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[ 1 ]


Mariah Mundi





MARIAH Mundi stepped into the long thin railway carriage and for several moments blinked his eyes in the bright light. Swirls of steam and the sound of the stoking engine rattled the neat wooden floor of the corridor that appeared to run the length of the train. It was ghostly empty, as had been the platform where he had waited patiently for the last train to take him to the coast. He had watched the old beast arrive. Out of the dark and stormy night it had juddered along the track and under the large canopy of glass and halted abruptly at platform five. A heavy engine drew six dark and grubby coaches covered in dirt and mildew, so that it looked like an old leviathan rising from the depths of darkness. The guard had jumped from the mail van and shouted out the destinations and connections in his gruff voice. A large moustache curled from his top lip to under his chin, and a long pipe arched from his scaly chops. Mariah had watched as the man had wiped the grease from his hands upon the oily black waistcoat that held in his bulging belly. With every shallow breath that the man gulped, its buttons looked as if they were on the verge of popping as they heaved and strained.


Now as Mariah stood in the glare of the carriage he hesitated, unsure as to what he should do. The coach was much brighter than he had thought. A narrow gas lamp lit the drab walls and window blinds, billowing gusts of hot air that rolled across the ceiling of the coach and out of the open door. He looked again at the painted sign on the glass pane: First Class. He read the words on the ticket and matched the carriage to the number that had been scrawled in thick black ink by the hand of the old fat ticket collector at Kings Cross. Coach number one, compartment three, seat number two. First Class. Cautiously he counted the seats and looked at the silver numbered tags that marked each place.


In his own seat sat a tall man with a muscular frame, wearing the uniform of an army officer and with a thick scar across his right cheek. Mariah studied him as he took the seat opposite, holding out his ticket as if at any moment he would be challenged and the ticket would be snatched fom him, condemning him to the wooden benches of Third Class, just short of the mail van.


He had set off to travel north from London early that morning. In his hand he had clutched a ticket, presented the day before by Jecomiah Bilton, headmaster of Chiswick Colonial School, which had been his home for seven years. Mariah’s parents had travelled to Sudan and had never returned. They had paid in advance and so, even on their death two years before, Mariah had been allowed to stay until he had reached his fifteenth birthday. That day had come and gone, along with a further six months of grace and clearing the refectory tables and washing the floors. Now he had been despatched with a Third Class ticket, a first-class suit and a writ of worthiness signed by the gentle Professor Bilton. In his pocket he also had a letter of introduction and a neatly ironed five-pound note given to him by his father on the day Mariah had waved his parents goodbye from Southampton docks.


It was as he had stood by the ticket office on the Euston Road, his train ticket in his hand, that he had noticed an agitated gentleman strutting along the recently laid pavement in a new silk top hat, examining his fob watch and looking up and down the street, closely scrutinising every horse carriage that drew close by. The man had cast him a quick glance and then looked away as several carriages drew up at the station and left their passengers on the cold stone pavement surrounded by their hastily thrown-down cases. The man had inspected from a distance the names on the cases as he had pretended to swagger the wide avenue in the cold December dawn.


Mariah had been fascinated, drawn in by the way in which the man twitched his head from side to side. Once, he had taken his long black cane and prodded a thickly lacquered trunk that had been bundled off an old landau and left unattended for several minutes before a petulant old porter dragged it on to his barrow and whisked it away. He watched the man and then the man watched him. The station clocked chimed the seventh hour. The gentleman looked up and then pulled a narrow pair of spectacles and a thin piece of paper from his pocket. He perched the glasses on the end of his nose and peered at the tiny writing that was scrawled on the bright white paper.


Then, when a tall dark carriage pulled up quickly before him, the man flushed with panic. He spun on his heels and dropped his gaze to the ground, marching towards Mariah as if he were the only person to be greeted in the world.


‘My dear friend,’ the man had said in the voice of one who had not long resided upon these shores. ‘I beg of you a favour for which you will be highly commended. Here is a travel voucher, First Class, for any destination you choose.’ He handed Mariah the thin piece of paper emblazoned with the crest of the Great North Eastern Railway. ‘Take it as a gift, but I ask you one thing, tell no one you have seen me and … look after these.’


The man handed Mariah a crisp pack of Panjandrum playing cards, still boxed and sealed with candle wax. On both sides was the face of the Joker, cross-eyed and holding his wand as if to cast a spell.


‘When you reach your destination send me a postcard to Claridges Hotel. Mark it for me, Perfidious Albion, and I will make arrangements for the cards to be collected. Tell no one.’


Mariah didn’t speak but silently nodded as the gentleman dashed off into the crowd, not to return. Two men stepped from the black carriage and scurried into the throng. It was as if they sought to follow the gentleman but had not seen in which direction he had gone. The boy had exchanged the voucher and acquired for himself a First Class ticket for the journey. As the train had ambled to the north, he had sat in state, looking from the window of the carriage at fresh fields that sprawled out before him. They soaked up the cold sun, and as the dark of the winter’s afternoon had fallen he had looked upon the bright stars as they peeked from the high heavens.


Nine hours later, he exchanged trains and boarded the branch line to the coast. Now he sat in the warm carriage nearing the end of his journey, the crisp note and writ of achievement still folded neatly in his pocket.


‘Please, sir,’ Mariah said quietly as he held out his ticket towards the man sitting opposite him in the carriage. ‘I believe that is my seat.’


‘Seat? You believe it is your seat?’ the man said, raising a furrowed brow and squinting at the boy. ‘I believe this seat belongs to whoever owns this railway and that we only rent this space until we find our destination.’


‘But my ticket says …’


‘Your ticket says that you should sit quietly and not disturb your elders or your betters,’ the man replied gruffly as he took a penny dreadful from his pocket. He opened the creased pages  and buried his head deep within as he grumbled to himself. ‘And another thing, boy. If I choose seat number two, it is because I like to see neither what is beyond the window nor what is in the passageway. It is a quiet seat, where I will not be disturbed and where I can rest. Now if you don’t mind, save your complaints for the ticket collector and keep quiet.’


Mariah sat quietly, holding his ticket in expectation of its early examination. The man buried himself in the dreadful, chuckling when he turned the pages again and again as he read the adventures of Fiery Jack over and over.


There was a long jerk as the train stretched and then contracted again as the engine pulled the carriages into motion. Mariah lurched forward but the man didn’t move, holding fast to the paper that he held before his face. As the train pulled from the platform and moaned along the track, gathering speed, the lamp dimmed and the sound of steam hissed from beneath them.


Outside, the lights of almshouses flashed like phantoms in the dark. Faster, called the rails as the wheels clanked and churned and the great leviathan raced on into the night.


The door to the compartment opened suddenly. A perfunctory man in long black coat and a funeral tie wrapped around the neck of a crisp white shirt peered in.


‘Compartment number three?’ he asked mechanically.


Mariah nodded. The officer shrugged his shoulders as he read on, not bothering to take his face from the columns of black ink and cartoons that filled each page.


‘A dark chilly night for us to be abroad,’ the man said, hoping to bring a spark of conversation and smiling at Mariah. ‘Do you travel far?’ he said to the boy as he rummaged in the carpetbag that he held nervously close to himself.


‘The end of the line,’ Mariah said. He fumbled with the ticket in his fingers and looked at the small leather bag by his feet.


‘If I am not mistaken, you’re a Colonial boy,’ the man said, nodding his head and taking his seat next to the soldier.


‘That I am. Do you know the place, sir?’ he asked expectantly.


‘Well, very well. Had a suit like that myself once. The five-pound suit, given for good behaviour and never to repay a penny.’ He laughed as he leant forward and felt the collar of the boy’s coat. ‘Finer cloth than I ever had. Sent into the world to make the best of all they taught me, and now … I am a man of leisure, forty-one years of age and taking a winter’s rest by the sea. Tasting the waters, with a prescription to bathe in the Oceanus Germanicus every morning, rain or shine. Good for the constitution. They say the water is remarkably warm, even in winter.’ The man took in a deep breath as if he inhaled the fresh sea air; he then paused and looked about the carriage, talking as if he didn’t want to be overheard. ‘Travel from London this morning? Seven-twenty from Kings Cross?’


‘That … I did. I never thought it would take so long or that I would come so far,’ Mariah replied as the thought of Perfidious Albion flashed through his mind. He slipped his hand into his coat pocket and fingered the deck of cards that he had pressed deep within, not wanting to give their presence away.


‘Strange,’ said the man. ‘I should have travelled that train myself, but my companion didn’t wait for me. I waited the half hour and caught the next train. Travelling alone can be so tiresome.’ He tried to peer over the top of the penny dreadful and see the face of its reader. ‘Do you travel together?’ the man asked, attempting to engage the army officer in polite conversation.


‘Alone,’ the officer said monotonously, hoping it would bring an end to the questioning.


‘Far?’ the man asked, looking behind the paper and smiling smugly as he rubbed his hands in and out of each other.


‘From the ends of the earth, by sea and sail and hackney cab and now by rail,’ the officer replied, reading the words from the  hoarding above Mariah’s head. ‘And all in the day … If you would excuse me, my eyes tell me that they desire to sleep as within the hour we will all be thrown from this place to the cold street.’ He slumped into his place and threw his feet across the carriage.


‘Very good, very good,’ the other man muttered, and he gestured for Mariah to be silent, shaking his head in agreement with himself as he rubbed his hands faster and faster in time to the clunking of the carriage over the chilled iron rails.


Together they sat in silence for the next nine miles. Mariah held his arms across his chest, holding himself against the thick piled seat as the man stared at him and they listened to the soldier’s heavy snoring. The long journey north had numbed his mind. He wanted to join the soldier in slumber, but some inner thought or deep fear kept his eyes from closing, not trusting the man to be alone with him in sleep.


Clutching the large carpetbag upon his knees, the man looked back at Mariah and smiled a sheepish smile through his thin blue lips. ‘You know a lot about me and I nothing of you,’ he said as he fiddled with the strap of the bag, rubbing the leather through his fingers. ‘Do you work at the end of the line, or are you there to take the waters?’


Mariah hesitated. It was as if the coach had filled with a thin mist that glazed his sight. He snuggled back into the deep pile of the seat as the carriage rattled back and forth along the shaking track. ‘I go to the Prince Regent,’ he said slowly, hoping never to have to say another word.


‘Well, well, well, bless my soul. If that isn’t a coincidence beyond all coincidences. I too shall be a guest in that fine place. The Tower Suite, a reservation for one until Lady Day. They say you can see the castle and the harbour and on a clear day the windmills of Holland … And you, in what capacity will you be gainfully employed?’ He spoke quickly, not giving time for  Mariah to reply. ‘Perhaps you will be my butler. Now that would be a fine thing, meeting like this in a First Class carriage and you being a servant.’ The man stopped and looked at the ticket that Mariah held nervously in his fingers. ‘You do have a ticket for this compartment, don’t you? It wouldn’t be good order for a Colonial boy to be thrown on the platform of the next station for riding without the proper papers.’ There was a hint of scorn in his voice; the pleasant tone in which he had passed the time of day had suddenly gone. The man leant forward and snatched the ticket from Mariah’s hand. ‘Aha,’ he said as he closely examined the writing on the ticket. ‘You appear to be in order. First-class suit and First Class ticket, things certainly have changed since my time at the Colonial School, certainly have changed.’ He sat back into the seat and cast a glance to the soldier sleeping next to him.


‘Men! Men!’ the army officer shouted as he twitched like a sleeping dog that dreamed to itself, his feet kicking out with every spasm of the vision that played with his mind. ‘Line of fire, line of fire!’ he screamed, and he woke from his dream with a sudden start, picking the penny dreadful from where it had fallen to the floor of the carriage. He gave a deep yawn and shook his head, rubbing his face in his hands and chomping his lips as if the taste of something awful filled his mouth. ‘Not used to the English weather,’ he said to the man next to him, who had leant away from him and now clutched the carpetbag even tighter. ‘Haven’t had a decent sleep since the Sudan, can’t sleep on the ship, too hot by day and too cold by night. No place better than a carriage to rock you like a baby, though.’


‘Sudan?’ Mariah said without thinking. ‘My parents were in the Sudan.’


‘I take it they are not there now?’ the bagman asked before the officer could speak.


‘Lost – missing – dead,’ he said slowly, the words coming in the order of events that had broken his heart two years before. Mariah stared through his piercing blue eyes at the leather bag thrown into the luggage rack above the soldier’s head; he read the words etched in black on the tan hide: Captain Jack Charity. ‘It was in the uprising, a mission post. My father was a doctor and my mother a nurse,’ he blurted out. ‘At first we heard they had been taken prisoner,’ he said hopefully. ‘But later, Professor Bilton told me that news had come that they were …’ Mariah couldn’t get the words from his mouth. They stuck like dry bread on a hot day.


‘On your own, boy?’ the soldier said as he edged the man away with a sharp dig of his elbow.


‘Now that I have graduated from the Colonial …’


‘Family?’


‘Not one left,’ he said as he looked to the floor.


‘A hard life, but still, worse things happen at sea,’ the army officer said as he leant back in his seat and opened the penny dreadful, immersing himself in the reverie, every now and then chuckling yet again at tale of Fiery Jack.


‘A story like my own,’ the bagman said as he took a packet of thick toffee from the carpetbag and offered a piece to Mariah, handing him the crumpled sack of brown paper filled to the brim with matted lumps of sticky goo. Mariah quickly filled his mouth. ‘Whatever your circumstances, let it be known that despite your present station in life, by virtue of our being both old boys of the Colonial School we are practically brothers. Isambard Black – here is my card.’ He held out an empty hand; then, with a twist of his wrist, a neat gold-edged calling card sprung out of fresh air to the tips of his fingers ‘Take it,’ he said with a smile. ‘If you are ever in London and need gainful occupation then call upon me. You never know, the coast may not suit you and the London smog may be a place to hide.’ He  chuckled to himself, twisting his hands again, and brought forth an old Panjandrum playing card.


Mariah gasped, his mouth bubbling with frothing toffee.


‘I have a friend at Claridges, he could help. In fact I was supposed to travel with him today but he never came.’ The man held out the card to Mariah. ‘The fool, the Joker without jest, behind his smile is great tragedy and malice, never one to be trusted.’


Mariah couldn’t speak, Albion’s command to tell no one echoing in his mind. He swallowed hard as the Joker with its telltale cribbed edge and brightly coloured mantle flashed before him, spinning in the man’s hand as he made it bob back and forth and then twist on his fingertip in some elaborate conjuring trick. It disappeared suddenly, vanishing from view.


‘Gone,’ said the man as he reached towards Mariah, who pressed himself harder against the seat, one hand firmly in his pocket clutching the pack of cards that Albion had entrusted to him. ‘And now …’ He reached into the top pocket of Mariah’s new suit and pulled forth the card as if it had been there all the time. ‘Aha!’ he exclaimed. ‘The card dances about my new friend.’


‘Party tricks,’ muttered the Captain from behind the rustling paper. ‘Next you’ll be littering the carriage with rabbit droppings and pigeon feathers from all the beasts hidden in your dangerous undergarments.’


‘Such a trick would be too crass. I am a magician – part-time, of course, but sleight of hand that fools the eye is my passion. I travel the world collecting the most audacious illusions that I can find and using them to bring mirth to those I meet.’


Mariah sat wide-eyed, twizzling strands of his thick, dark, curly hair in his fingers as Isambard Black balanced the Joker on the tip of his finger once more – and then in a puff of smoke that blew from the palm of his hand, it vanished, never to be seen again.


‘Where does it go when it disappears?’ Mariah asked.


‘That I cannot tell you. I am bound by oath never to divulge the secret of the Order of Magicians. It would be on pain of death to give such vital knowledge to the uninitiated.’


‘You can buy those tricks on any street corner where you’re going, boy,’ the Captain said without even raising his head from his paper.


‘There is one illusion that cannot be bought,’ the man said quietly to Mariah, hoping to be ignored by the soldier. ‘A magic tin box that turns anything placed within it to the finest gold. That would quench all of my desires; it would surpass any sleight of hand or scurrilous palm. If I could have the Midas Box, I would be a happy man. ’


‘You could turn anything to gold?’ Mariah asked.


‘Anything, and everything,’ the man replied. Just then the train’s whistle blew as it was consumed by a tunnel, disappearing into the blackness.
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The Curse of the Prince Regent





MARIAH peered through the side-slat of the heavy blinds that were firmly pulled over the carriage window to keep out the night. Squinting into the blackness he could see the twinkling of lights from a thousand windows as the train slowed over the high viaduct that took the track into the heart of the town at the end of the line. Below him were the roofs of fine houses that snaked along the contours of the railway leading the train to the sea. It was as if there was an enquiring face at every window as the train slowed, steam billowing from the engine, brakes squealing as it panted to a halt.


Neither Captain Charity nor Isambard Black had spoken another word since the train had left the tunnel many miles before. Mariah too had sat in silence, trying to avoid the grinning face of Mister Black as Captain Charity had slept again, this time silently, the penny dreadful folded over his face to keep out the light from the gas lamp that hissed above his head.


The carriage shook violently as it came to an abrupt stop, the engine clanging against the iron buffers that marked the end of the track. Mariah was catapulted forward, tumbling head-first  into the lap of the Captain and waking him awkwardly from his deep and mournful sleep.


‘Never!’ he shouted as he grabbed Mariah by the arms, picking him up and throwing him sideways to land heavily upon Mister Black. ‘Never in a million years will you take me!’


‘It was the …’ Mariah protested as Black struggled beneath him, compressed by the carpet bag, Mariah’s foot pushed against his chin and squashing his head against the back of the seat.


Black attempted to spit the boy’s boot from his mouth, but then the train rolled back from the buffers and Mariah was thrown to the floor of the carriage. As Black jumped to his feet he dropped his cherished bag upon the boy and fell backwards into the Captain’s lap.


‘I’m not here to be used as a hobby horse,’ Charity barked as he pushed Black from him, giving him a sharp jab in the back with his tightly clenched fist. ‘Once more and I will pull the ears from the side of your head and … and make you eat them, one by one.’


Black fell forward, tripping over Mariah and landing face-forward in the seat, spilling the contents of his coat pocket to the floor.


‘I have never been so treated in all my life by such a ruffian as you,’ Black complained bitterly as he tried to free himself from the convulsion he was now placed in. ‘If this is the North, then I shall find myself on the first train back to the city. Manhandled, uncosseted, battered and –’


‘END OF THE LINE!’ screamed a voice in the passageway outside the compartment. The guard walked the long corridor, tapping on every window and reminding the occupants of the terminus. ‘CARRIAGES AND OMNIBUS AWAITING ALL!’


‘At least I will get a civilised journey to the Prince Regent,’ Black exclaimed as he picked up several silver coins and the  chain of his broken fob watch from the carriage floor. Mariah stared up at him as Black scowled angrily. ‘Move, boy. You stop me in my quest. Help me, come on. Out of the way and pick up the things I’ve dropped. Move, move,’ Black chuntered angrily as Captain Charity took his tan bag from the rack and pushed past them both, sliding the stiff door.


‘It’s time you went,’ Charity said as he pulled Black from the compartment and into the corridor by the collar of his coat. ‘The boy has helped you enough, he’s not your servant yet and his job won’t start till the morning so leave him be.’


Black lurched into the corridor, fob chain and coins in hand. ‘My bag!’ he yelled in protest as he was dropped unceremoniously. Charity leant in, grabbed the old carpetbag that pressed Mariah to the floor and threw it at Isambard Black, who put his hand to his head to protect himself from the blow.


‘I’ll have you arrested, taken from the train in irons and transported to Australia, never to see the light of day,’ Black grumbled loudly as he grabbed the bag and scurried off backwards like a fat rat edging its way along a sewer. ‘Never, never have I known anything like it,’ he said as he quickly pushed through the door and on to the cold night platform.


Mariah lay motionless on the floor as the Captain stared down at him, his immense frame filling the door and casting a dark shadow across the boy’s face.


‘What shall we do with you?’ he bellowed. Then a hand plunged from the darkness, grabbed Mariah by the collar and lifted him to his feet. ‘We never did get introduced. I’m Captain Jack Charity. Too tired to talk and that imbecile would have driven me mad with his chivvying, so come on. Who are you?’


‘Mundi … Mariah Mundi,’ he said sheepishly as he cleared his throat and shook the mop of thick curly hair that sprouted over every inch of his head like the coat of a Newfoundland hound.


‘Well, Mariah Mundi, you have reached the end of the line and from what I can remember you have an appointment at the Prince Regent.’ Charity laughed as he rubbed the side of his sharp nose. ‘Not a place I’d like to stay, so watch yourself. Better seen in daylight and too many tales of devilish doings for my liking. There’s rumour that a madman walks the streets, taking the children and leaving no trace. Never be alone in the old town, especially after dark.’ Charity rummaged in his pocket. ‘If they give you a day off, come and see me. Just look from the Regent to the harbour and on the quayside you’ll see my place.’ Charity beamed proudly as he handed Mariah a gold-edged calling card. ‘The Golden Kipper, the finest place to eat on God’s earth. I have a chef who can cook the most luxurious fish that man has ever eaten, and if you get yourself along there’s one waiting for you. I bet you’ll never be able to eat it.’ Charity held out his large hand as if to seal all he had said in a soldier’s bet.


Mariah grabbed his hand, squeezing it firmly. This, he had been told by his father, was the way to show you meant what you said.


‘Done,’ said Charity as he stepped back into the compartment, pulled up the blind, opened the window and leant out. ‘Careful what you do with my trunk,’ he shrieked down the platform to the luggage van. ‘Break a single thing and you’ll end up the same, mark my words.’ He looked at Mariah, who cowered back into the seat. ‘Doesn’t do to be nice to everyone,’ he said with a slight, lopsided grin. ‘Got to keep them on their toes. Now boy, pick up your things and off you go. I’ll see you to the street and point you the right way.’


Mariah didn’t reply, his eye captivated by a small trinket that dangled from the seat where Isambard Black had fallen. He reached out, nimbly picked it from the snagged fabric and held it to the carriage lamp. There, dangling on a small thread of fine chain, was a golden skull the size of a honeybee. Two green  jewelled eyes stared at him, twinkling in the light. Its jaw dangled open, set on the tiniest hinges he had ever seen, a full set of intricate diamond-tipped teeth sparkling like drops of morning dew.


Mariah held out the skull to Charity. ‘Not mine,’ the Captain said as he looked at the object. ‘Could belong to the madman, dropped from his pocket when he fell over.’ He laughed. ‘Give it to him when you see him at the Prince Regent, I can trust you with that, especially if you’re coming to dine with me.’


‘What is it?’ Mariah asked as he twisted the piece in his fingers, allowing the light to shine upon its fine jewelled eyes.


‘Never seen the likes of it before. Once saw an earring of a skull, but that had been shrunken by pigmy head-hunters and it certainly didn’t have jewels for eyes. Best you keep it safe. Doubtless if it belongs to Black, he’ll be squealing for it by the morning.’


Charity turned and stepped from the carriage, holding his tan bag on his shoulder like a shepherd with a lamb. Mariah clumsily lifted his own bag as he followed on, balancing all he had on his head as he swaggered along the corridor to the platform door.


The cold night air cut sharp against his skin, taking away his breath. The smell of the sea nuzzled his throat as if he was being wrapped in a blanket of seaweed. The flagstone platform glistened with a sheen of frost-like grit that crunched underfoot with every step he took. Charity marched on, protected from the sea gale by the station canopy that rattled, glass upon steel, high above their heads. Whistlers of night breeze pushed sand around their feet in thick swirls. A row of small shops stretched out in a long parade, each lit by its own gas lamp and, even on this winter’s night, bustling with the business of the late hour as, inside, brown paper and string wrapped objects of every kind.


By the iron gate stood a tall thin ticket collector, a pair of the neatest spectacles perched on the end of his hooked nose and held in place by a thick strap that circled the back of his head. His hand was held out as if he were a fine waxwork or shop mannequin dressed in pinstripe trousers and a thin overcoat with tattered elbows.


Charity belaboured the porter who dragged his sea chest along the platform as quickly as his stunted legs would carry him, trying to keep pace with the Captain’s stride. ‘Quickly, man,’ Charity harassed him. ‘I’ve been away for seven years and I want to see how this town has changed. My eyes eagerly await the delight that is before me and your poor provision of limbs holds me from that enchantment,’ he snapped at the porter, who tried in vain to run faster. Dragging the case behind him, he was red-faced and wheezing as they headed past the row of shops to the gate.


‘Tickets, please,’ said the collector through his nose, his lips never moving, as if he had trained his nostrils to speak.


Charity pressed by, ignoring the man and signalling for Mariah to walk on. ‘Too busy to pass the time of day with you, Postill,’ he bellowed at the ticket collector. ‘Stood there on the day I left and there when I return. Didn’t have a ticket then and don’t have one today. In the service of the Queen and if the Queen doesn’t need a ticket neither do I.’


Postill grunted through his nose, which quivered and twitched with each syllable of discontent as Charity marched into the dark night. High above, the station clock chimed midnight. Charity looked towards the town he hadn’t seen for so long. Tall railings surrounded the station like the bars of a prison stopping all from escaping to distant shores. Beyond, a row of houses soon petered out into the fields of the North Way, which gently sloped down to the pleasure ground of Northstead and the deep cut that bit through the cliff to the  open sea. All was as it was before. The paint had flaked from the high windows of the boarding house that clung to the corner of the white, decorated square glowing in the moonlight. The hackney stand bristled with fine black carriages and tired drivers as the horses chomped in oiled leather nose bags, hoping the night would soon be over.


‘There she blows,’ Charity shouted, pointing to a carriage etched with a silver outline and carrying the name of the Prince Regent emblazoned upon the door. ‘Hey, you,’ he shouted like a seafront drunk to the cabby, who had perched himself, rug-wrapped and double-coated, upon the driving plate above the cab. ‘I have a guest for the Prince Regent. Stand and be made ready.’


Charity pushed Mariah forth and into the station yard. The cabby looked down, unwilling to offer even the slightest hand of friendship as Mariah scurried like a worried lamb across the gravel under the harsh moon, his back beaten by the strong wind gusting from the sea.


‘He is a Colonial boy, sent to work. Treat him well or you’ll have me to deal with,’ Charity hollered as he humped his sea chest into the back of the cab, tipped the porter with a penny piece and patted him heavily on the back, knocking him to the floor.


Mariah held fast to his travelling bag and looked up at the driver, who grimaced down with cold grey eyes. A thick brow cut across his forehead like a field hedge of gorse underneath a heavy wool hat pulled down over his ears.


‘Get on the back. You’re late. Already got a guest and have to wait for the servants, not a good start to your life at the Prince Regent,’ the cabby muttered as he flashed his wand above the horses’ heads, dangling it like a menacing summer fly, and ushered them on with a tug of the reins.


Mariah jumped to the back of the coach, grabbing the cold  brass rail as the carriage pulled into the cobbled street and turned sharply right.


‘How long to the hotel?’ Mariah heard Isambard Black’s voice muffle impatiently through the leather hood.


‘A couple of streets and then to the cliff top, sir,’ came the bored reply as the cab made its way slowly through the empty streets, past shuttered inns and coffee shops. It turned past a sandstone church with rain-cut carvings running through each stone, then left towards the cliff top. The sound of the roaring sea grew louder and louder and the salt spray billowed up from the beach far below, churned by the violent tide.


‘Not a night to be out,’ the driver shouted. The horses brayed like donkeys against the wind. ‘Get yourself down and under the oilskin. As soon as we turn the corner the gale will be upon us.’


For Mariah it was too late. The sudden gusts blew harshly against the carriage, bringing a damp dusting of sea and sand that lashed against his face, filling his eyes and nose with coarse grit plucked from the Oceanus Germanicus. Rain blasted against the carriage like stair rods that cut the air and smashed against the ground, surrounding the horses’ hooves as if they danced in boiling lead.


‘Quickly, man, I’m drowning in here,’ Black said, tormented by the stinging rain that broke into the front of the carriage, dowsing him in cold strands.


‘Only go as fast as the horses will take you,’ the coachman muttered under his breath, and he cracked the whip to persuade the chargers to go against the storm. ‘You, boy. You hailing well?’ he shouted.


Mariah cowered against the gale as he gripped to the carriage straps and balanced himself on the back box. He had pulled the oilskin over his head and curled up his legs as he was bounced and jolted from side to side with every turn of the hackney wheels.


‘Fine,’ he said as another turn in the cobbled street threw him sideways.


‘Not much further. Once you can smell the sea, the Regent isn’t far away,’ the driver shouted, his voice fading into the whining of the wind that howled and moaned in and out of the dark alleyways running between the houses. ‘There she blows.’


Mariah peeped from the side of the oilskin as cold drips like salt tears trickled down his back. He gasped – there before him stood the finest, most gracious building he had ever seen. The rain slowed to a trickle as the immense building shielded them from all but the finest drizzle that blew overhead, swirling like a rainbowed mist in the gaslight.


The hackney stopped, the horses slipping on the stone slabs that had been laid to form a long courtyard in front of the Prince Regent. Mariah slipped from the carriage, clutching his leather bag and pulling up his collar against the wind and chill of the night. His eyes were dragged upwards, on and on, almost to the pinnacle of the sky, searching out the high towers that perched on every corner of the building.


Glowing in the darkness like the gateway to some strange magic kingdom was a golden sign lit by bright limelight. Above the large doorway its letters were a yard in height and shone brighter than anything he had ever seen before, dazzling his eyes as he tried to read the words: PRINCE REGENT.


As Mariah stood in the drizzle Isambard Black stepped from the hackney, pulled a floppy felt hat from his pocket and squeezed it upon his head, tugging the brim over his eyes. He glanced at Mariah and grinned, his smoke-yellowed teeth illuminated by the phosphorescent glow of the limelight. ‘Be seeing you again,’ he said slowly, and he began to walk the twenty paces to the steps of the Prince Regent. ‘This is for guests. I’m sure you will find your way in somewhere. If not, there is always a park shelter.’


Black disappeared behind a large marble column that towered like the trunk of a giant tree. Mariah looked up: there in the domed vault of the entranceway, topping every column, was a tight growth of marble palm branches, dripping with gold leaf and pomegranates. Staring back at him was the face of a blue monkey, teeth bared and snarling, clutching on to the pillar as if for life itself.


‘You’ll be in the staff quarters, up there,’ said the cabby as he slammed the door to the carriage and pointed to the heights of a tower above them.


Mariah looked up, his eyes straining to see the pinnacle that touched the black, rain-filled sky above their heads. ‘I’ve never –’ He stopped in amazement.


‘They all say that when I drop them off, every one. The biggest pile of bricks in the known world,’ the man said as he steadied Mariah with a gentle hand on his shoulder. ‘Just think of the view, almost in heaven. Twelve floors, three hundred and sixty-five rooms and four towers, one year old on Christmas Day and still standing.’ He spoke as if in awe of what stood before him. ‘Wait till you see it from the other side – makes a man know where he stands in the universe.’


‘Can you see the windmills of Holland?’ Mariah asked as the drizzle wet his face.


‘Some say you can, though I have never dared to go up that high. But watch the storms rolling in to the land. A thousand white horses chasing the ships as they run for harbour and then in an instant it’ll be flat like a millpond. Don’t let looks fool you, lad. All that glitters isn’t gold. Keep your wits sharp and watch out for Mister Luger. Been a lot of dying around here lately – some say it’s a curse from what was here before, the curse of the Prince Regent.’


Mariah turned, but the man was gone, nowhere to be seen. The horses stood stock still, braving the rain as the door swung  on the empty carriage. In the side of the wall below the high tower a door opened suddenly, slamming against bright red bricks. ‘You, boy!’ shouted a girl’s voice louder than the rain and wind. ‘Stand there and you’ll die of cold. Get yourself in.’


Mariah turned as behind him the hackney lurched away with the crack of a whip and the clatter of hooves on wet stone flags. He jumped to the pavement, startled by the carriage. The girl laughed, a bright smile gleaming across her face as her voice echoed from the terrace of large houses that lined the cliff-top square.


‘Colonial boy!’ she shouted again. ‘Told you were coming. Get in, you’ve work to do …’



















[ 3 ]


The Steam Elevator





THE door slammed behind Mariah and he was now alone. Whoever had called him from the dark doorway had gone. He stood dripping wet in a long corridor tiled with the darkest, greenest tiles he could have imagined. They stretched on into the distant shadow of the vast tunnel that seemed to stretch for miles ahead. A gas lamp was posted by the door, like a sentinel of light in a dark chamber. Mariah stood for several moments and listened, hoping to hear nothing and know he was truly alone. He shook the rain from his coat and folded it over his arm, pulling the long flaps from his wet shirt and allowing them to flop over his trousers. Professor Bilton would never have allowed this, he thought to himself as he walked slowly along the passageway towards the ever-darkening gloom ahead of him.


‘Colonial boy …’ The sharp voice came again from somewhere behind, rolling along the passage like a storm wave crashing to the beach. ‘Colonial boy!’ It came again, sharper than before and etched in anger. ‘This way, can’t you see?’


Mariah turned and saw the girl standing by the door. To her right was the outline of an entrance that had been hidden from view when he had stepped into the tunnel.


‘It’s this way,’ she said scornfully. ‘Never trust a boy when there’s work to be done.’ Her voice altered, sweetening until it became soft and warm. She had bushy dark hair that was pulled tightly back and tied in a strict knot at the back of her head. ‘I’ve been sent for you – we’re working together.’ She stopped and looked Mariah up and down. ‘First job, fresh out of Colonial School?’


At first Mariah couldn’t reply. He felt as if he was on public display and was being meticulously inspected by the girl. Her eyes searched every crease of his white shirt and focused upon the blue school tie that was tightly wrapped around his neck. She raised a long dark eyebrow in disdain at what she saw and a wry smile crept into the side of her mouth.


‘Do you get paid for wearing that outfit?’ she asked in a broad Irish accent. ‘Looks like you’ve stolen the pants from an old man.’


‘It’s a first-class suit. I earned it at the Colonial and don’t have to pay it back. It’s mine to keep,’ Mariah replied softly as he looked to the green tiles beneath his feet, not wanting to look at her eye to eye.


‘Well, you’ll get the pick of what you want here; the wardrobes are full of things to wear. One day a prince, the next a pauper. Look at me – today I was a housemaid.’ She smoothed the creases in the white pinny that covered her long black dress with its tidy cuffs and ruffled collar. ‘We’ll get you started in the morning and you’ll be ready for tomorrow night – better be quick, a steam elevator never waits …’


The girl turned and vanished through the narrow doorway that would have been invisible if Mariah had not seen the girl disappear before him. He quickly followed, turning sideways between two narrow walls of green tiles that opened out into a large room. The girl stood waiting at a tall metal gate covered in shiny brass rivets that held the pieces together. Behind the gate  was a deep shaft that sank into the depths below. From high above Mariah heard the sound of laughter and distant music echoing down the shaft.


There was a sudden, quick hissing of steam and the whirring of a large flywheel. The gate rattled as the sound got louder and louder, shuddering the floor beneath his feet.


‘Don’t worry. It’s only this loud here because we are next to the engine. When you get upstairs you can’t feel a thing.’


A bright light appeared in the shaft, coming closer, and billows of steam oozed from the blackness, filling the room like a thick London smog.


‘Only a minute and it’ll be here,’ the girl said loudly above the sound of the steam generator that rattled and clanked even louder. ‘It was built by Mister Luger – he’s an inventor, owns the Prince Regent, designed it with his own hand.’


‘I’ve never seen an elevator before,’ Mariah said nervously as swathes of thick steam swelled about his feet like a rising tide.


‘There’re many things I had never seen before until I came here. Now I don’t even turn an eye and just get on with it,’ she said as the elevator chugged from the bottom of the deep shaft, winched by a steel wire the thickness of a man’s arm that vanished upwards in the darkness of the shaft, pushed by a steel piston that powered it higher.


‘Is it … Is it safe?’ he asked as the sound got even louder and the shaking more intense.


‘Safe, no. Fast, yes.’ The girl peered down the shaft to the approaching elevator as the light grew brighter, illuminating the grease-covered walls. ‘Work or lodging? – what is it to be first?’


‘Lodgings?’ asked Mariah as the elevator ground to a sudden and noisy halt before them. The girl turned the brass handle and slid the metal gate open. She stepped into the elevator and beckoned Mariah to follow.


‘Thirteenth floor,’ she said out loud as she pressed the button. ‘That’s where you’re living. Nothing special but you can call it home.’


‘What will I do here?’ Mariah asked as the girl slid the door shut and pressed the button again.


‘Work in the theatre, general dogsbody … That’s until you learn the ropes and then like me you’ll walk the boards. Best job in the place. Lucky you came when you did. Felix had the job until he went … missing,’ she said, gripping the brass rail that was heavily bolted to the wall of the elevator as if she knew what was to come.


‘Lucky Felix,’ Mariah muttered. The lift was thrust up the shaft and the open wall sped by at speed, too quickly for him to count the floors. His ears popped as the steam elevator pushed them higher. ‘What happens when we stop?’


There was a ping of the bell as the lift hit the thirteenth floor as if it had crashed into a stone mountain. Mariah was lifted from his feet and into the air, his head banging on the wooden roof as he let go of his bag, then he smashed against the floor. The girl never moved, braced against the wall of the elevator, her foot hooked beneath a discreet handle in the corner. He stared at the polished black shoes with silver buckles that peeped like two mice from underneath her Bible-black dress.


‘Should have warned you,’ she said as she turned a key in the wall that appeared to shut off the surging steam spewing from the roof. ‘But I had to see the look on your face … priceless.’


‘Glad you think it so amusing,’ Mariah said as he got to his feet, picked up his bag and jacket and brushed the dirt from his damp shirt. ‘So that was a steam elevator.’


‘Not only that, but the fastest in Europe. Mister Luger told me and he should know, he built every one of them,’ she said as she pulled back the metal gate and stepped from the elevator  into a small corridor with three narrow wooden doors that formed a semicircle before the lift gate.


‘Lodgings?’ Mariah asked.


The girl pointed to the doors. ‘Mine, yours and the stairs. That one belonged to Felix – but I mustn’t go in, that’s what Mister Luger said.’


Mariah looked at the first door. There was a tiny scrap of paper that had the smallest handwriting etched in black ink. ‘Sacha,’ he said, reading the inscription from the paper. ‘Is that you?’


‘My short name. You’re English so you could never say what I’m really called, so you call me Sacha – do you have a name yourself?’ she asked without drawing a single breath.


‘Mariah –’ he said, unable to finish what he would say as she quickly interrupted.


‘Never tell your last name. I don’t want to know it and if I did, I would know you too well. Who’s to say you’ll be here in the morning? After all, you may run off and hide like Felix. Here three weeks, then goes off without telling anyone. So keep your name for yourself, Mariah will do for me and for old Bizmillah … You take over Felix’s job, so you’re his assistant.’ Sacha spurted out the words as if they were lines that she had learnt well. ‘There isn’t a lock so hide your things well. We clean them ourselves and get fresh sheets on the first Sunday. We eat where we work, and Mister Luger wants to see you first thing in the morning.’


‘What will I do for Bizmillah?’ Mariah asked as he pushed open the door and stepped into the darkened room.


‘A magician’s apprentice,’ she said excitedly. ‘Cleaning his illusions, polishing his boots and allowing him to cut you in half in the Sunday matinee. Better than scrubbing floors and doing dishes, but then again you did come from London in a first-class suit.’ Sacha laughed at him as she took a Lucifer from  her pocket and lit the mantle of the gas lamp that hung over the small fireplace. She saw Mariah look at the empty grate. ‘You’ll never be cold, not in this tower,’ she said as she brightened the room with a turn of her nimble fingers. ‘We have water heating, the finest in Europe –’


‘Mister Luger says,’ Mariah broke in, finishing her sentence.


‘It’s true,’ she protested. ‘Gurgles like a great dragon. Hot as Hades, winter and summer. Everything runs from steam, everything. The cooking, washing and even the harmonium in the theatre. There’s nothing better and thank the saints you’re not the one stoking the boiler.’ Sacha laughed.


Mariah looked about the room. It had a fusty smell like an old church he had once visited with his mother. He had gone for the funeral of a great aunt and was squashed in the pew next to an old stone font, as far to the front a man dressed like a pantomime dame had sprinkled water over her ebony sarcophagus. It had smelt of musty unopened books and damp old ladies who pressed against him with a heady odour of burnt toast. Yet even that gave the room a feeling of being known and familiar.


The chamber had a small bed with clean but tatty blankets folded back beneath two duck pillows whose feathers puffed with every movement. By the side was a small cupboard that looked out of sorts next to the fireplace. A fine wax candle was pressed neatly in an old brass holder by the bed, with two matches and a striking pad lying in the wax gutter.


Mariah could hear the howling of the wind that blew round the high turret of the tower. Above his head there was the cracking of the flag that festooned the tower. It carried the banner of an unknown land, trailing out more as a signal to the blowing of the gale than as reverence to the tattered state. The grey slate tiles creaked and moaned in the sea gale that beat against the side of the Prince Regent, as if it battered some ancient cliff. The windows rattled in their frames, shaking the  sashes, cords and weights that hung like dead men’s toes behind the thick green damask curtains.


‘You can take a look,’ Sacha said as she saw him gaze at the chink in the curtains. ‘You’ll not see much on a night like this, just black of night and a few lights from the harbour.’ She stopped and thought for a moment. ‘But you’ll see the lighthouse. Keeps me awake. Sends its beam out to sea time and again, never stops.’ Sacha seemed pleased by the thought, as if it was a reassuring presence in her life.


‘Can you see the windmills?’ he asked as he slumped on to the bed.


‘Never once. I was told that when I came here. I looked and looked but all I looked upon was the sea … and the castle.’ Sacha closed the door to the room quietly as if she wanted to speak to him privately. For a brief moment he glimpsed a look of discontent upon her face.


‘Do you like it here?’ he asked as she stared at the gas lamp and gently turned the knob to dim the light.


‘These are for you,’ she said, as if she hadn’t heard what he had asked, and she picked a suit of clothes from the door back. ‘Hope they fit. We wear black in the theatre so we cannot be seen as the scenes change. Bizmillah will give you something to wear when he cuts you in two – you’re the same size as Felix and his never got too … bloodstained.’ She laughed.


‘So I am to be cut in half every Sunday matinee?’ Mariah asked as he poured himself a small glass of water from the bedside jug.


‘Every Sunday, three o’clock. Cut in half for all to see. That’s after he has plunged five long daggers deep within you and put your head in an iron mask. All for a silver shilling and six pence in the balcony.’


‘Every Sunday?’ Mariah asked, unsure as to why this day would be so special. ‘Why the Sunday matinee?’


‘Monica won’t work Sunday,’ Sacha said as if Mariah should already understand. ‘She spends the time with Mister Luger, he says.’


‘So only young boys should be cut in half on Sundays – is that why Felix escaped?’


Sacha was silent. She laid the black coat upon the bed and stroked the sleeve dreamily. ‘The truth is, Mariah, no one knows what happened to him. The night before he went missing I had heard him arguing with Bizmillah. He shouted at him that he would tell Mister Luger what had happened, Bizmillah said that whatever went on he would take a pound of flesh from Felix as payment for his lies. Then he was gone. I came to the room the next morning and his bed was unruffled and not slept in. This suit of clothes hung behind the door and everything was as it was. There’s … there’s a rumour in the town that a Kraken has been taking the boys. Catching them when they’ve been out on their own.’ Sacha stopped and looked away.


‘You must go on,’ Mariah said as he reached to her and jabbed her arm.


Sacha looked back and forth from window to door and thought of running from the room. She grasped the bedpost, twisting the wood in the palm of her hand. ‘How do I know you haven’t been sent to catch me out?’


‘I’ve never met you before, never even heard of this place until Professor Bilton gave me a note saying I was being transferred.’ Mariah rummaged in his pocket for his writ of worthiness. ‘See this, it’ll tell you who I am and why I’m here. I don’t come to catch you out,’ he said as he handed her the folded vellum tied with a single red ribbon.


She held it in her hand unopened and looked at him. ‘Promise me one thing, Mariah. Whatever you hear tonight gets forgotten by the morning.’


Mariah nodded, hands in pockets, fingers secretly crossed. ‘Promise …’


‘When Felix vanished, he told me he had found something. It was more of a secret than something precious, but he wouldn’t tell me what it was or where he had discovered it. I asked him again and again, but the more I spoke to him the more silent he became. The only thing he said was that the secret was hidden in the Prince Regent, somewhere people would never think to look but see every day,’ she said quickly as she caught her breath. ‘The night he vanished I heard something at the door of my room. I lay in bed as the door opened slowly, it creaked an inch or two. It was thick black with no light. Whatever it was had come by the stair and turned off the gas lamp by the elevator. Not a single drop of light was to be seen.’ Sacha spoke slowly now, looking about her, keeping her voice to a whisper for fear of being overheard. ‘I pulled the covers over my head. I didn’t want to see it, whatever it was. I thought if I didn’t look it would go away and find someone else to torment …’ She gasped for breath, her hands feeling the ruffles of her collar, pulling them from her reddening skin. ‘I couldn’t move. I wanted to scream, but no one would have heard me. Whoever … whatever it was, came into my room and looked at me, I could feel their breath panting against the bedclothes over my head. Then slowly and carefully they walked back to the door. Whatever it was, I could smell it … It was like old mothballs and gin mixed together. I had to look, so I took a peek – I couldn’t help, it I had to see – and … there was nothing. I heard the door pull shut, but not a trace. There was a clang as the door to the steam lift shut and a whizzing of the engine and the next morning Felix was gone.’


‘Do you think it was him who came into your room?’ Mariah asked as he gulped the lump from his throat and shivered as if a cold hand touched the back of his neck.


‘Why should he? I have nothing to steal but a few old postcards from Ireland, that and a trinket or two.’


‘Did he leave anything for you, a note, a gift?’


‘Nothing. When Mister Luger searched his room they found nothing, even the mantelpiece had been dusted and the grate cleaned. All that belonged to Felix had gone except this stage suit,’ she said as she brushed the sleeve. ‘That had been put on the hanger and placed behind the closet against the wall.’


‘What about his family?’ Mariah asked nervously as he twizzled a long strand of his curly mop.


‘No one, he spoke of no one. Mister Luger only takes orphans, boys from the Colonial School and the workhouse,’ she said as she saw Mariah look at her with enquiring eyes. ‘Did you know Felix? He must only be a year older than you.’


‘Felix? No, can’t say I did … There were so many of us, one of many really,’ Mariah replied. ‘Worked here long?’ he asked, hoping to change the conversation.


‘My father got me the job here. I’m the eldest of nine children and there’s no room at the inn.’ She laughed at her own joke. ‘My mother keeps the Kent Arms in Paradise, it’s a bar by the harbour – we get Saturday afternoon to ourselves, so I’ll take you. My father’s a coastguard. In the morning you’ll see the castle. Look to the street below and that’s Paradise.’


‘So you lived in Paradise?’ he laughed.


‘But some parts of Paradise are so full, now I have to live here.’ Sacha lost her smile as a distant church clock struck midnight, its shrill chimes carried by the wind. ‘Best be leaving you,’ she said as she opened the door. ‘There’s no lock, but since Felix disappeared, I’ve taken to blocking the handle with a chair. Haven’t slept for so long … I’m glad you’re here, I’ll sleep tonight,’ she said tearfully as she turned to go, shutting the thin wooden door firmly to keep out the night.


Mariah crept to the window and opened the thick curtains. He looked out to sea. The room appeared to be at the very top of the hotel, hidden in the very top of the tower. It was as if it was as high as the clouds that swirled about the round turret and rattled the glass panes. Through the rain-streaked windows he could make out the square shapes of the bathing machines on the narrow strip between the Prince Regent and the sea two hundred feet below. The scene was clearly lit by the gas lamps from three hundred windows and several cones of limelight that illuminated the hotel so it could be seen from far out at sea.


Far below, the lighthouse poked like a thin white finger through the rolling waves breaking over the pier, drenching the fishing boats that clung to the harbour wall. Wave after wave crashed from the darkness, briefly phosphorescent in the glow of the light, then plunged black-dark into the night storm.


Mariah turned the element of the lamp until the mantle glowed with the strength of a firefly, barely lighting the palm of his hand. Then he sat on the bed, wrapping himself in the wool blankets as he listened to the storm beating against the windows and crashing against the beach below.


It was then he heard the sound. It was neither storm, nor sea. The gentle tap, tap, tap of fingernails on the broad water pipe that ran across the wall of the room, and with it the faraway sound of voices in sombre conversation.
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Galvanised Bathing Machine





MORNING came quickly. The storm had ebbed into a gentle, December breeze that chased mountainous white clouds across the sky. Mariah had been woken by the scream of the seagulls that lodged on the roof and squawked and prattled well before the rising of the sun. He had dressed quickly in the black shirt and suit left for him by Sacha. They fitted well, as if tailored just for him. In the dirty brown wardrobe he had found a dainty pair of black pointed boots with neat ankle straps and a silver buckle – they too had fit perfectly, and as he paced the room he was entertained by a gentle leather squeak from his right foot. In the minutes he waited for Sacha he stared from the window of his room, captivated by all that was before him.


To the north he could see the castle with its bombarded keep, high walls and a garrison house that proudly flew a Jack from a stubby flagpole on its grey slate roof. Mariah had looked for Paradise and traced the street with his eye, following his finger across the windowpane as he drew its length from the castle to the sea. Far below, in the calm that followed the storm, was the harbour. Every inch of water was crammed with small  boats that even in the first light of dawn jostled to flee out to sea. On the slipway a large brig stood half built, its ribs and keel open to the elements like the carcass of a dead whale being stripped of its meat. It crawled with men, who in the distance looked like small black lice.


Mariah had never expected it to be such a beautiful sight. The crisp blue morning sky was edged in gold thread from the rising of a southern sun that skipped across the horizon, shedding its light below the high clouds. It was the first time he had seen a dawn such as this. Even from his tiny room in the Colonial School he had only ever witnessed the drab rising of a foggy orb that would, with its feeble arm, scatter the smog by late afternoon and allow its return as it quickly set to the west. For him, the sky and the sun had been a mere backdrop to his life, of no importance but to provide him with light for his steps. Now they commanded time and attention as they stretched out before him to the distant horizon of the German Ocean.


Mariah tidied the room. He felt as if it were not yet his, that the presence of Felix was still close. Trying to imagine what his predecessor had looked like, he set about searching the room for a slight trace, a mere thread or particle of dust that would give some clue as to the disappearance of the boy and why others had vanished before him. He had looked everywhere for something to tell him that the boy had been there. But it was as if every memory, trace and thought of Felix had been totally eradicated by a meticulous hand that desired not to leave anything behind. He felt as if whoever had done this had been purposeful in their plan and, in his confusion could not decide if Felix had been the perpetrator or victim of some elaborate plot.


In the minutes that followed, Mariah allowed himself to think that which until then he had kept from his mind. He remembered the penny dreadful that had been smeared over Captain Charity as he slept. The black ink cartoon of Fiery  Jack, snatching children from their beds and dragging them across the rooftops of London to be devoured in his lair, filled his head. He again checked the window, feeling the securing bolt to see if it had been tampered with. He looked outside to the small balcony that encircled the tower and wondered if Felix had escaped that way, on to the roof and down to the street. Or had he been carried sleeping by Fiery Jack, the demon creature that plagued the city with his sulphurous breath and spring heels, across the rooftops to another world?


Mariah folded his first-class suit with great care and placed it in the wardrobe. It was then that he remembered the playing cards wedged deeply in his pocket, kept away from prying eyes. Slowly and carefully he dipped his hand into the pocket and, before bringing the cards and the jewelled skull to the light, looked over his shoulder to see whether he was being watched. Mariah stared at the Fool, dressed in his clown’s guise with chequered shirt, ruff collar and painted face. He studiously examined the stiff wax seal that held tight to the flap, squeezing the box lid securely shut. With another glance he looked behind him, sure that he was being watched. Then he quickly took the cards and the skull and hid them under the bed, wedging them between the mattress and the oak boards, hoping they would never be discovered.


As he got from his knees there was a knock at the door. From the rattling of the handle and the stamping of feet outside, he knew it was Sacha. ‘Mariah,’ she whispered as she pulled on the handle. ‘If we go now I can show you something before you see Mister Luger. You have to see it …’


Mariah opened the door and stood back to allow her in. Sacha didn’t move, but looked him up and down, not speaking.


‘Cat got your tongue?’ he said as he tired of her staring.


‘You look just like him,’ she said, surprised at his appearance. ‘Same hair, same eyes. You could be brothers.’


He ignored what she said, uncomfortable in his new clothes and feeling as if Felix was closer than before, that he had never left the room but just changed into dust and now stared down from the thick cobwebs that hung in the corners of the room. ‘What do we have to see?’ he asked, reminding Sacha of her excitement.


‘Something special. Mister Luger said he’ll see you in an hour. Monica’s been causing trouble and Bizmillah wants her cast out of the Music Hall. They’re all in his office. You can hear the shouting, she’s screaming and …’ she said quickly, her voice excited as her hands danced her words. ‘That’s it!’ she shouted as she remembered what she wanted to say. ‘I found a galvanised bathing machine, it’s incredible. Arrived last night from Luger’s workshop, the only one in Europe and destined to cure all of life’s ills –’


‘Mister Luger says,’ Mariah echoed.


‘Precisely. And it’s in the hotel, I found it this morning. Quickly, we’ll have to go by the stairs.’


Sacha took him by the hand and dragged him through the narrow door and into a thin spiral staircase that twisted down and down, lit only by narrow slit windows that looked out across the sea. Mariah could hear the steam elevator pounding away as the expanding piston thrust the carriage up the shaft, pulled at the same time by the whirring winch that coiled the thick steel cable around and around.


Mariah followed as Sacha ran faster, skipping the steps as she ran. Every now and then she would whirl herself around the blind corners, grabbing the brass rail and throwing out her feet, vanishing from sight then reappearing as Mariah chased after her. The sound of their chasing rumbled on ahead, drowned only by the vibration of the steam elevator as it went up and down, shivering the shaft and gargling steam from the many vents that criss-crossed the wall.


Every so often Mariah passed a small landing, each with a narrow wooden door marked with the number of the floor. He counted the landings as they spiralled down, his feet tripping in his pointy boots and his curls blowing in the strong draught that blew from the depths of the shaft.


‘Much further?’ he shouted as Sacha ran even faster, vanishing in the patchwork of light and dark.


‘Another five floors and then we’ll find it,’ she gasped as she ran, stumbling over her frock-tails.


Mariah counted the landings again as they ran by, each door neatly labelled, showing that they now dashed below the level of the ground. He become aware that the lower they descended, the hotter the shaft became. The handrail was warm to his touch and the sound of hissing steam filled the staircase.


‘Don’t worry,’ Sacha cried out above the noise of the steam engine. ‘Two more landings and then we’ll take the next door and all will be well.’


Mariah had lost all track of time. In his heart he felt a growing ache that he would be too late to see Mister Luger, and that this unseen master of everything would pack him on the first train to London without him even sampling the blessing of being cut in half by the Great Bizmillah at the Sunday matinee.


‘It’s here,’ she shouted, out of breath and relieved to have found the door. ‘This way for the experience of a lifetime …’


Mariah followed her through the door and into a long corridor. He suddenly realised that they were not below ground: the hotel was built on the side of a high cliff and one part of the Prince Regent was built against the rock face. The corridor was lined with large windows that ran its length, and was carpeted in fine green wool inlaid with golden crowns. Mariah saw the narrow beach that was covered by the full tide and the peculiar bathing huts that looked like miniature houses strapped to the  back of old horse carts and wheeled out into the sea. A hoard of shabbily dressed urchins, barefoot and ragged, searched the strand for the washing of jetsam brought in by the storm.


Sacha beckoned him to follow as she led on, confident that he would now know the way back to see Mister Luger. ‘Not far,’ she said as the sound of the steam engine died away in the distance. ‘Just at the end is the spa – drink the water and you’ll turn green and die … But people pay good money to swallow the stuff, though it smells of Mahoney’s and devils belching. You should see the look on their faces after they’ve been made to drink a gallon.’ Sacha grimaced, opening her mouth and sticking out her tongue.
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