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The Great Game











I: Re-Enter: Kentish Glory


AMY THOMSETT OF the Fourth Form could float, but not fly.


She was becoming expert in the use of what Light Fingers called her ‘mentacles’. Amy thought of the phantom limbs as bendy tubes with thick gloves at the ends. Her party piece was gripping smallish items, then moving them. With fists in her pockets, she could turn a key, strike a match or stop a clock. For a grand finale, she’d wobble a pot off the table and pour. She always sloshed tea into the saucers. Her friends were mostly too impressed to complain.


With a little less confidence, she could take mental hold of her body, lift off the ground, then shift herself. It was very close to flying.


Tonight, she floated thirty feet above a plane of churning khaki soup. The air was clear up here, but cold enough to freeze the truncheon off a brass policeman. Fog humps over recognisable cathedrals, towers and bridges gave her a rough idea where she was. She had a rolled-up map with her, but knew better than to fish it out. The cruel wind that flicked city grit at her face would whip the map from her numb fingers.


She had come to London to play in the Great Game.


She’d worried pigeons would be a hazard, but sensible scavengers of the skies were tucked up in nests out of the weather. The same went for the paladins who patrolled these airways. The Aviatrix and Dr Shade must be snug in their eyries, pasting press cuttings into scrapbooks or honing crime-battling skills.


Before Amy learned a measure of self-control, her ‘light spells’ were often inconvenient or embarrassing. Many girls were rebuked by parents for not keeping their feet on the ground or their head out of the clouds. In her case, that old tune was tiresomely apt. Mother was misguided, though – wrong about Amy’s ‘problem’ and wronger still about the school she’d sent her to.


At Drearcliff Grange, Amy learned not to be ashamed of her Talent.


Her tutor Miss Gossage, familiarly known as the Sausage, favoured psychical jargon. Preferably involving long German words. According to Miss Gossage, Amy was a poltergeist. More precisely, ‘a locus of poltergeist phen-omen-ah’. In olden days unquiet spirits got the blame when girls levitated or teapots floated. Poltergeist meant something like ‘noisy ghost’. Amy’s best friend Frecks had issued a standing invitation to haunt her ancestral home. She wanted her spendthrift brother Ralph driven potty with looming candlesticks and rattled chains.


Shivering, Amy fondly recalled the comfort of draughty, leaky Walmergrave Towers.


The quilt of fog muted street sounds. Amy heard faint car horn toots and saw funnel-shapes of light crawl through murk. Other ghostly glows came from shrouded streetlamps or brazier fires. It wasn’t a fit night to go out on the town. Occasional snatches of song rose as pub doors opened, then quieted as they were slammed to keep the weather out.


Amy began singing to herself.


‘One thousand and one green bottles hanging on the wall, one thousand and one green bottles hanging on the wall… and if one green bottle should accidentally fall – whistle whistle whistle kerr-ASH!’ – it was Drearcliff tradition to include sound effects – ‘there’d be one thousand and none green bottles hanging on the wall…’


The weather made the Game more challenging.


Miss Gossage was awfully enthusiastic about challenges. She had supreme confidence in Drearcliff Spirit. ‘Boldness,’ she would say, ‘always boldness.’


Amy was supposed to serve as an observation balloon, relaying intelligence to teammates on the ground. For all her enthusiasm, the Sausage was not a mistress of tactics. Up here in the arctic blast, Amy was in no position to gather or relay intelligence. Much more of this and her brain might turn into a lump of ice. If she lost concentration, her floating became unsteady. No one would be impressed by a paladin who wobbled in mid-air. If she blacked out altogether, she’d plummet and that would be the end of her story.


At Drearcliff Grange she had special lessons to develop her Talent.


‘Attributes and Abilities are not enough,’ Headmistress said. ‘An Unusual Girl must cultivate Applications.’


During outdoor training, Amy was tethered so as not to be swept off by strong gusts. Miss Gossage beat time with a baton as she executed slow aerobatics, trailing lengths of gauze from her wrists. ‘Elegahnce, Thomsett, e-leg-ahnce,’ shouted the Sausage. ‘You are a sprite, a fay… Swirl your streamers with panache!’ Amy usually got in a tangle with her tether and gauzes, dashing dreams of a ballet career as the only swan who wouldn’t need hoisting in the pas de deux. She’d have to fall back on haunting homes to order.


Nevertheless, she no longer flapped like a broken kite. Miss Gossage had her adopt a diving pose to cut down wind resistance – legs straight, arms out, hands open. She felt silly, but could propel herself like a dart. The posture was murder on her back, especially when she had to float with books perched on her head.


‘Talent is well and good, Thomsett, but Talent alone does not make up for shockingly poor deportment. Straighten that spine, gel!’


Her landings were woeful. More often than not she pranged and sprained an ankle. The Sausage insisted Amy spend hours on boring earthbound calisthenics, pushing against a solid (and smelly) gym mat. She must grow strong and stay supple to cope with the stresses and strains of being a Moth Girl… of being Kentish Glory.


Paladins had colourful handles. It was a tradition. Some hid their real names and faces. Everyone knew the Aviatrix was Lucinda Tregellis-d’Aulney – a Drearcliff Grange Old Girl! – but Dr Shade’s true identity was a mystery. According to British Pluck Weekly, that was to stop nemeses nobbling him by going after his loved ones. Should she pretend Kentish Glory was not Amy Thomsett to protect her loved ones? At present, the nearest thing she had were her friends in the Moth Club. They could all pretty much look after themselves. It would be a brave nemesis who dared try anything on with Mother.


For the Great Game she wore the mantle of Kentish Glory.


Her kit was a thick wool leotard, tennis skirt, riding boots, flying helmet and goggles, and a fisherman’s waistcoat with useful little pockets. The double-layered mothwing cloak was tarted-up salvage from the theatre wardrobe. Light Fingers sewed all the Moth Club costumes. She’d troubled to make Amy’s wings the authentic Kentish Glory (Endromis versicolora) colouring – orange undercape with brown markings, brown overwing with white markings.


The natty get-up was at once uniform and disguise, though most of the school had a fair notion of the true identity of the flier in their midst. Flapping at the end of a line over the cricket pitch was a bit of a giveaway.


She shared all her secrets only with her closest chums. To commemorate survival into the Fourth Form, the Moth Club swore a dire oath of loyalty, sealed with pinpricks of blood. Amy, Frecks, Light Fingers, Kali – to the grave, and beyond! Thomsett, Amanda; Walmergrave, Serafine; Naisbitt, Emma; Chattopadhyay, Kali: Desdemona House, Fourth Form, Drearcliff Grange School. To bowl straight and bat square. Spirit – always Spirit! Kentish Glory, Willow Ermine, Large Dark Prominent, Oleander Hawk – by day and by night, in lessons and after Lights Out, firm in any just cause, till the end of time.


‘Nine hundred and twenty-two green bottles hanging on the wall,’ she went on, ‘nine hundred and twenty-two green bottles hanging on the wall… and if one green bottle should accidentally fall – whistle whistle whistle kerr-ASH! – there’d be nine hundred and twenty-one green bottles hanging on the wall…’


She imagined bottles plunging into the fog – and the distant kerr-ash of glass breaking on paving stones.


Last year, when but lowly Thirds, the Moth Club rallied the Remove – the school’s stream for Unusuals of all forms and houses – to best a hooded conspiracy. They pit Talent and Spirit against trespassers from another plane of existence intent on turning the world into a colony of human ants. In the summer term, Kentish Glory and Company saw through the sheikish good looks of the Reverend Rinaldo and the lamia charms of his ‘wife’ Ariadne and saved a coven of Sixths from fates worse than death. Unaccountably, the victims were in two minds about the rescue. Still, the Moth Club asked for no thanks. Struggle in a just cause was reward enough. Except for Light Fingers, who sulked unless she got at least a little thanks.


This year, as sophisticated Fourths, the Moth Club’s epic battle was with Drearcliff Grange’s stringent rules against cosmetics. Like generations of schoolgirls before them, and doubtless generations yet to come, Amy and her friends seethed at a cruel regime that denied them warpaint. Shopgirls their age striped themselves like birds of paradise. Magazines were full of testimonials from actresses who owed their success to the transformative products of Max Factor. But Drearcliff girls must show bare faces to the world, exposing every blemish to mockery – rendering themselves so hideous no fellow would ever clap eyes on them without a shudder. It was a conspiracy to condemn them to lives of sad spinsterhood. Women died of melancholy because of such unjust strictures.


Only the most daring girls tried to get round the rules. Frecks – Serafine Walmergrave – made a Clara Bow beauty mark with a soft pencil, and passed it off as the last surviving freckle from the plague that earned her undying handle. Kali – Princess Kali of Kafiristan – maintained her caste mark with blood-red paint she would sometimes lightly dab on her relatively rosy lips.


Shivering in the air, Amy no longer gave a heaped teaspoon about beauty make-up. She wished she’d thought to lather her face with protective grease like a Channel swimmer. She wrapped her cloak tight about her, more like a cocoon than wings. Her jaws ached from clamping them shut to prevent chattering teeth. This cold didn’t suit moths. As she inhaled, hooks of ice formed in her lungs. Her breath came out warm, though – dampening the scarf wrapped around her lower face.


The bright-mauve muffler didn’t really go with Kentish Glory colours. The smitten Laurence knitted it for Frecks last Christmas. When her idol casually lent the scarf to Amy for the duration of the Game, the Ariel Third’s eyes glinted with tragic pain. ‘Her need is greater than mine,’ said Frecks, bestowing a heartening thumbs-up on her admirer. ‘Our gratitude flows like the proverbial wine. We couldn’t pull this jaunt off without you, Young Pocket.’


That was the honest truth. Drearcliff Grange strategy relied on Larry’s singular Talent – putting objects temporarily out of reach of mortal grasp in an aperture in space she could open and close at will.


Ever since Frecks let slip about the Moth Club, Larry burned to join. Amy didn’t think of herself as unkind, but baulked at bestowing even associate membership on a person who didn’t understand how moth names worked. They were supposed to be appropriate to home territory. Amy was from Worcestershire, where – perhaps against expectations – the Kentish Glory was most commonly found. Larry wanted to call herself Scarce Forester, because a cloak with that species’ iridescent blue-green colouring would be glamorous. The Laurence family homes were in Belgravia and Berkshire, where Jordanita globulariae was yet to be sighted. Larry was an Ariel. It was typical of that most well-heeled of houses to assume rules would be waived for their convenience. Amy wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d wanted a butterfly handle. Larry needed something better than Pocket, though. It gave away too much. Mademoiselle Marsupial would be subtler. Or the Purple Pixie.


‘Eight hundred and fifty-three green bottles hanging on the wall, eight hundred and fifty-three green bottles hanging on the wall, and if one green bottle should accidentally fall…Whistle whistle whistle kerr-ASH! – there’ll be eight hundred and fifty-two green bottles hanging on the wall!’


Even Amy was getting tired of the crashing bottles.


For all she knew, the Drearcliff team could have been captured or disabled by their arch-rivals, Lobelia Draycott’s House of Reform. The Great Game’s defending champions. Also known as the Disapproved School. Repository for the Worst Girls in England. Girls weren’t sent there; they were sentenced there. Mrs Draycott’s staff were prison warders sacked for brutality and Magdalen Sisters defrocked for excessive use of the tawse.


Bad blood ran between Primrose Quell, the Draycott’s Captain, and Prima Haldane, Drearcliff’s Head Girl. Quell, formerly of Goneril House, was expelled from Drearcliff Grange last term. Headers Haldane set aside the Code of Break and tattled to Dr Swan. Queenie Quell ran what Kali called a protection racket, collecting thruppence out of every shilling spent on black market tuck, make-up or sundry contraband. The moral defects that got Quell booted out of Drearcliff Grange suited her for advancement at the House of Reform.


Kali wondered if Quell might ditch the Game and just use fog cover to get even with Haldane. The daughter of a Kafiristani bandit chief and well up on the gangs of Chicago, Kali understood the concept of vendetta. She said the team should keep a wary eye out for pigmeat hung from a shrub. ‘It won’t be no bacon tree, mugs… it’ll be a ham bush!’


Amy looked down and wondered if she saw red traces in the fog.


Between Drearcliff and Draycott’s, it was always personal.


At the Off, Quell’s she-imps had made mocking, grunting sounds at the Drearcliff Grange girls.


There was a sad story about that.


If it came to a punch-up between rival schools, neither would win. Clever Dick’s Brain-Boxes – Cadet Branch of the Splendid Six – would scoop the tobies and go home for cocoa. Amy worried a battle was fought and lost while she was freezing her proboscis off in the stratosphere. Even the weeds, wets and dims of Humble College – fully, St Cuthbert’s School for the Sons of the Humble and Pious – could hardly participate less than a person bobbing about like a rudderless Zeppelin.


‘Five hundred and ninety-one green bottles hanging on the wall, five hundred and ninety-one green bottles hanging on the wall, and if one green bottle should accidentally fall – Whistle whistle whistle kerr-ASH! – there’ll be five hundred and ninety green bottles—’


Miss Gossage’s high sing-song buzzed in the back of Amy’s mind.


‘Mawther Hein to Kentish Gloreah, Mawther Hein to Kentish Gloreah, come in, come in, ovah…’


The ungainly, lopsided teacher was herself an Unusual. A Drearcliff Old Girl (Class of ’11), Clemency Gossage returned to the fold after a Disappointment. Assiduous collectors of staffroom gossip had not discovered whether the Disappointment was in love or another field of human endeavour. The betting was on a punctured romance though. The Sausage was the sort of google-eyed, pre-emptively apologetic goose who’d let some rolled-stockings vamp waltz off with any swain not nailed down and golly-gosh-what-a-rum-do about it rather than use her Talent to get her chap back or put her rival out of the picture.


Chemicals in Miss Gossage’s brain made her a living telegram service. She could transmit brief messages directly into the minds of pupils she had a fix on, and receive curt responses. A Talent as close to mental telepathy as floating was to flying. The party piece had Applications in the field, even if – or especially when – the field was thirty feet above a fogbound city.


‘Mawther Hein to Kentish Gloreah, what is your – ahh – position? Ovah.’


Amy concentrated. The Sausage could pick up short sentences, formed in the mind but not spoken aloud. It helped to mouth the words.


‘My position is over… over Fitzroy Square or thereabouts.’


She tried to think an ‘over’. A full stop formed in her mind – Frecks’ beauty mark.


‘EC3 and E1 parcels collected… ovah.’


Good news. They’d been sure about the EC3 site, but iffy on the E1.


‘Parcels collected… and posted. Pillah box ain roowt to WC1. Postmein sent to SW2. No developmeints on W1. Ovah.’


Pillar Box was Larry Laurence. Another dud handle.


WC1 was ‘Helen’s Hole’, the Troy Club. The easy one.


Before the Off, Amy saw Haldane’s reasoning in not collecting the WC1 parcel until after the team had tackled some real puzzlers. It was like having a match in hand. Now, with the fog, she had a notion ‘the easy one’ wouldn’t be as easy as all that. The Great Game wasn’t famous for gentle warm-up rounds. It was, in fact, known for fiendish trickiness from the Off to the Finish.


Amy’s antennae tingled. Well, her eyebrows itched – which was still equivalent to a moth becoming alert to danger, food or a change in the weather. A more specific intuition would have been preferable, but – as Dr Swan said – ‘we must find Applications for the Talents we have.’


Miss Gossage buzzed again – a zizzle of irritation, unlike any sound issued from a human throat… Not strictly a sound at all, since it was all in the Sausage’s mind and Amy’s. It was like an ice-cream headache.


‘Oh, noodles,’ said Amy, aloud.


She had lost count of those precariously-placed green bottles and couldn’t be bothered starting all over again. No matter how many of the blessed things were hanging on the wall – and why anyone would want to hang bottles on a wall was beyond her! – they’d just have to jolly well stay put and not accidentally fall. All that broken glass was bound to get underfoot and be a nuisance.


Fitzroy Square or thereabouts. North of Oxford Street.


Not as insalubrious as Soho, according to Light Fingers, but not exactly respectable either. Denizens called this Fitzrovia. Anywhere with denizens rather than residents was decidedly suspect. Light Fingers’ larcenous parents, who once moved (very fast) through the demi-monde, fleeced many a mark in the clubs of Fitzrovia… watering holes famous for cocktails, gambling and other vices.


The Troy Club was the only seedy salon in town to waive cover charges for Drearcliff Grange girls. If Mother found out places like ‘Helen’s Hole’ were on the itinerary of a school trip, she wouldn’t approve.


Amy wasn’t sure this was where she should be hovering either.


This was not getting them home in time for tea and buns.


There were three more ‘parcels’ to be ‘collected’ and ‘posted’.


There was but one thing for it.


She extended thin, jointed mentacle spines. Spreading her cloak like wings, she fanned a hole in the fog. She saw wet rooftops before the hole filled in.


Taking a deep, clear, stinging breath, Amy began to sink.


The ground was calling her. Loud and clear. Over and out.


Her nose stung. The goggles kept fog out of her eyes, but she couldn’t see worth a toffee.


‘Noodles,’ she said again, for extra emphasis. ‘Soggy noodles!’









II: Nine Hours Earlier: On the Road


‘THE OFF IS at sunset,’ insisted Headers Haldane. ‘It’s in the rules.’


Girls groaned. Amy, like everyone else, was fed up with rules.


Sunset was hours away. And the Off was in London.


Rattletrap, the school motor charabanc, was barely past Andover.


Joxer, the Drearcliff Grange Man of All Work, mumble-grumbled as he bent over the steering wheel. By his lights, Rattletrap – spanking new, and a proud purchase for the school this term – was an instrument of Satan. With many a lurch and backfire, the vehicle veered across the road, searching for ruts to get stuck in. Joxer scorned irresponsible mechanisation. Horse and cart had served the school since Founding Day and he saw no need to abandon tried and tested conveyance. ‘What be next,’ he muttered, ‘a nairy-plane? T’ain’t a natural thing, and no good’ll come of ’ee!’


After two hours’ bouncing on a hardwood pew, Amy was beginning to agree with him. That ancient cart at least had upholstered seats – though faithful Dauntless might not have got this far without conking out by the roadside, no matter what secret formula Joxer added to the nag’s oats. Rattletrap was built for excursions to the seaside on sunny Bank Holidays. A canvas roof could be wound up to keep off the worst of the rain, but open sides left passengers at the mercy of wind, smuts, petrol fumes and small boys throwing stones.


‘Stuff the rules,’ said Frecks, risking a Major Infraction for impudence to the Head Girl. ‘Stuff ’em with walnuts. You know who we’re playing. Draycott’s Girls don’t give a fourpenny whoops for the laws of Great Britain, let alone the rules of the Great Game. The Brain-Box Brats think cheating’s clever, not wrong. Even the Humblebumblers will have opened the envelope by now. Unless you crack on, those sooners’ll collect the tobies double-quick. We’ll end up holding the wooden spoon. Again. That’ll sit ill with the assembled throng on our return.’


Last year’s result fostered a fierce sense of injustice. Amy hadn’t been selected for the team then, but shared the wounded pride. A pall of humiliation settled on the whole school.


Before the Off, a Draycott’s girl with a Talent for pocket-picking sidled up to Miss Gossage and switched envelopes. Thus, Drearcliff Grange were packed off on fools’ errands. Lucretia Lamarcroft, the Amazonian Captain, was duped into ‘trying out the famous echo’ in the Quiet Room of the Diogenes Club. Apparently, under the bylaws of that institution, you could be shot for coughing – but she gave out a war-whoop that’d have startled a herd of stampeding buffalo. Aconita Gould, the Scots Wolf Girl, followed a false trail to Battersea Dogs’ Home and was subjected to a flea bath. Janice Marsh, the aquatic American, was lured to a slab in Billingsgate Fish Market and barely escaped gutting. Moria Kratides, the undersized Sixth, led a party into the sewers of Hampstead on a hunt for the fabled Black Sow whose brood of flesh-eating swine terrorised Under-London. That was a put-up job too. The Kratides Expedition got beastly lost in unsanitary tunnels.


With their main rivals sabotaged, Draycott’s romped to victory with four out of five tobies. Apparently, their ‘unorthodox tactics’ did not violate the rules Haldane set so much store by. Dr Swan made several speeches in assembly to steel the school’s resolve. For over a year, the message from Headmistress had been unambiguous. Drearcliff must win the next Great Game.


Which was not to say they were limited to ‘orthodox tactics’.


‘Initiative is encouraged,’ Dr Swan told them.


They should interpret that how they wished, Amy presumed.


Haldane gripped the oilskin document packet. Its provenance was beyond reproach. Even Headers saw sense in taking custody of the envelope early in the day. The Sausage handed it over before the team trooped aboard Rattletrap. The black wax seal was imprinted with the skull sigil of the Undertaking. The sombrely dressed fellowship, known for their discreet presence at sites of mysterious occurrences, had overseen the Great Game since its beginnings in the reign of James the First and Sixth.


The first teams to compete were the Homunculi, apprentices and acolytes (not all strictly human) of the occultist John Dee; the Sea Eyasses, buccaneer cabin boys and rigging rats; the Weird Sisters, the sly fey lads who played the witches in the original production of Macbeth; and the Daughters of Annwn, urchin vixens who filed their teeth and worshipped Old Blood Goddesses. Rhyming riddles set by Francis Bacon led to the hiding places of the pickled heads of five Spanish sea captains. Whoever claimed the biggest bag of bonces won the day.


The outcome of the first Game was hotly disputed. The longed-lived survivors – an Admiral of privateers and a High Priestess of Agroná – married each other, but never put the quarrel to bed. Seventy years on – despite the pleas of children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren – they determined to settle the matter with a clash of cold steel. Tragically, the duellists ran each other through and expired in each other’s arms. Heirs and adherents divided into factions to keep the fight going. Somewhere, the Disagreement of Eyas and Annwn raged still. Over the centuries, the death toll has been equivalent to a medium-sized war.


The Armada noggins served as prizes for a century or so before they flaked to bits. Reluctantly, the Undertaking replaced the heads with toby jugs.


Those who did well in the Great Game frequently went on to figure in the Shadow Chronicle of Britain – the record of wars, feats and crimes too disturbing for ordinary history books. Those who did poorly in the Great Game seldom figured in the Chronicle of Anything.


Amy closed her eyes and imagined the seal crumbling.


‘Lay off that hocus-pokery,’ said Headers, voice rising an octave. ‘Whichever of you Unusuals is casting the fluence, cut it out. I’m on to your wicky tricks. One thing you’ll find about me is that precious little can be got past my nose.’


Everyone repressed smirks.


Haldane’s most prominent feature was her hooter.


‘But, Headers—’ began Frecks.


‘You’re on notice, Walmergrave,’ Haldane told her. ‘Any more talk of cheating and it’s a Major Infraction.’


Frecks threw up her hands in despair.


Amy drew in her mentacles.


The rest of the team slumped and slouched.


Rancour and resentment stewed.


Prima Haldane had risen through assiduous creepery. As Chief Whip, she marked down more Infractors than any five prefects put together. As Head Girl, she was a stickler for School Rules. If it were up to her, she’d make up more of the beasts so more girls could be marked down for infractions of them. Her honker was perpetually poked into places it wasn’t welcome.


When Headers was a Third, her good-hearted cellmates Byrne and di Fontane got it into their noodles that her problem was a sad, shy inability to make friends. On her birthday, they surprised her with a midnight feast. Haldane refused to budge from her cot and reported the whole corridor to the whips. Infracted for After Lights Out Activity, her would-be benefactors ended up scrubbing the Heel – a traditional Drearcliff Grange punishment – and cursing her name.


Unpopular with her peers, Haldane secured her current position – which entailed being Team Captain in the Great Game, among other honours and responsibilities – by toadying to beaks and tattling on potential rivals. Susan Byrne, jolliest girl in school, easily lived down the After Lights Out Black Notch Haldane put in her Time-Table Book and seemed a natural for elevation to the post of Head Girl. However, her tenure as Fifth Form Ariel Captain was tainted by scandal – a persistent fug of perfumed cigarettes in her cell, a sixpenny-a-trick whist ring, letters arriving from boys she claimed never to have met which (upon examination by Keys, the school censor) referred to licentious escapades off grounds. So Haldane was left as the only viable candidate.


Whisper had it that the Selection Committee debated breaking the tradition that Head Girl should be an Ariel. Likely candidates among the athletes of Goneril or the terrors of Tamora were considered. The Suggestion Box was stuffed with recommendations for Rose of Viola, whose particular qualifications for office were being startlingly fair of face and completely without voice. When Headers began assembling dossiers on Sixths of other houses, the Committee gave in and advised Dr Swan to pin gold braid on the pest and be done with it. After all, it was only for a year, and what harm could she really do? It wasn’t as if she were another Antoinette Rayne or Ariadne Rinaldo. She was no Unusual.


Talents were tolerated – encouraged, even – but unspoken convention reserved the position of Head Girl for what Light Fingers contemptuously referred to as ‘an Ordinary’.


Last year, she could not have imagined anyone worse than Sidonie Gryce, the witch who was Head Girl when Amy first came to Drearcliff. But Gryce could be bribed or otherwise got around.


‘One thing you’ll find about me,’ insisted Haldane, ‘is that I cannot be bribed or got around.’


‘That’s two things,’ said Light Fingers quietly.


‘I cannot be tempted, gulled or—’


‘Led by the nose,’ suggested Frecks.


Giggles were not stifled.


Before Headers could share another thing they would find about her – that she was not to be sneezed at? – Miss Gossage rapped a bench. At the same time, without meaning to, she buzzed in Amy’s head.


‘Leviteah is fine in its place, gels,’ said the Sausage, ‘but this is no light matter. Remembah, we are a team. We represeint School Spirit. We must prevail. Our honour is at stake.’


‘Who, me?’ said Honor Devlin humorously.


‘Yes, you, missy my gel,’ said Miss Gossage seriously. ‘Yes, all of you. Not oneses and twoses, but youses and usses. Fortitude, gels!’


‘Fortitude, attitude and pulchritude!’ said Frecks.


Devlin – known as Stretch because of her rubbery bones – saluted, slapping elongated fingers against the brim of her boater.


‘Boldness…’ the Sausage said.


‘Always boldness,’ the whole team chimed, though more than one thought it was waggish to pronounce it ‘always baldness’.


‘Dr Swan has made space in the trophy cabinet,’ said the Sausage. ‘Space enough for five jugs. Those who disappoint Dr Swan do not prospah.’


Miss Gossage was talking about herself, not just the team.


However wary they might be of Draycott’s felons in skirts, everyone in the charabanc was more afraid of Myrna Swan. Headmistress had subtle ways of wreaking revenges.


Miss Gossage set an example with Character, but lacked Guile. Were Miss Borrodale – the Science teacher – in her place, Drearcliff Grange might be better placed for a quick victory. Fossil Borrodale had recipes for irresistible toadstools treats. Come the Off, Quell’s myrmidons might be wracked with mystery tummy upsets.


The Silly Sausage was above such tactics. Worse luck.


Yesterday afternoon, Dr Swan invited the team – sans Miss Gossage – to her study for a word of advice and encouragement.


Surprisingly, Headmistress had the girls hold hands as in a ring-a-rosy. Then, she said, ‘Do not trust anyone not in this circle. Show no mercy, for none will be shown to you. Do not play the Game, win the Game. You all have Abilities, whether Unusual or not. Use them. Look askance at easy opportunity. Become mistresses of mistrust.’


That sank in, though Amy felt strange about it.


Dr Swan didn’t hold any hands – was she telling them to mistrust her?


Haldane nodded as if taking it in, but was holding Nancy Dyall’s hand so the straight talk might be corkscrewed in her mind. Dyall’s Talent was radiating discombobulating waves.


Headers turned the sealed packet over and over in her lap.


Did she realise she was picking at the Undertakers’ seal as if it were a scab?


Frecks’ wooden spoon talk was getting to the Team Captain. A poor showing would reflect badly on her. Even Haldane wouldn’t prize a commendation as the most rule-abiding loser in the Game. Lamarcroft, last year’s Team Captain, lived out her final term at Drearcliff Grange as a Fallen Heroine. After a poor showing in exams, she enlisted as ‘Private Jane Noone’ (Noone for No One) in General Flitcroft’s no-questions-asked Regiment of the Damned. They were currently fighting in the Nejd-Hashemite War. No one was sure on which side.


Piling into Rattletrap after a hearty breakfast, the Moth Club had bagsied the back bench. Amy, Frecks, Light Fingers and Kali could turn round and peer through the isinglass window in the canvas, once-overing dishy motorists.


Early in the excursion, Amy and Frecks played Light Fingers and Kali at pub cricket. When they passed an inn or hostelry on the left, they scored runs equal to the number of legs on the sign. The Cow and Chandler in Mere scored a Six, the Goose and Trumpet in Zeals a Two, and so on. Light Fingers and Kali batted the right side of the road. When Rattletrap passed the Duke of York’s Regiment in Ratfyn, the right-handers claimed a match-sweeping Twenty Thousand. Argument arose as to how many of the Duke’s well-remembered ten thousand men were actually depicted on the sign. Amy declared before things got too heated. It was a Little Game. Not one that mattered.


Larry Laurence had tried to squeeze onto the Moth Club bench. Even if the Fourths bunched up, no room could be found for her. The titchy Third settled for a position of expectant adoration in front of Frecks, bony knees on the seat, sharp chin on the backrest. Long after the match was abandoned, Larry pointed out legs on the left. Even an impressive Thirty from the Coach and Six at Goodworth Clatworth – counting the coachman and two painted passengers – was too little too late. Larry took the rout personally. If she were at Frecks’ side (instead of Amy), she’d have magically detoured Rattletrap past a pub on the left called the Million Millipedes.


‘On the right,’ said Larry, at Sutton Scotney, ‘the Star! A duck!’


‘A duck has two legs, but scores no runs,’ said Frecks. ‘An answer begging for a riddle.’


Larry brayed with laughter, and footnoted how clever and amusing that was.


‘Lay off, Young Pocket,’ said Frecks fondly, tousling the younger girl’s hair.


That shut the Third up, and made her glow…


Thinking about it, Amy reckoned trifling with the mite’s affections was a smidge unfair. If Frecks were wearing her silver coif, it might tarnish. Passed on by her uncle, who flew with Pendragon Squadron in the War, its mystic protection thinned if the wearer’s purity of heart wavered. The Lady of the Lake held her knights to moral standards so high it was hard to maintain them and still breathe.


Amy diagnosed a spark of something not unlike jealousy in her own breast. Crushes should be treated kindly… but Frecks was her best friend. She should know better than to encourage Laurence.


Serafine Walmergrave, a girl with countless admirable qualities, was possessed of a confidence that could – if unchecked – verge on big-headedness. If Frecks ventured a bon mot, she needed the honest, proportionate response only a friend could give, not the uncritical, seal-flapping applause of a smitten disciple. Or else she’d lose perspective. Pendragons had fallen for less.


‘Here, have some sweeties,’ said Light Fingers, offering a bag of all-sorts.


Larry politely declined – as if suspecting the tuck were poisoned. Believing Frecks’ friends conspired to cast her into outer darkness, she was suspicious of everyday courtesies. Even the offer of an all-sort.


‘Please yourself,’ said Light Fingers, flipping a liquorice wheel into the air and catching it with her mouth.


Light Fingers was Amy’s Unusual best friend. Her Talent was swiftness. Emma Naisbitt was fleet of foot and quick in thought. She inherited it from her parents, who were convicted (if romantic) thieves. Conjurer and glamorous assistant in the evening, cracksman and lookout after midnight. Where Frecks was confident, Light Fingers was cautious. Frecks had a dramatic ginger mop… Light Fingers’ hair was of no particular colour. Light Fingers sometimes worried about the things that made them Unusual. ‘They call us flukes,’ she was eager to remind Amy, ‘no matter how nice they are to our faces.’


‘You should hear what they call me, kittens,’ Kali would say at that.


Amy and Light Fingers didn’t know what the girl meant.


‘On my first day at school, Arbuthnot asked me if it washed off?’


‘Your forehead dot?’


‘No. The soot. Girls used to stick fingers in my face and see if they came away black. I asked Peebles if she got her pasty fizz from chalk powder. She didn’t get it then. She don’t get it now.’


Amy didn’t either.


Kali was a moderniser. Her father was a silent-strangle or cutthroat sort of bandit. The Princess favoured the rat-tat-tat of tommy guns, the squeal of getaway car wheels and the explosive statement of ‘pineapples’ tossed through windows. She’d learned English from magazine stories about American gangsters and molls. She chewed gum, daring whips to make up a rule against excessive mastication.


‘Everyone’s a fluke,’ Frecks usually said, thinking that settled forever.


‘But some can take their helmets off and be Ordinary,’ Light Fingers would think or whisper, setting it all off again.


Only best friends could have this conversation over and over and still be best friends.


Amy wondered whether Light Fingers disapproved of Larry, an Unusual, choosing to bestow worship on an Ordinary? The Third wasn’t at all taken with fellow Talents like Amy or Light Fingers.


Or Honor Devlin and Charlotte Knowles.


Stretch and Miss Memory sat together, playing cat’s cradle. With extra joints and pliable bones, Devlin had an unfair advantage, but Knowles had crammed a thousand or so string configurations into her mind. Devlin and Knowles were Fifths, veterans of the Remove.


Haldane was next to Miss Gossage, on the backwards-facing bench behind Joxer’s cushioned seat. She proudly wore the double braid of Head Girl and Chief Whip on boater, blazer and overcoat. She looked like a rear admiral from a landlocked country whose navy made up in pomp what it lacked in ships. Kali said Headers was a sap for not unpicking the trim. Excess glitter would let Draycott’s know she was coming from a mile off. A good way to get gunned down in the gutter.


Sitting as far from Haldane as possible without moving to another bench was Hjordis Bok. The Goneril Sixth was school hop, skip and jump champion. She was hard to please, sinking into wordless gloom while girls she’d just beaten rallied round to clap her shoulder in good-humoured congratulation. Amy often saw Bok on her own in all weathers, practising – golf, discus, weight-lifting. Wybrew, her House Captain, insisted the team include a girl from Goneril, the sport house, otherwise it was dominated by the uncategorisables and Unusuals of Desdemona. The Great Game was not a sport in the sense Goneril understood it, but house pride must be satisfied. So Bok was with them.


The last of the team had a bench to herself. Nancy Dyall – Poppet – was a secret weapon, liable to blow up before deployment and wipe out the battalion. The Desdemona Third’s odd, uncontrollable Ability made her difficult to be around – all the more so when you forgot she was there, which she could make you do.


The team was a mix of Unusuals and Ordinaries. They represented the whole school, not just the Remove. Frecks was a fringe Unusual, by virtue of that ensorcelled chainmail balaclava. And it took an elastic definition of Ordinary to include Kali, heiress to a criminal empire. Haldane, with her methodical sneakiness, and Bok, made near-perfect by practice, might be as much use in the field as Stretch, with her party piece of reaching tall shelves, or Miss Memory, who could shove reams of rote learning into her mind but would eventually fall asleep and forget it all.


This was the Drearcliff Grange team.


Amy trusted Frecks, Light Fingers and Kali – the Moth Club – and saw the use of Larry, Bok and Knowles. Devlin was a good sort. Her cheeriness was more valuable to the side than her ductility. Morale was key, particularly when play went against the school. Haldane was no Lungs Lamarcroft, but – despite one or two of the things she would tell you about herself – she could be got round. And, in the end, Dyall was terrifying. A tactic would be to let Draycott’s collect the tobies, then have Poppet walk up and scramble their brains so they didn’t remember who they were and what they were doing, then take away the prizes and waltz home with them. Amy hoped it wouldn’t come to that but a decent showing for Drearcliff Grange was required.


Revenge must be had.


The Draycott’s team must have a leaf.


If it was there, she would see it.


It was something she’d discovered on her own and talked about with Light Fingers. Her friend had a similar knack, and was excited that they shared it. Nothing to do with their Talents, but a way of thinking, of approaching situations, of sizing up people. It worked on anyone, but was especially useful for Unusuals.


Spotting the leaf.


It was Amy and Light Fingers’ private term for a fatal weakness.


When mighty Siegfried bathed in dragon’s blood, an unnoticed linden leaf stuck to his heroic back so his skin wasn’t unpuncturable all over. A rotter eventually stuck a dirk into the tender spot, putting a tragic end to Siegfried’s saga and kicking off further trouble in the next opera.


The moral was that mighty heroes all have leaves.


Captain Adonis, who ran about in a circus outfit battling gang bosses with flat heads or iron teeth, drank a patent medicine that rendered him invulnerable to bombs, bullets and knives but deathly allergic to strawberries. If he accidentally ate one, he’d explode. Were Amy advising the American overman, she’d have suggested he keep quiet about his leaf – but he let it get in the papers. Duke D’Stard invented a tommy gun that sprayed strawbs instead of slugs. The Captain was splattered, but got out of dying somehow and dumped his nemesis in Sing Sing.


Amy was up on the leaves of her schoolfellows.


Pinborough of the Sixth, the boxing champion, tossed her fringe before delivering her roundhouse knockout. An opponent who knew that could duck under the blow and clip her glass jaw with an uppercut. Frecks’ charm depended on an abstract notion of ‘purity of heart’ that wasn’t always realistic. Knowles could know everything about a subject but not understand any of it. Even Light Fingers had a leaf, which Amy couldn’t explain to her. Hotly aware of the unjust treatment of Unusuals, she mistrusted Ordinaries even when she shouldn’t.


Fearsome as the competition was, they would have leaves. Amy hoped she would spot them.


But battle couldn’t be fought until the envelope was opened.


‘It’s so overcast it looks like sunset,’ Amy declared.


‘One thing you’ll find about me is that evasions—’


‘Get right up your nose?’ Frecks suggested.


While everyone was laughing, Amy leaned over and told Poppet to go and sit by the Captain.


Poppet was reading the Girls’ Paper. She folded over the corner of a page to keep her place in ‘Sally the Stowaway’ and handed the periodical to Amy. Dyall insinuated herself into a spot on the front bench between Bok and Headers. She slid slowly closer to Haldane, staying beneath her notice – under her nose! – and seeming to shrink within herself.


Amy waited a few minutes. Haldane’s face grew slack.


Rattletrap hit a bad patch of road. Girls slid along benches, bumping into each other. First accidentally, then on purpose. Devlin’s arm got bent in the wrong places. She snapped the extra elbows straight, eliciting groans and yucks.


‘Can’t be helped,’ she said, unashamed.


Swift as a hummingbird, larcenous as a magpie, Light Fingers took advantage of the distraction. She vaulted over bench backs, plucked the envelope from Haldane’s grasp, and leaped back to her place. Only Amy was close enough even to notice she’d moved.


‘We should open the envelope,’ said Amy. ‘Hang sunset.’


Light Fingers handed it over.


Haldane’s countenance betokened forthcoming rage at ‘the wicky trick’ then her anger vanished and puzzlement set in.


‘One thing you’ll find about me…’ she began, then trailed off.


From experience, Amy knew Headers was feeling hot and irritable, and wondering whence came the throb in her temples. She could look right at Nancy Dyall and not see her. And she wouldn’t want to look at Poppet, since that was quease-making. Then, she’d forget where she was, as if her concentration were drifting during Double Geog… When the mists cleared, she’d be in a different classroom, a Latin textbook open on the desk, not knowing how many hours she’d been ‘away’. Trying to think back to fill in the gap hurt like putting a finger into a candleflame.


Amy shuddered. It wasn’t Dyall’s fault she was born with a Talent. It was at least partially Amy’s fault Dyall had learned to apply it.


‘As you were, Poppet,’ said Amy.


Dutifully, Dyall returned to her lonely bench. Amy gave back her comic.


Haldane recovered from befuddlement. Miss Gossage pointed to her mouth. Headers raised a knuckle, embarrassed, and wiped off a thread of foam.


‘Sunset,’ she said, not knowing the meaning of the word.


Amy shivered, but it was done now.


Poppet unfolded the corner of her page and read on.


‘Amy should open the envelope, shouldn’t she?’ said Frecks to the charabanc in general.


‘What envelope?’ asked Haldane.


With a lash of mentacle, Amy whipped the seal off the packet.









III: Nine Hours Later: In the Fog


AMY ALIGHTED ON uneven ground. A sloping passage not a paved street. Just about wide enough for a bicycle – though cycling on these slippery cobblestones would be foolhardy. Buildings pressed in, leaning at each other. Yellowish water trickled in the gutter.


She had often heard of vile alleyways.


This would appear to be one of them.


She wasn’t impressed.


A jangling sounded. Her eyebrows prickled again.


A fire alarm? Danger!


No… Just ‘time, gentlemen, please’ being called.


A sign hung from an arch spanning the alley. The Midnight Bell. A duck in pub cricket.


Drinkers barged out into the fog and had coughing fits.


Amy rubbed Frecks’ scarf over her goggles, not improving her view much. Her nose stung from the fog.


How did city moths live with this?


She had spent most of her life in the country. Drearcliff Grange School was on the North Somerset coast, miles from the nearest town. Amy’s family home was in Crossway Green, a Worcestershire village. Her only experience of London was passing through the railway stations – and a visit to Oxford Street when she was little, to see the Christmas illuminations. But, through books and magazines, she thought she knew the city.


Growing up, she’d devoured stories of adventure steeped in picturesque fogs. Holmes and Watson barrelling through stippled halftone in a hansom cab to thwart the schemes of Professor Moriarty. Chance encounters between strangers leading to excitement and drama. Princes and paupers switching places. Frightful fiends stalking innocent prey in Whitechapel or Limehouse. Cheerful cockneys and foolish swells. Sweeney Todd and Spring-Heel’d Jack. Chirrupy flower girls and irrepressible urchins.


The sea fog that sometimes shrouded Drearcliff was salty, but white as a cloud.


In films, London fog was thin and ghostly. Curtains of misty muslin. Of course, flickers were black and white, unless tinted blue for night or green for the jungle.


Films were never stained this uniquely disgusting green-yellow.


That was why London fogs were called ‘pea-soupers’, she realised.


Her mouth filled with spit. Too many deep breaths and she’d spew. That would not show the school in the best light. She kept licking her teeth to get rid of the acrid taste. This pea-soup was fouler even than the sludge they made in the Drearcliff Grange kitchens.


Should she add a gas mask to her Kentish Glory costume? To keep out the worst of the pollution.


It would be simplest to remain a country moth.


There was plenty of evil to be fought outside towns and cities. The shires were less well-served by established adventurers like the Splendid Six, Dr Shade or the Most Valued Members of the Diogenes Club. Even the dour gents of the Undertaking more often showed their top hats and dark spectacles in built-up areas.


But Kentish Glory would go where she was most needed.


Even if it was horrid and she wasn’t dressed properly for it.


She tried to ‘listen’ out for Miss Gossage, but the teacher’s Talent didn’t work like that. She had to buzz you.


This was not going to plan.


Inside the envelope Light Fingers took from Haldane was a single sheet of paper, with a typewritten list. Clues leading to locations around London.


Helen’s Hole WC1
Burnt Pudding EC3
Rache in Red SW2
Villa de Ville W1
Bad Luck Bertram E1


The team had the inside track on the first riddle. Helen’s Hole was a code name for the Troy Club in Hanway Street, London WC1. Helen Lawless, the proprietress, was an Old Girl – Team Captain before the War when Drearcliff Grange racked a streak of wins in the Great Game. Dr Swan’s former cygnet was now a notorious receiver of stolen information and paymaster of half the spies in the city and had a flirty, on-and-off enmity-or-alliance with Dennis Rattray, the hard-hitting paladin the papers called Blackfist. They were continually rowing, canoodling, bantering or sparring. Neither had definitively come out on top, so their game continued. According to Dr Swan, Miss Lawless was shamming shadiness, covering her true calling as a loyal agent of the crown. She polished her medals in secret, selflessly living as an outcast from polite society in order to protect it. The school was proud of her, though Amy thought Miss Lawless should give that overbearing cad the push – or chop off his granite hand with a scimitar and let him bleed out.


Frecks said that the Undertaking must be taking pity on the wooden-spoon holders to lob such an easy one. Amy bristled slightly at that thought. Drearcliff Grange didn’t need or want special treatment.


Hjordis Bok was sent to Hanway Street. Haldane phoned ahead, using codewords Knowles supplied from memory. Miss Lawless knew to expect a Drearcliff girl, and to put off the other teams.


Bok could safeguard the toby till it was tucked in Larry’s pocket.


When the team put their heads together, they had ideas about most of the clues – though the only one they agreed on was ‘Burnt Pudding EC3’. That must mean Pudding Lane in Eastcheap, where the Great Fire of 1666 started. History said a baker was careless with his oven, but the Shadow Chronicle told another tale – involving runes, a fire demon, and a bitter hatred the diabolist Maurice Wyvil nurtured for the architect Christopher Wren. Pages torn from Samuel Pepys’ diary and pasted into the Chronicle gave the full story. The thief and fancy woman Moll Flanders was transported to Virginia rather than hanged on the condition she not reveal the real cause of the Great Fire (and the preceding Great Plague) in her memoirs. She wrote in plenty of scandal, gossip and amorous dalliance to fill gaps made by taking out terrifying truths.


As for the rest of the clues, the team was at sixes and sevens…


The application of guesswork and specialised knowledge was by no means sure, even with Knowles coughing up nuggets from maps and gazetteers. There was a Luck Street in the Old Jago in London E1. That rang a distant bell. Could Bad Luck Bertram be Burlington Bertie from the music hall song? No, said Miss Memory, that was a Bertie from Bow – EC3.


Light Fingers, a devotee of sensational literature, recalled Bert Stevens, tried in 1887 for the murders of a Salvation Army Major and her younger brothers. The Police Gazette called him ‘the Ill-Omen of Luck Street’. Summoning court notices from the recesses of memory, Knowles recounted the story. The corpses were propped up at a dinner table with Stevens at the head. He claimed he’d sat there, paralysed with horror, while oriental hatchet men slaughtered Major Goodenough and the twins Freddy and Victor. Chinese laundrymen were attacked by mobs in the streets of the East End – one was killed – before the police, tipped off by a consultant, realised the bloodstains on Stevens’ person were of a unique character. He could only have received arterial spray full in the face if he were none other than the murderer himself. A mild-mannered, pleasant-faced youth, Stevens was taken up as a cause by maiden ladies who sent him scented letters in prison and petitioned against his sentence. He went to the gallows all the same. ‘And a good job too,’ said Light Fingers, who had surprisingly little sympathy with miscreants in general and none at all for violent criminals.


The team agreed Stevens was ‘Bad Luck Bertram’. The toby must be hidden at the scene of his crime. Understandably, no one wanted to live at 13 Luck Street after the murders. Knowles closed her eyes and remembered a particular page in the current street directory, then said the address was now a rag and bone man’s storehouse.


Stretch ventured that ‘Rache in Red’ must be ‘Rachel in Red’ but Frecks said the Undertaking didn’t make typing mistakes. Thinking along the lines of the E1 clue, she prompted Light Fingers and Knowles to rack brains for murders in Brixton. Both, at once, hit on the 1881 killing of Enoch Drebber in an empty house in Lauriston Gardens.


‘Rache – German for “revenge” – was written on the wall in letters of blood…’ said Light Fingers. ‘Which was strange,’ continued Knowles, ‘because Drebber was poisoned, so the murderer must have cut himself to write the word.’ ‘These days,’ said Light Fingers, ‘he’d have been caught in a trice because daubing his message would leave prints Scotland Yard would match.’ ‘Though, since he turned out to be a cab-man,’ argued Knowles, ‘he might have worn gloves. His name was Jefferson Hope, but he died before he came to trial so the case is listed as unsolved even if – thanks to that tattler Dr Watson – everyone knows he did it. The story’s in A Study in Scarlet. It was to do with Morons.’ ‘Mormons,’ corrected Light Fingers.


When Miss Memory relied on ordinary general knowledge rather than cramming, she often got things slightly wrong. It was Light Fingers’ habit to blurt out corrections. Knowles was getting a frown groove in her forehead from pretending not to mind. Accustomed to snubs from her Ordinary classmates for being ‘too clever’, Miss Memory was uncomfortably adjusting to the Remove, where girls who knew how her Talent worked thought she might really be something of a Dim.


Stretch, holding a flickering flame for the mistyped Rachel, wasn’t convinced. She also thought the reasoning of the ‘Bad Luck Bertram’ clue was shaky… and, besides, what was ‘Villa DeVille’ all about?


‘House of the House? How does that make sense?’


Light Fingers ended the debate with a canny suggestion. She admitted they couldn’t be sure they’d puzzled out any of the clues properly, but they could trust Richard Cleaver – ‘Clever Dick’, the Most Brilliant Boy in Britain – and his Brain-Boxes to get the answers. All Drearcliff Grange had to do was tail the junior swots, then use their superior reach and height to force the infants to give up the tobies. ‘Like taking sweeties from babies,’ Light Fingers said, making quick passes which turned her hands invisible – a rather alarming effect. The suggestion wasn’t entirely in the spirit of playing the Game, but certainly in the spirit of winning it.


Though Amy had private doubts, she hadn’t spoken out.


For a start, she had no earthly idea what ‘Villa DeVille’ meant.


From Miss Gossage’s buzzed report, she supposed the ‘Burnt Pudding’ and ‘Bad Luck Bertram’ tobies were in the bag, either by ingenuity or subterfuge. The plan was that the team would now divide. One group would head South of the River, at least starting with a poke around Lauriston Gardens. Another would feel their way about the West End, searching for the mysterious villa or dogging the tracks of the Brain-Boxes. Knowles and Light Fingers said too many murders were committed amid the glittering lights of the West End – more even than in the slums – for any particular one to stand out. Every nightclub, café and theatre had a horror story.


Standing orders were to stay on the alert against harrying from the House of Reform. Kali’s point about not expecting a bacon tree was well taken. Queenie Quell’s crew of she-pirates wouldn’t sit idle while Drearcliff Grange collected their parcels. Sitting idly was indubitably what the Humblebumblers were doing though. Why the boys even bothered fielding a team was a mystery – they never took anything seriously.


Eyes now stinging as badly as her nose, Amy considered that the Humble College tactic of chucking in the Game and scoffing pork pies while chatting up waitresses might appeal to low, craven sorts of person. Such dereliction of duty was alien to the Spirit of Drearcliff Grange.


She was on the alert for rival teams. She was wary of Draycott’s girls, but at least understood them. The Brain-Boxes bothered her more.


Would she even notice small swollen-headed figures creeping in the fog?


The oddest team in the field, they made her eyebrows itch. Clever Dick, youngest of the Splendid Six, was oldest of the Brain-Boxes. He was taken out of primary school for devising equations that opened portholes to other spheres while his classmates hadn’t mastered the two-times table. His teammates were equally impressive. Some believed that, thirty years hence, these prodigies would be the guiding geniuses of Britain… Serene, unfathomable deep thinkers with huge eyes, egg-dome skulls and thinning hair. They would plan a perfect society, offer wise counsel to government, and wipe enemies off the map with thought alone. Amy didn’t like the sound of it at all.


Unbeatable when it came to solving puzzles, the Brain-Boxes were still children. Spoiled children, at that. Amy pitied Miss Vernon, the haggard young governess who was their chaperone. Whatever holy hell the Remove put Miss Gossage through was pleasant balm beside the nightmare of daily dealing with the Brightest Sparks in the Nursery. The Boxes had invented their own language, using mirror-reversed Inca symbols, just to bedevil Miss Vernon. They once took her bicycle to pieces and put it back together as a giant fly trap.


New to the Great Game last year, the Brain-Boxes managed to come second – a poor second, admittedly – when Drearcliff Grange were derailed. Clever Dick & Co. fitted gears, cotton reels, rubber bands and bicycle-pump pistons into a suit of armour and despatched the automaton to snatch a toby. The clumsy contraption brought back pieces of china cupped in its gauntlets.


Cheated of a five-toby clean sweep, the House of Reform decided to see whether Sir Clankalot was up to swimming and heaved the clockwork knight into the Thames. The metal marvel took on water rapidly and went under. It pulled itself ashore on the Isle of Dogs and was torn apart by scavenging mudlarks.


Meanwhile, most of the Drearcliff Grange team was beyond reach of the Sausage’s buzzes. When the Draycott’s team owned up, the Undertaking sent a rescue party into Under-London. Moria Kratides and company returned in bad odour. An epic scrubbing with lye got the muck off, but their clothes had to be burned. They hadn’t so much as sighted the bristles of a giant sow. Since then, any Draycott’s girl who so much as glimpsed a Drearcliff Grange tie would grunt like a hog.


Even the Humble College boys did better, stirring from the pie house at dawn to claim an undistinguished Third Place.


They would throw it away again this year.


Humble College were famously big-heads and lackwits, featherbedded from the cradle. When they left school, they got on swimmingly. Cushy positions were held open in finance, the church and the law for the marginally intelligent. Commissions awaited in fashionable regiments for the totally dim. Debutantes lined up at balls, obliged to put up with being whirled off by a St Cuthbert’s fellow in a dance that would zigzag towards a divan behind a potted palm. Old Boys were obliged to welcome nephews into secret government departments and exclusive gentlemen’s clubs. It didn’t matter if Humble College boys came a cropper in the Game or bungled their examinations. So long as they were ‘good sorts’ and from the right families, they were set up for life. Half the Splendid Six were Old Humblebumblers. Come to that, so were Frecks’ brother Ralph and Uncle Lance, and – astonishingly – Kali’s father Kabir Chattopadhyay, Bandit Rajah of Kafiristan.


If anything, the fog was getting worse.


She could have been given the answers to all the clues, along with a map showing how to get to the locations of the tobies… and still be lost.


Light Fingers’ tactic was liable to be scotched by the fog too. Even the Brain-Boxes – especially the Brain-Boxes – would be impossible to follow. Anyone small could disappear in this without trying.


In theory, the Boxes were the cadet branch of the Splendid Six. Amy had read yarns in which Clever Dick saw through the schemes of diabolical nemeses like Stepan Volkoff or the Gaiety Ghoul and sent Lord Piltdown, the Palaeolithic toff, to fetch their (usually foreign) heads mighty cuffs with his long, hairy arms.


Everyone who worked with the Cleaver Boy said in interviews that he was, outside of his phenomenal mental capacity, ‘as merry, decent a little fellow as you could hope to meet’. That they all used exactly the same words to describe him suggested someone had written the sentence down and requested it be said as often and as loudly as possible.


Frecks’ Uncle Lance, formerly of Pendragon Squadron, knew Teddy Trimingham, the Blue Streak of the Splendid Six. He helped keep the Racing Swift – the Blue Streak’s streamlined, land-speed-record-setting vehicle – on the road between daredevil chases and smash-ups. According to Frecks, Lance reported that when no one was writing down what he said for the papers, Trimingham declared Clever Dick, ‘The worst pill I’ve met in all my puff… Everyone who’s had the misfortune to spend more than five minutes with the blighter is itching for him to grow up. When he’s tall enough to have his fat head punched, there’ll be queues round the Hippodrome.’


Amy wasn’t going to make assumptions on hearsay evidence.


But she was getting an impression that the stories in Girls’ Paper and British Pluck weren’t always 100 per cent truthful.


At the Off, she’d seen the Brain-Boxes. They had blue wool hats stretched over swollen heads and wore matching miniature duffle coats with clothes-peg fasteners. Miss Vernon kept counting heads, sure one of her charges was missing… and even more sure they were up to no good and she would come out the worst of it.


With his bulging eyes and fat cheeks, Clever Dick was more like a bipedal baby than a little boy. Dyall tried to get his autograph on his cigarette card, but he loudly informed the air that he didn’t talk to ‘twivial girls’. He must not get on with the youngest of the Boxes, six-year-old Trude Smarthe – the only English pataphysician Andre Breton accepted into the Dada movement. Her duffle coat was pink and she had cat-ears and whiskers on her knitted hat.


After the Off, they’d scattered.


It was hours past sunset.


Amy had lost track of everyone… on her team and on all the others.


She’d welcome a friendly, or even a familiar face.


A couple of fellows from the Midnight Bell stumbled through the alley towards her, harmonising on ‘There is a Tavern in the Town’. They sang unfamiliar words that made her blush. In this version, it wasn’t the singer’s harp that got hung from a weeping willow tree.


She thought it best to stay out of their way.


Her brown-and-white markings made decent camouflage. She flattened against a cold, damp wall, covered her head with her cloak, and held her breath.


The singers – who really ought to be ashamed of themselves to do such ruin to a harmless traditional ditty of infidelity and probable suicide – stumbled past. They were in a right state. Peeping through her wings, she saw the blurred outlines of fur-collared coats and silk hats. They might be drunk, but evidently weren’t louts. She could have reached out and touched them.


She did reach out with a mentacle – imagining a padded mallet – and applied an on-your-way touch to their rears. Thus goosed, they yelped without breaking off the song and hustled onwards.


Leaning on each other, the two-man cats’ choir got through the alley.


The practices they ascribed to the true love-stealing ‘damsel dark’ would have been anatomically demanding even for Stretch Devlin and medically inadvisable to boot.


She heard them for a while after they were gone from sight. The stink of beer lingered too, almost as pongy as the fog.


When they were gone, she missed them.


She let out a Drearcliff ‘halloo cuckoo!’


The team had agreed on the signal.


She called again…


…and thought she heard a faint answer.


‘Cuckooo hallooo…’


She called, louder.


The response was definite. Not an echo of the alley.


Cautiously, but with determination, she walked through the fog. It eddied around her ankles. She tried to push it away with her mentacles. This made odd curlicue waves but didn’t appreciably thin it out. Unlike solid objects, fog resisted being poltergeisted. She wasn’t good with water either.


The alley kinked and got wider as if two teams of navvies working on completely different streets had met in the middle and decided to leave it at that.


The ‘cuckoo halloo’ came again.


Someone was huddled against a wrought-iron lamp post. The globe was smashed, so no circle of light fell.


Amy knelt. Prickles of glass under her knees made her stand again.


The lamp had been broken recently. Her brows itched.


‘Thomson?’ came a whisper from the huddle.


‘Thomsett,’ she corrected.


‘The flying Unusual?’


‘Floating.’


‘Huh,’ said the huddle, wearily.


Amy took a pack of Swan Vestas out of one of her pockets and struck a light.


The huddle shrank away, blinking.


Hjordis Bok sat under the lamp.


So far as Amy remembered, she’d never spoken with the Goneril Sixth.


She didn’t really know what to say now.


The match burned out. She struck another.


Bok held her right knee, which was swollen and discoloured. She had dirt in her hair and on her face. She was pale and – despite the cold – sweaty.


‘They’ve broken my leg,’ said Bok.


Amy reached out and the Sixth drew back.


‘Where’s Larry?’ she asked. ‘The pocket Unusual,’ she specified.


Bok tried to shrug, but that evidently hurt.


‘Down the way,’ she said, nodding further along the alley.


‘Who did this?’


‘Arrows on their coats and berets.’


‘Draycott’s girls?’


Bok nodded, and winced again.


The House of Reform uniform ran to dark-blue skirts and blazers with fine black prison arrows. It was dramatic, subtle and quite smart. Draycott’s skirts were practically above the knee. Dosson, Chapell & Co. of Tite Street, who had the school-kit racket sewn up, seemed – annoyingly – more inspired when outfitting Lobelia Draycott’s she-convicts than when inflicting drab, scratchy uniform on Drearcliff Grange girls.


Primrose Quell had a tiny arrow inked under her eye. A beauty mark for convicts. That showed a kind of School Spirit, Amy admitted.


‘The toby?’


Bok breathed painfully. She was on the point of unconsciousness.


Amy wondered if the Sixth had other broken bones. Dropping her match, Amy dug out a tin of lozenges. She popped a Fisherman’s Friend into Bok’s mouth.


She should carry first-aid supplies – sticking plasters and such – in her Kentish Glory kit. She had needle and thread, but for repairing torn clothes not fixing open wounds.


Bok rolled the lozenge around her mouth and bit.


Her eyes opened wide and tears started.
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