look after her,’ said Timon. ‘It’s better for Jewel to have a bed and a place to crawl in than to be carried all the time.’

‘You’re passing your sister over to Goneril,’ said Boomer derisively. ‘Great! Goneril hates little kids.’
         

‘But she offered to look after her!’ exclaimed Timon.

Then he and Eden walked on, looking ahead of them. Garland grinned sideways at Boomer, and Boomer, encouraged, started his bike once more, zoomed around in a wide circle, closed in on the boys and began again.

‘What’s that necklace you’re wearing?’ he asked, and Garland noticed, for the first time, a glint of silver metal at Eden’s neck. He was wearing a chain, most of which hung down under his shirt.
         

‘It isn’t really a necklace, is it?’ she called after them.

It was Timon who answered, looking back over his shoulder.

‘It’s a good luck charm,’ he said. ‘We all need good luck, don’t we? Well, we do. We can do with heaps of good luck.’

From somewhere ahead Yves shouted. Time for a break! There were trees in front of them so there would certainly be shade and probably dry wood. Grass too. Maddie’s van began to swing to the right in a wide curve. Other vans and riders on horseback followed her.

‘Looks like a great place to stop,’ Maddie called down to them. ‘Was it here last time? I don’t remember?’

Garland shook her head. She did not remember either, but there was nothing surprising about that. Since the Chaos the world shifted continually, even though their own time (the Remaking) was becoming more and more reliable, which was a good thing, particularly when Bailey was still lying, unconscious, in Goneril’s wagon, back behind them. Garland hoped that the baby Jewel was not distracting Goneril from what she should really be doing – caring for Bailey and getting him well enough to read the maps once more.
         

It was a wonderful relief being able to stretch and run around. And after stretching, after running and jumping (just to remind herself that she could still run and jump) Garland did what she always did. She turned a few cartwheels, then she collected her bow and arrows from the slot beside the door of the van and set off on her own, making for the trees. Carefully choosing an angle which meant that even a misfired arrow would not fly off sideways into the camp, she stood back from one particular tree and chose a target – a pale streak where the bark had peeled away. It was almost as if the tree were challenging her by flashing a secret inner skin.
         

There was a great pleasure in fitting the arrow to the string and drawing it back. When she let it fly it seemed that part of her flew along with the arrow, cutting the air and biting into the tree with satisfaction.

There was an exclamation at her elbow.

Garland spun around.

Timon and Eden had followed her … but Eden was stumbling a little as if he was not sure just which foot to put forward next. Timon held his arm, trying to straighten him out.
         

‘Come on!’ he was muttering. ‘Come on!’ He looked apologetically at Garland. ‘He feels things most people don’t,’ he said. ‘It’s part of his gift … part of his magic.’

‘But I didn’t hit him,’ Garland cried, suddenly anxious on Eden’s behalf, yet cross with herself for caring. ‘I wasn’t anywhere near him.’
         

‘Your arrow,’ Eden muttered. ‘It struck home. It’s twisting the lines of power.’

Garland felt her own face twisting with puzzlement.

‘What lines of power?’ she cried impatiently. ‘What are you on about?’
         

‘The tree,’ murmured Eden. ‘You hit the tree.’

‘But it’s only a tree,’ said Garland. ‘It’s not a person.’

‘It’s not a person, but it is a bit like a person,’ said Eden, straightening, and looking, as he often did, like some sort of mysterious creature, half-tree himself. ‘It has power flowing through it. It connects with the great soup …’

‘Shhh!’ hissed Timon in his ear. ‘Don’t start on all that great-soup-of-existence stuff. Just shut up.’

Garland stepped back. She took a breath.

‘Look!’ she cried. ‘Who are you? What’s going on? I mean life is getting a bit too weird. First I start seeing silver in the air, which turns into a weird silver girl … and then I see you coming out at me through a sort of fiery crack in space. And then you actually turn up, doing magical tricks – which was great – but who are you really. What are you? I mean you might be some sort of ghosts left over from times before the Remaking. You might be …’
         

‘We’re not ghosts,’ said Timon. He looked sideways at his brother. ‘Well, not exactly ghosts!’ And then a thoughtful expression crept over his face. He looked like someone playing with a new idea: he pinched himself and laughed a little. ‘Though I suppose we might be half-ghosts in one way. But we have been following you. Because we’re travellers.’

‘There are a lot of travellers on these roads,’ Garland said. ‘But you don’t feel like ordinary travellers – you feel too weird to be ordinary.’ Her words seemed inadequate, but Eden raised his head.

‘We are travellers,’ he said. ‘And I suppose we might feel weird because we are weird. We’re travellers in time. We come from somewhere on ahead of you. We’ve had to fight – really fight – to get back. And it’s all mixed-up because we’ve had to get back here to save ourselves in the future.’
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