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Paradise





THE man walked nervously in and out of the long, dark shadows. He followed the alleyway that led from the harbour up the Customs House steps and into an old street of narrow cottages. His wet feet left a trail of footprints across the stone steps. He wore his long coat tightly wrapped about him and kept his head down as he strutted on. With his cane he marked out each step. He kept a black, gloved hand to his face, as if to hide himself from the world. A spot of blood trickled from the fingers and across the back of the glove. The man coughed as he walked and looked back and forth to see if he was being followed. A door opened, a cat was thrown into the street, and the door slammed again. The man paused for a moment and tried to look inside the house without being seen.


Peeking through the misted glass he could see two children huddled beside the fire. To one side was a man slumped in a chair, his head lolling from side to side like a dying fish gasping for breath. The children at his feet raced two beetles across the fire hearth, not knowing they were being intently watched.


‘Shall these be the ones?’ the man asked himself in a voice of gravel.


‘Too small … Not enough meat to fill a louse,’ he replied as he gathered up his coat even tighter and walked on. The man turned into Princess Street and walked as far from the light of the inn as he could. Above him he could see the outline of the church that had stood on the hill for a thousand years, and beyond that the silhouette of the castle.


‘This way,’ the voice inside urged him on as he took the first step up the hill. ‘I know there’ll be one this way …’




   





Not far away, Mariah Mundi stood on a narrow flight of stone steps that led from the churchyard, through the alleyways and ginnels, and eventually to the harbour far below. He looked older than fifteen short years. Mariah was tall, thin, with a mop of black hair that curled and curled like thick brambles upon his head. In the glow of the gas lamp, the steps looked as if they were the glistening back of a serpent that had coiled itself through the town unbeknown to anyone.


He blinked. Above his head the gas lamp spat and bubbled in its green metal casing that held four panes of thick glass. It coughed and hissed as the flame burnt brightly. He waited and looked out across the rooftops below. With the golden tip of his little finger, Mariah traced the pattern of the lamps upon the far bridge that straddled the ravine and led his eye to the Prince Regent Hotel. Four towers reached up and touched the dark clouds that were swept in from the sea. Every window of the Prince Regent was lit, and even at that great distance, Mariah could hear the chords and swirls of the orchestra that played each night for those who cared to dance.


He shrugged his shoulders, pulled up the collar of his coat against the wind and took a fob watch from his pocket. Mariah looked at the golden hands that dragged themselves across the oyster face. In his mind he counted the seconds and listened as they kept pace with his own heart. He stared again towards the


Prince Regent, the grand hotel where he had gone to work as a magician’s apprentice. It loomed from the sea as if every brick had been placed one on top of the other by a giant. Mariah remembered his first day, when he had arrived from the Colonial School for Boys in his five-pound suit and with his writ of worthiness. He had the golden tip of his little finger to remind him of the Midas Box.


In the dark churchyard, the clock on the high tower began to strike the tenth hour. The wind screamed through the dark streets below. It rattled the locks on the tall terraced houses of Sepulchre Street and slammed the gates to the backyards one by one.


Out to sea, just off the harbour mouth, Mariah could see the broken bones of a ship, the rigging of its foremast billowing in the swell. In the months that had followed the mysterious sinking of the SS Tersias, rumours had abounded. Some had said that it was the work of the Kraken, a hideous sea creature that would drag ships to the bottom of the ocean. Others had argued that, in the age of reason and exploration, nothing could be further from the truth. Just beyond the breakwater, the funnel of the stricken ship poked from the waves and even at high tide served as reminder of the night it sank.


No one had dared go near the wreck. Several bodies had been washed ashore on the fine sandy beach below the Prince Regent Hotel. In great secrecy, they had been quickly taken away and buried before anyone could see what was wrong with them. It was the talk of the town. The Evening Chronicle had, for once, faithfully recounted the night of the disaster with eyewitness reports. It had even mentioned that one of those who had drowned had been turned to gold, with a look of terror upon his face as if he had seen the devil himself.


This was fervently denied by the Mayor, Inspector Walpole of the town police and Joseph Peabody, the magistrate. Despite


their feeble protestations, the people of the town at the end of the railway line believed that since the sinking of the SS Tersias, gold was being given up by the sea.


At every high tide for several days following the sinking, almost the whole of the town turned out to see what would be washed ashore from the wreck. Children ran after the breaking waves that pulled back into the undertow. They grabbed the rolling rocks and shells and tapped them against their teeth to test for gold.


On one particularly dark night when the sea was high and beaten into a great swell, an old man with long fingers and no shoes had found a golden fish. It was as if it had been frozen in time, its mouth wide open. He had dragged the petrified creature across the sands to the pawnbrokers on Quay Street and even at that late hour had beaten upon the door to wake the shopkeeper, who pronounced that it truly was made of the finest gold he had ever seen.


Inspector Walpole had seized the fish as evidence. He had chipped at the metal creature with the point of the sharp knife he always carried on his belt and gouged out a golden eye. This had been then placed securely in the top pocket of his grubby gabardine. Walpole had then picked his nose and muttered something to the small, fat detective who lurked in the darkness of the pawnbroker’s shop. With that, the fish was snatched from the pawnbroker and was never seen again. The snivelling Inspector made promises over the protestations of the man that he would get what was rightly his, but then he wiped his nose on the sleeve of his coat and he and the fish vanished.


When the storm of that night had given out, the beach was strewn with pieces of gold. It was as if creatures never before seen by the human eye had been chiselled from the seabed, turned to gold and thrown on to the beach by the waves. Cockles, mussels, seaweed and several prawns had been miraculously


transformed into beautiful and shining objects of desire. Each one was made of solid gold.


Then, as soon as it had started, it was finished. The sea beat against the coast but gave nothing more. The crowds dwindled and streets emptied. From Christmas to skipping day nothing else had been found. The wreck of the SS Tersias broke up in the waves leaving only the foremast and blackened funnel as a reminder of its grave. Those who combed the beach looking for gold had now gone. In the pub at the bottom of Paradise Hill, talk of treasure had all but ceased.


Mariah had heard one man saying that he thought the Kraken would have taken every ounce by now and hidden it far out to sea. His companion, a younger man in thick breeches and sea boots, had muttered into the froth of his beer that all was not right with the world and it was surely coming to a fateful end.


As he listened to their words that night, Mariah had smiled contentedly. He gripped the badge in his pocket and ran his fingers back and forth over the words etched in the metal. He knew them by heart: Bureau of Antiquities. Mariah had tapped the golden tip of his little finger against the metal. It was something he felt he couldn’t get used to. It was a part of him, joined seamlessly at the knuckle, gold and then flesh. He wondered how his flesh and blood had been turned to gold, but he had seen it with his own eyes. The Midas Box had left its mark, and Mariah had been touched by its power.


Now Mariah wanted to stand before the whole town and tell them everything. He could answer all their questions, tell them the truth about the gold. It was a feeling that was bursting in his chest and he wanted to scream out. Every time he heard someone talking about the gold from the SS Tersias he wanted to boast how he knew, how he had been the one to see the box work its magic. He knew that the Midas Box was making the gold. Once every day, as it was tossed by the currents, it would


open up and shine brightly on all that was near. Mariah knew that it was still out at sea, just waiting to be washed ashore.


Every time he looked at his right hand it reminded him of the fight with Gormenberg in the Prince Regent. The Midas Box had burnt with a brilliant light and transformed Gormenberg’s hand to gold as well as the tip of Mariah’s little finger. He knew that Gormenberg was now dead and would never return. He also knew that such a wonder as the Midas Box would never just vanish, and that soon its power would slither back into the world.


A man and his gold may soon be parted, Mariah had thought as he left the smoke-filled pub. Sacha had followed on behind, chuntering to herself that Mariah should stop wearing the glove to cover his hand; either that or have the finger chopped off and melted down.


Now, as he looked out over the town, he waited for her at the top of the steps. Sacha had been gone for fifteen minutes. As Mariah huddled against the wall, under the gas lamp, the clock on the church tower gave its last chime of the tenth hour.


‘Where have you been?’ Mariah asked as Sacha’s shadow broke across the steps.


‘It was me dad – he’s had too much again.’ She sighed as she spoke, reluctant to say any more.


Mariah knew not to press her any further. Sacha was feisty, like the small terrier dog that he would watch on the pier end chasing rats. She would snap out her words, screw up her eyes and give him that look. He in turn would smile, change the subject and say no more.


‘Best be getting back,’ Mariah said as he put the glove on his hand and waggled his fingers so that the glove pulled tight against them.


Sacha saw what he had done. She looked at him. ‘How long can you keep that to yourself?’


‘Jack Charity knows of it,’ Mariah said as he walked on, counting the streetlights that lined the alleyway.


Sacha followed two paces behind, her long coat with its bright silver buttons dragging on the cobbled steps.


‘It’s growing more and more. I’ve seen it, Mariah. More of your finger is turning to gold.’


‘Not that much,’ he said briskly, not wanting to think that soon his whole hand could be solid gold. ‘Just a bit. Taken six months to grow to the knuckle. It’ll stop there – I know it.’


‘What’ll happen when it’s your whole hand and then your arm?’


‘Won’t get that far, Jack Charity said –’


‘He’s a soldier, not a doctor. What does he know?’


Mariah said nothing. He twisted the tip of his finger in his hand. She was right – more had turned to gold. ‘If it grows any further I’ll have it taken off. There’s a surgeon in London, Charity said he would write to him.’


‘It’s not much use to you, is it? Might as well get rid of it before you end up like that bloke Walpole found on the beach. They said he had staring eyes and an open mouth. That he’d been frozen to gold in the middle of a scream.’


‘Who told you that?’ Mariah asked.


‘Quadlibett … in his sweet shop. He hears everything,’ she said as she danced on ahead of him down the glistening steps. ‘Same thing happened to that sailor as to your finger. That Gormenberg would have done it.’


‘He’s dead. No one could have survived that wrecking. I saw the Kraken reach from the sea and drag the ship down …’


Mariah stopped suddenly. He looked ahead. Sacha was gone. The alleyway was empty. She had been there just a moment before – but now he was alone.


‘Sacha … Sacha,’ he said nervously as the hairs on the back of his head stood bristly tight. ‘Stop playing, we have to get


back to the Prince Regent – Charity said to be back for eleven,’ he pleaded, as if he thought she were hiding from him in a game of hide-and-seek.


There was no reply, not a sound. The alley was completely empty. Mariah took three paces to the exact spot where she had been. Set into the wall so that it could hardly be seen was a small gateway. It was made of wood, with flaking green paint, and was surrounded by the damp brick wall. It swung gently from one hinge; the other was rotted through with sharp flakes of rust. On the wet ground, wedged against the frame, was a silver button. It shone in the lamplight like a small moon ripped from the sky. It was the same as the one upon Sacha’s coat.


‘Sacha,’ he said again, this time just above a whisper. ‘Are you there, girl?’


All was quiet. Mariah pressed his hand against the wooden gate and pushed slowly. It opened without a sound. He shuddered as a cold chill ran through him like a knife. Stepping through the entrance he found himself in a small yard stacked with lobster pots. It smelt of the sea and dead fish. The yard led to another passageway and then in the distance to another street. Mariah could see the amber reflection of the gas lamps shining from the window of a house at the end of the alley. All was quiet. The wind had ceased its squalling, yet he felt he wasn’t alone. Something, something near, made him gulp, swallow hard and hold his breath. Mariah had felt the same when he had searched the tunnels of the Prince Regent for Gormenberg. He verged on panic – he wanted to run and shake the shivers from his back.


Hanging from the walls of the yard were bundles of kelp weed tied with string. The long, dried sea palms rustled in the breeze. Mariah looked about him. The roofs of the houses that made up the yard cast crossed shadows against the walls.


Behind him, the gas lamp from the alleyway shone in through the half open door that swung slowly back and forth, flapping like the wing of a dying bird. There was still no sign of Sacha.


‘You there?’ he asked impatiently as he pulled the glove tighter against his hand. ‘Stop messing with me, Sacha. This isn’t hide-and-seek.’


Mariah stopped and listened. He was sure that somewhere very near Sacha was hiding from him in some strange game. She had done this before and thought it fun; it was part of her character to hide and then appear with a smile on her face.


There was a loud crack – it happened without warning. Suddenly, from the gloom, a stack of fishing pots fell to the ground, blocking the door to the alley. A rat jumped from the ground, leapt on Mariah’s shoulder and then off into the darkness. Mariah turned as Sacha was thrust from her hiding place. She fell forwards as she stumbled in panic.


‘Run! Run!’ she screamed just as Mariah fell against another stack of mouldy pots.


There was a slither of metal on metal; its sharpness grated as a sword was drawn. In the glimmer, Mariah saw the flash of a long blade and a dark figure in the shadows. A gloved hand hit out, smashing him in the chest and knocking him to the ground. Sacha leapt over him to make her escape.


‘Get out!’ Mariah shouted to her as he jumped to his feet.


The blade slashed, just missing his face and striking a hail of sparks against the wall. The dark figure stepped forward; its face was disguised by the mournful grimace of a gold theatrical mask, tied to the head with a long, bloodied rag. The man wore a long black coat, tightly wrapped about him. It glistened with beads of silver liquid as if he had spilt mercury upon it. In that moment, Mariah saw the eyes of his attacker staring coldly at him. They were blank and unblinking. It was then that he realised that the eyelids had been burnt from the face and the


villain’s eyes were set in a wrinkled mess of horrific scars tinged with gold.


Seeing the attacker lift the blade again to strike, Mariah grabbed a lobster pot from the ground and held it like a shield. The blow came once more and sliced through the weave of the net stretched across the bent spars of wood, narrowly missing Mariah’s face. Mariah quickly threw the pot with all his strength as he looked for a way of escape. The attacker stepped back as the net cage struck him on the shoulder.


‘Damn you, boy!’ the voice of the man said as if in pain. ‘I’ll run you through!’


There was something familiar in the man’s voice. It was as if Mariah had heard it before.


‘Try me,’ Mariah said coldly. All emotion drained from him as his throat dried quickly.


The man struck again and again. With each blow Mariah jumped out of his way as the sparking steel crashed against the wall of the yard. Another blow severed several thick strands of seaweed above Mariah’s head and smashed through the narrow fall pipe that came down from the roof. The man let out a gasp, as if he was tiring and out of breath. He stood panting. He stared at Mariah through red, bloodied eyes that appeared to glow in the faint glimmer of the gas lamp.


‘Someone else … has to … die,’ the man panted as he held his chest with his gloved hand. ‘It should have been the girl – but you’ll have to do…’


‘Have to hide behind that mask, do you?’ Mariah said as he edged his way towards the broken pipe near his feet. ‘Take it off and then you can kill me. I have to see your face before I die.’


‘If it were so simple – but what hides my face is but part of my flesh, a divine joke, retribution for a past life.’ The man gurgled his reply in a deep, gravelled voice.


‘Then I shall not die,’ Mariah said as he quickly grabbed the


metal fall pipe and pulled it from the wall. There was a crunch as the metal tore away from the stone wall. He twisted and spun, swirling the pipe as if it were a long bludgeon.


The man lashed out time and again with his sword. Mariah parried the blows one by one. The man fell back into the deep shadows. Mariah struck a blow, not knowing where it would land, and the man gasped in pain. The dull thump of metal on metal rang out like a dampened bell. Mariah struck into the darkness again and again. The metal pipe thudded as the man growled in anger.


Then came a sudden, sharp, snapping punch that leapt out of the shadows and struck Mariah in the face. He felt his legs buckle beneath him. The sound of the world deadened and the night grew even darker. From far away he heard what he thought was the shrill call of a police whistle. It echoed through the streets nearby. Soon it faded into the enveloping darkness that numbed his fingers and wrapped itself around him.


As his memory of the world faded, Mariah could feel himself being dragged slowly along the wet ground and his arms and legs being pulled uncomfortably. He was aware of someone tearing at the collar of his shirt and ripping at the fabric with a cold hand. The sound of a button that had popped from his coat and danced upon the stone flags came again and again. Mariah thought that he could hear the man muttering in some strange tongue words he could not understand. It was as if he was invoking long-dead creatures to come and help him in his preparations.


Then there was nothing. No sight or sound – just deep blackness. It reminded Mariah of a dream he once had where he was locked in a room all alone. It was black as pitch, but Mariah knew there was someone hiding just out of reach. He could hear their breathing and smell the dirty scent that stenched around him.


He was unaware how much time had passed or how he had got to where he now lay. Mariah felt Sacha’s hand on his face as she lifted his head from the ground. He was aware of someone else talking and Sacha trying to speak even faster than usual. His eyes opened slowly and for the first time he could feel the throbbing of the wound to his face.


‘You’re all right, lad,’ said the deep voice of the man that cowered over him. ‘Getting Doctor Merewether – he’ll see to you.’


Mariah looked up. All he could see were the bright collar buttons of the man’s uniform shining above him.


‘Where is he?’ Mariah asked.


‘Gone,’ replied Sacha gently. ‘But you’re alive. I thought he killed you.’


‘Did you see what he looked like?’ Constable Lancing asked as he tried to lift Mariah to his feet.


‘Had a mask and a cane that became a sword,’ Mariah muttered.


‘Grabbed me in the dark and told me to be quiet,’ Sacha gabbled, her voice singing the words faster and faster.


‘Second time tonight,’ Lancing murmured in reply as he thought aloud. ‘The other lass wasn’t as lucky – found her on Silver Street, what was left of her.’
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The Hotel of Dry Bones





IN the lobby of the Prince Regent Hotel, a large circular fan in the shape of an ornate ceiling clock spun slowly around and around. From the heights of the vast gold vaulted ceiling it gently swirled waves of hot air that had been brought from the boiler far below through miles of ducting pipes. Sacha opened the door to the hotel and waited whilst Mariah went inside, holding his now swollen face.


‘Best get Captain Charity,’ she said as she disappeared amongst the crowds of people all dressed in their finery and awaiting the start of the midnight ball.


Mariah waited and then took three paces to a large leather armchair hidden from view by a gigantic aspidistra plant. He eased himself into the seat and sighed. He thought of how the Prince Regent had changed since the time of Gormenberg. As he watched the flames in the hearth of the large stone fireplace opposite, he listened to the chamber music echoing along the vast corridors from the gilded concert hall that overlooked the bay.


Since Captain Jack Charity had bought the hotel for a song, it had become the place to be seen by the best in society. Kings 


and princes, politicians and actors had swarmed from across Europe to spend at least one night at the Prince Regent Hotel. They had sampled the delights of the mud baths, the hot bubble spas and of course the galvanised bathing machine. Some had even taken to having their bodies wrapped in seaweed. They were then heated gently until the weed shrank tightly. Occasionally even the most vigorous of men would scream – but as this was all in the cause of good health, their complaints didn’t last for long.


It was as if the changes had been meant to be, the working out of some natural destiny. Bizmillah the magician had left the Prince Regent on the night Gormenberg had been drowned at sea, and the hotel was now in the hands of the man who had once been the friend of Mariah’s father and who had become Mariah’s godfather. There would be no more of Bizmillah’s magical tricks involving the illusion of cutting people in half. This was now left to Mariah, who had been given the task of performing each night in the grand theatre. His performance had been a great success. Rabbits had miraculously appeared from hats. Pigeons had materialised from thin air and two white ferrets had been trained to fight in his trousers. Giant puppets would dance on invisible strings, each one made in the image of Mariah. They would fight and dance, spinning until they disappeared, and Mariah himself would then appear, forced through the air by a gigantic steam ramrod that would vanish without being seen.


His most spectacular illusion was that of the sub-aqua escape. Sacha would tie him in chains and lock them with brass fetter locks and then, with a bag over his head, Mariah would be submerged in a glass tank. Time and again he would escape drowning and appear unharmed before the watching eyes.


All was well. The bones of Otto Luger that Mariah had found in the cellar had been neatly packed in to a silk blanket,


placed in a small oak chest and buried in a quiet corner of the churchyard. Mariah remembered that it had rained that day. Water had dripped relentlessly from the bare branches of the oak trees. Captain Jack and Mariah had been the only mourners apart from Mr Mapleton, the shrew-like clerk from Dunlop, Fraser and Jenvey, solicitors to the late Otto Luger.


Mariah had been unable to take his eyes from Mapleton. He had twitched with every word he spoke and sniffed at the end of every sentence. A forest of hairs seemed to grow from the tip of his nose and hold the clerk’s small, round spectacles in place. Whilst the box of dry bones was lowered into the deep hole, Mapleton had rubbed his hands and clicked his shrewish fingers nervously.


‘Don’t like death – all seems a bit too final,’ he had squeaked. ‘No one seems to be able to come back and tell us what it is like.’


‘One man did and I trust all he says,’ Captain Charity had said hurriedly as he patted Mariah on the back and turned to walk away.


Mariah had followed, leaving Mapleton at the graveside with his dark thoughts. It had been then that he had seen Grimm and Grendel, the two private detectives who had worked for Gormenberg. They had tried to hide beside a single tall oak. They looked out of place at the funeral. Grendel had a pink scarf that nearly touched the floor wrapped around his neck, whilst Grimm had just blankly stared at the moping Mapleton. Mariah had later asked Charity what they had been doing. Charity had laughed and told him they would do themselves more harm than anyone else, and from that day they had never been mentioned again.


It was as Mariah daydreamed that someone caught his eye. Through the stems of the aspidistra, he saw a man in full military uniform warming himself by the fireplace. He was tall and


elegant, with a large moustache that had been waxed into the shape of an eagle’s wings. In one hand he carried a black hat laced with the feathers of a tropical bird. Twisted gold brocades fell from the shoulders of his uniform and three gold stars emblazoned each lapel.


But it was not the manner of his dress that caught Mariah’s attention. At first he wasn’t sure, but as he looked, he realised that the thumb on the man’s left hand looked as if it were made of solid gold.


‘How?’ he asked himself, as he tried to get a better view without being seen.


The man appeared to be waiting for someone, and tapped the golden thumb against the rim of his hat. It glistened in the light from the row of gas filaments set in the crystal holders above the fireplace. He then paced up and down, taking several steps each time and with great military precision turning and pacing again.


Mariah sank back in the shadows so as not to be seen and hoped that Sacha would not return with Captain Charity until he had seen what the man with the golden thumb was doing and who he would meet. From far away, he heard the Chinese battle gong as it tremored through the hotel. It called everyone to the midnight ball and the vast buffet of ice carvings, plated meat and swirled curd and chocolate.


The man didn’t move, but nervously looked this way and that and glared at the fob watch that he pulled from his pocket.


‘Baron Hoetzendorf – I am sorry for my lateness,’ Captain Charity said as he approached and held out his hand in welcome. ‘There is a matter of importance to which I have to attend – perhaps we could meet after the ball?’


‘It should be now, Captain,’ the Baron insisted. ‘I have waited long enough and tomorrow the ship will be here.’


‘This isn’t the time or place, my dear Baron. Later. I promise.’


Mariah saw Charity put his finger to his lips as if to signal to the Baron to say no more. Then, without speaking, he picked three strands of fallen hair from the Baron’s shoulder and brushed the jacket with his hand.


‘Very well, later it will have to be.’


The Baron put on his hat and briskly swaggered towards the midnight ball and the clanging of the battle gong. Captain Jack Charity turned slowly and looked in to the shadows. It was as if he knew Mariah had been there all along.


‘Sacha tells me you’re hurt,’ he said, stepping towards the armchair.


‘Walking wounded,’ Mariah replied as he leant forward to show Charity the extent of the bruise that ran down the side of his face.


‘You’d both better stay in the hotel until the lunatic is caught. I fear there is more to this than just the random attack of a madman.’


‘They said he killed a girl on Silver Street. He was seen and they gave chase but he leapt the wall of a house and onto the roof as if he had fire on his heels,’ Mariah said excitedly.


‘They’ll be saying it’s the work of Spring-Heeled Jack – that or the devil himself. Did you get a look at him?’ Charity asked.


‘He was wearing a mask, just like the one on the wall in the theatre. It was tied to his face with a tattered bit of cloth.’


‘Anything else?’


‘He smelt … He smelt sweetly of something like gunpowder and lamp oil mixed with perfume – and he was quick with his fist.’


‘You’re getting old, Mariah. Slowing down so even old men get you with a punch,’ Charity joked, laughing.


‘Not so old that I couldn’t give you a good hiding,’ Mariah said. ‘One thing. The man you were speaking to – who was he?’


‘Why do you ask?’ Charity said.


‘Nothing … He just looked … nervous.’


‘He’s Austrian, and says he is recovering from an accident and has come here to rest,’ Charity replied. ‘Yet I have never seen the man rest for a minute. This morning he sent a message that he required to speak to me before midnight.’


‘Seems –’ Mariah stopped what he was about to say.


‘You could do me one thing, Mariah, if you are feeling well enough?’ Charity asked.


‘What?’


‘You could keep an eye on him for me. You and Sacha. Just make sure he doesn’t get into any difficulties … He’ll be at the midnight ball – watch him from the balcony and let me know who he speaks to.’


‘Does this have anything to do with the Bureau of Antiquities?’ Mariah asked as he felt the badge in his pocket.


‘Possibly, but it is best we don’t mention it just yet. A ship arrives tomorrow – the Irenzee. It is the private yacht of a rich American. Since the news of its arrival we have had too many strangers from all parts of the world book in as guests. I fear a meeting is to take place, a gathering of importance, and we need to find out why.’


‘So it is the business of the Bureau,’ Mariah replied.


‘It is too much of a coincidence for an Austrian general, a Russian commander, an American Ambassador and an emissary from the Emperor of Japan all to be so unwell that they have to take refuge in a hotel beside the sea,’ Charity said as he rubbed his chin and stared at the flames. ‘The waters of the spa may be appealing and the galvanised bathing machine may work wonders, but I fear there is another reason why they are here.’ Charity reached into his pocket and pulled out a small leather case. ‘You may need these – you have seen them before.’


Instantly, Mariah knew what he had. There in the leather case were the divining spectacles that Grimm had once used so well to search for them when they had escaped from the Prince Regent. Mariah knew of their power to track someone for days. He held out his hand expectantly.


‘Diving spectacles,’ he said as he took hold of them, pulled them from the snakeskin case and looked at their strange design. ‘But I’ll need something of the Baron’s if you want me to follow him – that is how they work, isn’t it?’


‘Then you may need this,’ Charity said, and he carefully showed Mariah the three strands of hair he had taken from Hoetzendorf ’s jacket. ‘Be careful, Mariah, it could all be quite innocent but I have a feeling there will soon be trouble,’ Charity whispered as he turned to walk away. ‘If anything happens let me know. And next time, try to duck before someone hits you …’


Mariah didn’t have time to reply. Charity was gone in an instant and vanished in the crowds of people making their way to the midnight ball. Mariah got up from the chair and stood by the fireplace. He looked at his face in the mirror and admired the bruise as if it were a trophy of war. Then, for the briefest moment, he was frozen to the spot. He couldn’t move, his arms and legs were petrified. There, in the reflection of the mirror, as if the figure was behind him, was the face of the masked man. For a fleeting second, Mariah saw the bloodshot eyes and drivelling mouth half hidden behind the golden mask of tragedy.


When he looked again, the face was gone. All he could see was the chair and the large aspidistra billowing from the brass pot. Mariah turned. His eyes searched the shadows for the faintest trace of the man. There was no one. Quickly he put on the diving spectacles and looked about the hallway. He tuned each lens with the dials on the side of the frame. The colour of the room transformed from purple to blue and then to red as the frequency changed.


In the corner of the alcove where he had been seated was the slightest trace of blue ectoplasm. It coiled like a smoking miasma. Suddenly it twisted in the air like a whisping serpent about to strike. Mariah watched as it seemed to dance to the distant music of the orchestra, and then the snake suddenly disappeared.


Mariah took the spectacles from his face and put them back into the box. Searching the alcove, he looked for a way of escape. He was sure that the face of the man had been real, that it wasn’t just his imagination. Frantically he tapped the wall for any sign of a secret door. Mariah knew the man could only have vanished so quickly from the hallway by such a device. He pushed against the plaster and ran his fingers along the low picture rail. There was nothing.


‘What you doing?’ Sacha asked as she sneaked up behind him. ‘I’ve been watching you for ages. Lost something?’


‘Someone …’ he replied in a stony voice. ‘I saw the man who attacked me. I was looking in the mirror and he was there behind me. I saw his reflection. When I turned he was gone. He couldn’t have got away, he had to hide somewhere.’


‘How could he be here?’ Sacha asked. ‘He would have been noticed.’


‘What if he’s more than a man – what if he’s a ghost or something?’ Mariah blurted his words as if in a panic as his mind raced to find an explanation.


‘Then we’ll find him – can’t be worse than fighting Gormenberg.’ Sacha froze as she spoke the words. They had come to her mouth without thought – to say such a thing was ridiculous, she thought to herself, as the vision of being captured by Miss Monica and then seeing Mariah kill her in the nitrogen tank flashed through her mind. ‘We could do it – couldn’t we?’ she said, her voice breaking with uncertainty.


‘If he’s killed once, he’ll kill again. He said to me, Someone 


else … has to … die. He’d already killed the girl and wanted to do it again. It was you he was after, Sacha.’


She looked at Mariah and gulped back her tears. ‘He just appeared, came from nowhere. One minute I was in the alley and the next he had dragged me into the yard. He held me so tight that I couldn’t breathe – he put a stinking rag to my face – I wanted to sleep.’


When the police had arrived they had been bundled onto the back of a cart and taken straight to the Prince Regent. Sacha had not had the time to say or even think anything about what had happened. She began to shake with nerves as the realisation that she had been in the hands of a monster came to her.


‘It was chloroform,’ Mariah said. ‘I knew what it was but couldn’t think of the name. We used it at school to experiment on rats. It would kill them, they would go to sleep and die. It’s a smell I can never forget – reminds me of death.’ He shook his head as if to rid himself of the memory. ‘Mister Soubeiran would take it all the time. Sniff it on a rag and then grin at us before falling asleep at his desk. It sent him mad in the end. I would see him from the window of my classroom, hopping around the school grounds as if he were a giant rabbit. That man was going to put you to sleep and then –’


‘I don’t want to think about it,’ Sacha burst in angrily. ‘Captain Charity said he had a job for us and you’d tell me about it. What is it?’


Mariah didn’t speak at first. He knew she wouldn’t be listening. Taking her by the arm, he walked with Sacha along the grand hallway with its gold pillars and twisting staircase towards the midnight ball. The music grew louder and the passageway more crowded. All the while he looked for the man in the mask.


‘You can go to your room if you want,’ he said, wanting her to take the words in kindness.


‘And wait for him to come and get me? No chance. What did Charity want us to do?’ she asked again, this time hoping for a reply.


‘To spy on an Austrian Baron and tell Captain Jack who he speaks to. That’s all we have to do,’ Mariah said quickly as he fumbled with the badge in his pocket and remembered the words of Isambard Black, Master of the Bureau of Antiquities.


‘Remember, Mariah,’ Isambard Black had said on the night he had left the town by train for London soon after Gormenberg had drowned. ‘You do not choose the Bureau, the Bureau chooses you.’


Mariah could not and would not forget. Aldo Rafden, he was told, had formed the Bureau of Antiquities, a hundred and fifty-three years before. He was an explorer, collector and government spy. To those who knew him, he was a scandalous thief who loved nothing more than finding something precious and taking it for himself. He had plundered the tombs of the East and put the loot on display in Bloomsbury. Rafden had a particular interest in the mummified remains of animals and had filled his displays with dead cats so that the whole museum looked like a charnel house.


The sole purpose of the Bureau, as it was known, was to find those mysterious objects of power and legend that were only spoken about in whisper. Often, what the Bureau found was so secret that people would never dare mention it in public or claim to know of its whereabouts, and through the years the Bureau had searched out many things. Isambard Black had told Mariah, over a plate of fish and chips in the Golden Kipper, that even the Holy Grail was now in the possession of the Bureau and that this object of legend was in itself quite unremarkable.


‘It was made of pot and looked like a herring jar,’ Black had said as he picked a large fishbone from his teeth. ‘And as for the


philosopher’s stone, we discovered that in the possession of a woman who lived in Edinburgh and spent all her time writing ditties in restaurants.’


Now, as Mariah led the way to the balcony, Black’s words excited his imagination. He smiled at Sacha and squeezed her hand as he would always do at times like this.


‘All we have to do is keep an eye on him, that’s all,’ he said as he opened the door and stepped inside a velvet-clad opera box that overlooked a large dance floor.


‘How will we find him?’ Sacha asked.


Mariah didn’t need to answer. There, twenty feet below was Baron Hoetzendorf in the arms of a rotund lady in sparkling shoes. It was obvious from her vice-like grip upon the slender Baron that this was his wife. She was at least two feet taller than him and three times as large. The woman was squeezed into a gigantic corset that gripped her as if she was about to explode. Despite her great size, she was extremely nimble and danced like a demented squirrel. Baron Hoetzendorf didn’t really dance: any chance of his feet touching the ground was frustrated by the invincible grip of his gargantuan wife in her tight corset.


Watched by Sacha and Mariah, the Baron was lifted from the floor and swirled back and forth by his wife as if she were a child playing violently with a disliked rag doll. From the pained look upon his face, Mariah presumed that Hoetzendorf was about to faint – either that or be violently sick. As the music shrilled to a crescendo, Madame Hoetzendorf danced faster and faster, keeping immaculate timing. Then, as the music stopped, she let go of her husband, who fell to the floor unsure as to where he was.


‘Better not be seen,’ Mariah said, wanting to laugh as he settled back in the shadows to keep watch.



















[ 3 ]


De Incendiis Corporis Humani Spontaneis





THE hour passed slowly. The midnight ball was incredibly crowded and incredibly dull. Keeping the Baron under surveillance was quite simple, as it appeared that Madame Hoetzendorf insisted that her husband dance to every tune. At times they were the only couple upon the dance floor. She dragged her beleaguered mate from corner to corner and back again, not caring how many guests were trodden under her incredibly large feet. Straining through one eye, Mariah formed the opinion that she looked like a mad rogue elephant stampeding across the veldt. As the night progressed, fewer and fewer guests dared to go near to the Baron and his wife for fear of being crushed to death.


From the safety of the balcony, Mariah looked on. Occasionally he would allow his eyes to close as the music droned and moaned and the lateness of the night brought on a desire to sleep. Sacha had wrapped herself in the thick red velvet curtain and yawned continuously as she propped her head against the gilt banister. She tried to smile at Mariah, but he didn’t notice.


Just as Mariah was about to fall asleep, he saw the Baron slipping away from his wife. She wasted no time in picking a


small, reluctant man from a nearby table and dancing him to the centre of the ballroom.


‘He’s gone,’ Mariah said with a start that woke Sacha. ‘The Baron has left the ball.’


Mariah didn’t wait for Sacha to reply. He ran from the balcony box and down the staircase. Sacha followed as best she could, unable to keep pace with him. He ran faster and faster as he jumped the treads two at a time.


He was soon inside the kitchen. Taking a shortcut through the crowds of waiters who were huddled in a small anteroom, Mariah sneaked towards the two large doors that led from the back scullery into the ballroom.


This was a route known only to the staff; guests could never find their way through the labyrinth of tunnels, passageways and corridors that ran amongst the thick walls and under the floors of the Prince Regent. From the kitchen it was just a short way to the ballroom. The corridor was dark and had thick, beaded curtains at each end. Each of the hundred strands rattled against the others like the tail of a snake; they clattered against the walls and gently moved in the cold draught. Mariah shuddered as he walked through the first curtain. The light grew dim and the air chilled. He counted the steps as he always did; it kept his mind from thinking what could be hiding in the shadows. Sacha was nowhere to be seen. He knew that if he was to find the Baron then he couldn’t wait for her to catch up.


Mariah took the last pace towards the ballroom door, his footsteps echoing about him. In his mind a voice told him that he was not alone. He brushed aside a strand of the beaded curtain and stopped to listen. All he could hear was the rattle of the beads against the tiled floor, the sound of babbling waiters from the kitchen, and the distant whirring of the steam generator that gave life to the hotel. Taking the brass handle, he pulled open the door and peered inside the ballroom. Amongst the


crowds of people he could see Madame Hoetzendorf waiting for the one-o’-clock gong that would announce the night buffet. She was several feet from the door, at the head of a long queue that slithered around the golden columns and out of the ballroom doors.


Everyone awaited the coming of the supper with great anticipation. It was the highlight of a night at the Prince Regent. With great ceremony, a tall man in a frock coat and black tie made his way across the ballroom and onto the stage. He pulled back the curtain to reveal a large Chinese gong. He preened himself and, taking the felt hammer, struck the gong firmly.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said in a high-pitched and squeaky voice. ‘The night supper!’


The huddled waiters left the anteroom and stormed into the ballroom ferrying large trays of cold meat and oysters, which they laid on rows of tables bedecked with swans and antelopes carved from ice. Inside each carving were the frozen bodies of small green frogs that glistened like the lights of a Christmas tree.


There was a burst of applause as everyone gathered looked on in delight. Mariah stepped inside the room to search out Hoetzendorf. The waiters in their fine purple jackets lined with gold braid formed a peculiar procession, circulating amongst the guests with trays of arachnid-like canapés.


In the heat from the myriad gas lamps the frozen statues were already beginning to melt. Miraculously, one by one, as each frog was exposed to the air it came back to life and jumped from the table and across the floor.


Mariah could see Baron Hoetzendorf standing on the far side of the room. He was alone. Mariah edged his way around the ballroom. The Baron twisted his fine moustache and tapped his fingers against the brim of his hat.


A waiter in an unusual white jacket walked directly to the


Baron carrying a small silver tray with a selection of neatly cut sandwiches. He offered the tray to the Baron, who clumsily attempted to tuck his hat under his arm and take a sandwich at the same time. The hat fell to the floor, and the waiter handed Baron Hoetzendorf the silver plate and bent down to pick up his hat. The Baron greedily ate three wedges of cheese and bread. He twitched his moustache as he swallowed, as if they tasted quite bitter. He then ate another and then another, until the plate was empty.


The waiter handed the Baron his hat and bowed before walking out of the main door and disappearing from view. Mariah looked on. A tall man in a pink waistcoat spoke to Hoetzendorf politely as Mariah struggled to hear what was being said. It sounded foreign, and not a language that he could understand. The man handed the Baron a small scrap of paper. He looked at it momentarily, smiled, folded it neatly and put it in his coat pocket.


Hoetzendorf then turned and briskly walked towards his wife, who had taken up residence amongst the trays of chocolate gateaux. She was helping herself to a seventh portion of a particularly large slab of cake when something made her turn and look at her husband.


There, in the middle of the dance floor, Baron Hoetzendorf had begun to shake uncontrollably and froth at the mouth. He gripped the tight collar of his uniform and pulled at the buttons as he gasped for air. Mariah quickly realised that the Baron was extremely unwell. As a crowd gathered around him, Hoetzendorf shook and shivered and then his face changed colour. First it took on the shade of a winter sun and then quite violently turned bright purple. The Baron gasped and gasped for a breath that could not be found, and then pointed a finger as if towards someone standing before him.


The grand Madame began to scream and nimbly rushed


towards her husband. Reaching out, she took hold of the Baron by the hand. He let out a faint moan and, to the awe of the spectators around him, began to smoke from the ears. His mouth opened as if to speak, but instead of words, blue flames danced from his tongue. Instantly he caught fire. Within a second he was completely engulfed in a cold blue flame. The Baron momentarily glowed bright red and was then surrounded by thick swirls of white smoke.


Madame Hoetzendorf screamed even louder as her husband disintegrated before her eyes. The fire burnt intensely but without any heat. As the Baron was consumed, particles of bright silver dust were blown upwards, as if he were an erupting volcano. His wife pulled fearfully away, dislodging his shaking hand from his vanishing body.


‘Herman! Herman!’ she shouted as she shook the smouldering dead hand back and forth. Her husband then suddenly exploded, showering the screaming guests with a fine silver powder.


It was too much. Madame Hoetzendorf fainted. She hit the floor with a loud bang that shook the polished parquet. She quivered, rolling on the floor like a Chicago moll, and then whimpered faintly.


Apart from the hand and his Napoleonic hat, all that was left of the Baron was a pile of grey ash. Everything else had completely combusted. A soft rain of dust gently fell on the cowering guests, who by now had formed a large circle around what was left of Hoetzendorf.


Mariah pushed his way through the crowd and stared at the remains.


‘Get Captain Charity!’ he screamed to a waiter who stood mesmerised by what he had just seen.


The waiter didn’t move, but remained petrified and trembling as he held the tray of drinks rigidly in his hand.


‘Get Charity!’ Mariah shouted again.


‘Spontaneous combustion,’ said the tall man in the pink waistcoat who had been talking with Hoetzendorf. ‘I have heard of it many times but have never seen it.’


The man bent down and from the pocket of his waistcoat took out a silver magnifying glass. He began to examine the remains just as Captain Charity pushed his way through the guests.


‘Captain Charity,’ said the man in a Mordovian accent. ‘Strange that this should happen tonight. Hoetzendorf had asked to speak with me, but I never got the chance.’


‘Mister Pugachev, I wouldn’t touch that,’ Charity replied. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, this has been a terrible accident. I suggest you all go to your rooms.’


No one moved; it was as if everyone was frozen. The circle of guests closed in even tighter around the ghoulish spectacle.


‘It is quite safe – this cannot happen again,’ Charity said. ‘But you must go back to your rooms. The police have been called and will soon be here.’


Captain Charity didn’t finish what he was about to say. As he spoke, Pugachev began to cough and splutter. His eyes welled with tears as he choked on the air. Pugachev tore at his clothing and fell to his knees. He reached out to Charity with an open hand as he tried to speak.


‘It’s the same as before,’ Mariah said as a thin plume of smoke emanated from Pugachev’s nostrils. ‘Stand back, he’ll explode!’


Panic broke out in the room. People screamed and ran. The emissary of the Emperor of Japan began to shake violently and scream in fear as hundreds of people rushed towards the door in a vast stampede. Mister Pugachev crawled towards Mariah, reaching out for help.


‘Beware … Under the iron sea … That’s where you’ll find the answer,’ he said over and over.


His words were edged in the same blue flame that had consumed Hoetzendorf. In seconds he was engulfed in a silver cloud and had erupted like a volcano. Then, just as Pugachev exploded into a fine dust, the Japanese emissary screamed even louder. Mariah and Charity both turned at the same time. The man gripped his stomach as if something inside him was trying to escape. There was a sudden flash of blinding light as he too disintegrated into dust.


‘Get out, Mariah,’ Charity hollered as the gas lamps began to fade.


Mariah ran for the door. He could see the crowds gathered on the other side. The lobby was filled with people hiding behind furniture in fear that someone else would explode. Charity pushed him from the room and slammed the large doors firmly shut behind them.


‘Best stay this side, Mariah – don’t know what is causing them to explode.’


‘Spontaneous combustion – that’s what the man said.’


‘That is something I do not believe in. Once, perhaps – but three times, never.’


As soon as Charity spoke there was a scream from the doorway of the hotel. The American Ambassador was wedged into a compartment of the revolving door that led out to the street. Mariah ran towards him with Charity close on his heels.


‘Stand back! Everyone out of the way!’ Mariah said as he leapt over two old men in badly fitting wigs who were hiding behind a leather sofa.


‘Mariah – no!’ shouted Charity as he tried to grab him and pull him back.


He was too late. Mariah landed a yard ahead and ran towards the revolving door. There, trapped like a squashed fish, was the American Ambassador. He was wedged firmly against the glass panel unable to move. Too fat to get through, the Ambassador


moaned and groaned as three men outside the hotel attempted to push him back inside.


‘Leave him!’ Mariah shouted as he noticed the Ambassador’s wife stuck in the same compartment and hidden in the folds of his extra-large coat. ‘He’s stuck.’


Stuck he was, and from the colour of his face he was about to explode. Before he could be set free, the Ambassador smoked, smouldered, erupted and then exploded. The glass from the door was blown into the street as the lobby of the hotel was filled with wisps of grey smoke, silver dust and fragments of the Ambassador’s ten-gallon hat.


The eruption of yet another guest sent the hotel into a greater panic than before. Guests jumped from the downstairs windows and ran into the streets. Others hid and refused to come from their rooms. Waiters threw down their trays and barricaded themselves in the kitchen. The lobby emptied quickly, leaving Mariah and Charity to examine the scene.


They could find no trace of the American Ambassador or his sparrow-like wife. All that remained was a tiny shoe with a gold buckle.


‘Will there be any more?’ Mariah asked as he picked the shoe from the carpet and looked inside.


‘It was murder,’ Charity replied cautiously. ‘Tell no one of what Pugachev said to you.’


‘Under the iron sea? He was talking rubbish,’ Mariah replied.


‘I wish he were,’ Charity said as he brushed the dusty remains of the Ambassador from his jacket. ‘It was Irenzee that he tried to say. It’s the ship that arrives tomorrow. It could be the key to what happened here tonight.’


‘I saw him talking to the Baron. He gave him a piece of paper. He told you he’d never spoken to him.’


‘They were old friends – Pugachev’s mother was Austrian. I


opened a letter he sent to her yesterday saying they had met.’


‘What killed them?’ Mariah asked as yet more guests stormed down the steps of the Prince Regent and into the street.


‘It is more who killed them. Inspector Walpole will soon be here. Think before you speak to him. That man has wanted to see the back of me for many years and I wouldn’t trust him an inch. Think before you speak.’


Mariah took a final look at the pile of grey dust where the Ambassador had stood. He picked several small shards of glass from his jacket and as he turned to the lobby saw that it had filled again with guests wanting to leave.


‘What shall we do?’ asked the weasel-like receptionist as she clambered to stop them from leaving.


‘Let them go. It’s a cold night and there are no trains until the morning. Perhaps they’ll enjoy a night on a park bench. I’ll be in my office.’ Charity looked steely-faced and tried not to show a glimmer of emotion. He suddenly felt as if he were in the jaws of a tightly sprung lion trap and that there would be no escape. One death would be mysterious, two a cause for concern, but four in the same night and from the same symptoms shouted conspiracy. He looked at Mariah as he closed the door behind him and was angry with himself for allowing Isambard Black to recruit the boy into the Bureau of Antiquities.


‘Nowt but a lad,’ Charity said under his breath as he crossed the large office to the desk by the fire.


Outside the office, Mariah looked out for Sacha. For some reason she had not followed him to the ballroom and now she could not be found. Mariah waited by the revolving door and kept the guests that were left away from the pile of ash that was the late Ambassador and his wife. He knew this was the best place to find Sacha; she would have to come this way if she wanted to get to her room in the tower.


With one hand, he picked the skin from his lip until it was sore. The thought of the masked murderer plagued his mind. He couldn’t get away from what he had glimpsed in the mirror. Mariah wanted to go to the mirror and stand before it and see if the vision appeared. This time he would be ready – he would turn as soon as the mask appeared and see if the man was real or just a figment of his imagination. Nothing was certain, he thought, as more guests packed their luggage and speedily left the hotel.


It was then that a tremor struck the whole of the Prince Regent, as if there had been an earthquake in the bay below the hotel. A vast sound set the foundations of the building vibrating and shook every bone in Mariah’s body. It was like the amplified groan of a whale.


‘Look!’ screamed a waiter from the balcony bar. ‘It’s a ship.’


Captain Charity ran from his office.


‘Quickly, Mariah. It’s the Irenzee – a day early.’


Everyone rushed to the windows that overlooked the harbour and the bay. There, setting anchor in the calm waters, was the biggest vessel that Mariah had ever seen. It shone silver against the sea and had three tall masts which each appeared to be fitted with the blades of a windmill. A steam funnel came out of an illuminated bridge in the centre of the ship and to the rear was a large phosphorescent spotlight that not only lit up the ship, but also cast a dark shadow across the town.


Mariah was pressed against the window glass by several thin, prune-like spinsters all dressed in mourning black. One tried to push him out of the way so she could get a better view. She smelt of seaweed and muttered under her breath about the disgraceful behaviour of young people. The spine of her whalebone purse pressed into Mariah’s back until he could take her persistent irritation no more.


Charity dragged him to one side, opened the door to the


balcony and stepped out into the cold night air. Far below, the ship began to glow as more phosphorescent lights were illuminated. Charity handed Mariah a small brass telescope through which he could clearly see the ship in great detail. He scanned the decks, but could see no crew; in fact he could see no one at all.


Even the bridge of the ship was empty. The blades on each mast rotated slower and slower until they finally stopped. Then the ship’s horn blasted again, sending a shock wave through the water and shaking the Prince Regent. One by one the rotor blades folded into the masts. In turn each mast folded back into the deck of the ship. The funnel slowly contracted back into the roof of the bridge, and beneath the ship the sea began to glow bright red as if the sun was about to rise from beneath it.


The sharp, sword-like bow of the Irenzee came out of the water like a scimitar facing towards the town. The ship’s powerful searchlights quizzed back and forth and lit up the Prince Regent with their blinding light.


‘Why has it come to a place like this?’ Mariah asked Charity as the two watched spellbound.


‘Zogel is a powerful man. I saw him once in Africa. On the day he arrived, his gifts changed the lives of so many people. He took away their contentment and gave them misery. Zogel showed them a new world and a desire to have what they could never get.’


‘What does he do?’


‘Charms people – and then like a spider sucks their juices until they have nothing left. Wherever the Bureau is involved, Zogel is not far behind. Some say he is the richest man in the world and yet no more miserable wretch have I ever found. He is an inventor. But, the things he invents are designed to kill people. Kill them as quickly as possible.’


Mariah stared at the Irenzee. The searchlights still dashed back and forth across the town, lighting up the roofs of the houses and frightening great flocks of seagulls into the night sky. He thought that even in its beauty there was something quite menacing about the ship. Mariah slowly lowered the telescope and looked at Charity.
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