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Chapter 1


Thomàon 





It was a time that had come untethered from time itself, a time which reflected a hundred other times that had come before it, and a thousand more that would surely come after. It was a place of such deception that one’s lies revealed one’s secrets more than they hid them, and of such decadence as to corrupt one’s very flesh, or to refine it—to immortality. 

We called it Thomàon, a blue jewel of a world amongst the diamond stars of the black velvet night. We did not recall the origin of the name. In fact, so much time had passed since we had contact with the other gems of the sky that we had all but forgotten that they existed. We told tales of other worlds as though they were fantasies or myths. And every year we gathered together for the Great Masquerade in the Silver City, and sealed ourselves within the Great Dome, while storms and madness reigned without.

Now the Great Masquerade has come to an end, the Masks are removed, all has been revealed—and all lies in ruins.

But once Thomàon was a paradise. 

Its fields were green, its oceans blue. Across the world rose the elegant cities of the Grillons, fantastic whimsies of architecture, miraculously created by a savage, stupid, and maddened race. Their cousin race the Scarabées rooted through the earth, bringing forth such minerals as we desired: shining metals, iron, corundum, diamonds, and that most precious material of them all: the golden elixir, which granted immortality. Other creatures may have existed, but we did not much notice them. Machines worked the fields, and brought in the harvests, and carried us across the waves to our private islands, our far castles, our laboratories, our fortresses.

On the world of Thomàon lay but a single great city of humankind, the Silver City. The Silver City could hold at the height of the Season the entire human population of Thomàon, that is, a million human inhabitants. And in the Silver City there was a single great castle, the Castle of the Silver Spire, home of a hundred fountains, reflecting pools, and towers, and a thousand balconies. At the heart of the castle was the Silver Spire itself, an enormous, graceful tower, high enough to bathe itself in the clouds during any weather. It was the only piece of the Silver City which protruded from the Great Dome when it was sealed, and whose tip held such devices as to inform the Silver City when the Season had finished and it was time for our revelries to come to an end.

The Season was a midsummer storm so severe as to require the sealing up of the entire Silver City under the Great Dome. During it, the Silver Spire was projected with images, which illuminated the city in a disorienting maze of light. Dancers in their gowns became like gods while projected upon the Silver Spire. Roses became impenetrable briars; fireworks became conflagrations; sunsets, holocausts. Everywhere in the Silver City would be bathed in that enchanted light, from the castle to the labyrinth of streets, to the navigable wonderland of roofs, steeples, balconies, widow’s walks, temples, gardens, pathways, and cables that stretched everywhere between them.

All of which was nothing, compared to the music.

Viewed by airship, when the Silver City was not sealed by the Great Dome, the castle appeared to be an enormous sundial: the Silver Spire in the center threw such a shadow across the other rooftops as to mark time itself. The inhabitants followed the hours in its shadow: the cafés to the west, in the morning; the sleeping-bowers of the north, for noontide’s lull in the heat; the teahouses and restaurants of the east for one’s repast; and then a return to the castle for one’s entertainments: singers and operas, acrobats and circuses; fortunes told by the Scarabées; assignations; assassinations. Then, throughout the night, a slow ebb to return to one’s apartments in the south, to sup, and to sleep.

When the shadow stood so perfectly straight at noon that the Silver Spire cast no shadow, then it was the time for the Season to begin: prisoners were released from their prisons; miners sealed their mines and caught the last trundling ore-carriers back to the city, always arriving in thousands at the last minute, laughing at the danger of it; artists sighed and cursed the gods for not giving them more talent as their latest paintings, and statues, and other oeuvres were wrapped and brought to the castle to replace last cycle’s decor; bakers and cooks wiped the sweat from their brows against their arms, with no time to take out a handkerchief as they prepared to feed the horde soon to descend upon them; gamesmen rattled their dice and nicked the edges of their cards with their thumbnails, in preparation of their great feasting upon the foolish; beggars and thieves squabbled over streetcorners, rooftops, doorways, and disguises; nobles awaited deliveries of clothing, jewels, and perfumes, in terror lest their illusions be outdone by their fellows; assassins collected the first halves of their fees, and bided their time, sharpening their knives and mixing their potions. Underneath the streets, where in the great, cavernous reservoirs they lay in safety, the gondoliers practiced their songs: tales of lovers, of betrayals, of ironies, of cruel deaths or kind ones, of killers who lived amongst the innocent, of the innocents who so charmed the wicked that their lives were spared for just one more night. 

King Corentin and Queen Delphine ruled the Silver City and awaited the raising of the Great Dome against the storms soon to be arriving, and saw that their preparations were good. The Council of Masks, under whom the king and queen served, and which ruled the rest of Thomàon from amongst the populace, speaking for the poor, the lame, the blind, the night-dancers, the beggars, the bakers and cooks, the prisoners, the gondoliers, and even the nobility—their eyes looked out from behind their masks, and also saw that the preparations were good. 

To the powerful, all turns of fate are, in the end, good.

But the gondoliers sang gloomily, the Scarabée fortune-tellers cast their shells and hummed dire songs of vengeance, and the hawks wheeled in the sky, and whispered to their hawk-masters of doom and damnation.








  
  

Chapter 2


The Prison Ship





It was the last flight to Thomàon from Shakes Prison, a dire island fortress that was little more than bare rock, the high stone walls of the fortress, and an inner stronghold that rose within them. Atop the inner stronghold was a landing pad, and upon the pad was the Sésame, a seed-shaped brown airship, small and quick—and better armed than its appearance would suggest.

Shakes Island was located in the center of the Mer de Tempêtes, on the opposite side of the world. When there was daylight in the Silver City, there was only darkness at Shakes Prison.

Some said, and not incorrectly, that it was always dark at Shakes Prison.

It had come to the last moment to leave for the Sésame to arrive in time to land within the airfields outside the Silver City, and its cargo and passengers unloaded before the city was sealed within its dome. To wait an instant later was to risk attack—but to have left an instant earlier would have brought its own dangers.

The storms of the Season were already rising, as they rose all across Thomàon, and the skies had turned to deep shades of purple and gray. The winds tore at the Sésame, making it shiver upon its landing pad. The stones of the stronghold groaned under the rising winds. Bursts of rain and hail tossed desperately against every surface, as if begging for shelter. The wind and sea roared and dashed themselves against the high stone walls of the fortress, knowing that if not today, then someday they would erode the very stones into sand and ruin. The sound was deafening, and reminded those who remained upon the little island that to fear the waves was wise.

Of those remaining, there were only two.

The prisoners and guards and servants had been sent ahead, on an aerial pleasure-barge full of silks, courtesans, and other luxuries: the prisoners’ sentences had finished, and all were free to return to the Silver City, their various debts paid in full. But that had been an earlier flight. 

This flight was the one that carried that which the prisoners had retrieved from beneath the sea surrounding the prison during the year previous, work so painstaking, deadly, and delicate that to perform it was to be forgiven rape, betrayal, or murder. To survive a term at Shakes Prison was considered to be forgiven by the gods themselves—a blessing given this year to only a lucky few.

The treasures themselves were few, and sealed within cases that were to be delivered directly to King Corentin and Queen Delphine, and no others, and held in trust for the Council of Masks. They were such treasures as one might never encounter in a hundred lifetimes, the last remnants of a substance which had once been plentiful upon Thomàon—and the very existence of which was a terrible secret. The air upon the pleasure-barge, piloted by electronic ordinateurs rather than men, was such that all who traveled upon it found themselves having forgotten the last year—prisoners, guards, courtesans, and servants all. None of them were to be trusted with any hint of the secret.

The only one who knew the secret was the warden of the prison, one Marks Lemure, the chief warden of Thomàon. He was a thick-jawed man, with thinning, dull blond hair and wind-reddened skin. His eyes were narrow, his shoulders broad, and his muscles like iron. He was a stern man, but as changeable as the sea, with a smile that was as quick to amusement as authority.

The secret of the treasures of Shakes Prison—the fact that there was a secret—had never been betrayed, not by Marks Lemure, and, at his assurance, nor by anyone else. Of such men there have ever been few.

Atop the stronghold was an enclosed elevator, for loading and unloading materials and passengers from the ships at the landing pad, a stone enclosure with two heavy sliding doors made of an untarnished silvery material. 

The doors slid open, and Warden Lemure stepped onto the roof of the stronghold and into the bitter storm. Within his arms was the last of the three treasure-cases. He walked with small and careful steps, head down against the rain and wind-lashed waves. The case was gray, and flat, and the size of a courtesan’s diary: neither large nor noticeable, nor heavy to hold. 

Nevertheless, the Warden felt its weight within the heaviness of his heart: it contained the last of what had once been found in such plenitude beneath the waves of the Mer de Tempêtes. Within the small case was the last of the sand of an hourglass which had once seemed to run endlessly, and he knew that only a miracle could save Thomàon now.

He placed the case within a small and hidden hatch on the side of the airship, where it fastened itself to the underside of the passenger deck above it. Lemure stretched his fingers through the slim hatch and felt the touch of the two other cases fastened next to it. Once, the secret compartment had held dozens of cases—but now, only three.

The last three. 

He withdrew his hand. The hatch sealed itself, seamless and secret against the rest of the ship’s hull.

The other luggage had already been loaded by the guards, before they had left on the pleasure-barge, to revel and oubliate. The Sésame was already fueled, and the storms were rising. 

Only one last thing remained—a single passenger to be escorted to the ship, his daughter Ammaline.

She knew nothing of the treasures, or of any other secrets; she was only a young woman, not to be burdened with such things. As beautiful as a goddess, yet still as sweet-natured as a babe, she had been orphaned as a young girl at the tragic death of her mother. 

Lemure returned to the elevator and commanded it to descend, not to the depths of the fortress from which he had retrieved the treasure, but to the upper levels of the stronghold, where he kept his daughter.

He unlocked the steel door and let himself inside the apartment, calling, “Ammaline! It’s time.”

“Coming!” 

The hallway itself was little more than bare stone, lit by bulbs sealed beneath thick glass reinforced with heavy wire. Ammaline’s rooms were to the right, her door open, and warm light shining from within. 

The light extinguished itself, and a thump echoed from within the room. 

“Are you all right?”

“Coming!” 

Ammaline appeared in her doorway. She was wrapped from head to foot for the storm, a gray waterproof cloak that closed around her so that the wind would not tear it open. She wore a gray hat like an overturned bucket, and carried a small, lumpy bag with her—one that he knew would contain a ragged scrap of blanket, given to her by her long-dead mother. She tucked a viewscreen inside it. Her long, curly black hair had been pulled back into a braid, but more than a few strands had escaped, and jutted unruly from under the eaves of her ungainly hat. She had to tip her head back to peer out at him, her mother’s violet eyes viewing him softly, with love and trust.

She limped a few steps, then disciplined herself to even her gait. She took his arm. “I’m ready, Papa.”

“Nervous?” he teased her.

Her eyes widened and she pulled away from him. “Why did you have to remind me! I’m terrified!”

Ammaline had passed other Masquerades within the Silver City, but this year would be different: she had been invited to sing upon the stage of the Opéra du Mendicant, the magnificent theatre housed within the Silver Spire itself. 

Her voice, all agreed, would be one for the ages, if only her father would let her loose from Shakes Prison more often, to have her heart broken a few times at court. As yet, her perfect but innocent voice could not support a tragic opera without raising eyebrows, although she was a delightful soprano for an operetta or two.

Her father acknowledged the truth of this: and yet he could not open her cage, and set her free.

Not yet—not this year.

He touched a gloved fingertip to her nose. “You’ll be fine. Let’s go.”

They entered the elevator together, Ammaline turning her face as he typed in the security code. They rose up together, Lemure standing steady without support, and Ammaline holding the rail at the edge of the compartment.

The doors opened onto a barrage of small, stinging pieces of sleet, and roared in rage at the two of them—at the fortress, at the ship, at the heavens themselves. 

Ammaline gasped and clutched her father’s arm again. “Why do you always have to wait until the last minute?”

He laughed and pulled her along with him into the storm, toward the Sésame. “It’s more fun that way!”

“Oh, Papa!”

They dashed across the stone to the landing pad, the large side hatch opening as they approached, and a short, study ramp descending for them. Ammaline skipped up the hatch, ducking and hunching her shoulders, clutching her bag to her chest. Lemure followed her, more dignified in his steps but no less quick for that. 

The hatch sealed behind them, admitting them to a small compartment with a pilot’s seat and passenger cradles. Ammaline stripped off her coat and stowed it in a compartment under a cradle. 

“Would you like to sleep?”

She pulled her viewscreen out of her bag and held it up for him to see. “But I want to watch Océan LaFerme sing!”

Her father laughed. “And if I don’t want to listen to her sing for six hours? All the way to the North pole and back down again?”

“I will wear my casquettes!” she promised. “You will only hear it if I sing along with her.”

“I would like nothing better,” he told her, and began his last set of flight checks—one that ended with ensuring his daughter was secure in her cradle. 

She was still wearing her ugly hat: he tugged it from her head and stowed it in the compartment below. Already she had the casquettes tucked into her ears and was humming along with the great diva’s latest concert. 

He kissed her on the forehead. 

She smiled. “I love you, Papa.”

“I love you, too. Ammaline. Sing for me a little, will you?”

“Of course.”

She began to sing along with the diva, Les beaux rêves—an old song indeed, said to come from the Vieux Monde, la Terre herself. 

Lemure settled himself into the pilot’s seat, fastening himself tightly into place. Despite the lateness of the hour, he ran one more set of flight checks, for the storm would forgive no mistakes.

Then he lifted the Sésame from the landing pad. The wind caught the ship in a moment, and swept it tumbling out over the ocean. 

There was a hitch in Ammaline’s voice as she s-sang… 

Then the Sésame righted itself, and Lemure lifted it higher, above the tumult of the waves, and righted its direction. The wind still struggled to upset them, but the ship declined to be again overturned. Soon they were flying toward the pole.

Ammaline continued to sing.

The next two and a half hours were peaceful, without incident. The little Sésame hummed through the air, as if contented to be aloft. Ammaline spent much of her time singing. At one moment she would sing phrases from the song she was to sing at the Opéra du Mendicant, little variations of a melody she had practiced already endlessly. At the next moment, she would sing a familiar old tune in the style of Océan LaFerme, then sing it again, in a new fashion, to see if it better suited her own manner. Like many artistes that Lemure had known over the years, she had yet to discover her signature of voice—but such a discovery seemed to be near at hand. Lemure had no skill in music, yet even he could hear a pattern to the changes his daughter was making to those old, long-familiar songs. Then again, Ammaline would sing an entirely new song, hesitantly at first, and then with more confidence: new songs that the Diva, unbeknownst to that famed lady, was teaching to her.

It was a method for passing the time as to lighten one’s cares, to unburden one’s soul—if for a few moments only.

Then, less than half an hour from the pole, the lights within the cabin began to flash red, and an alarm rang. Lemure frowned at his viewscreen, which showed the icône of a radio dish flashing. 

An emergency distress signal—one that he should not answer, with such treasures on board his ship.

“What is it, Papa?” 

Ammaline knew as well as anyone what the flashing red lights in the cabin meant; if he lied to her about the signal, she would likely remain silent about it—but the knowledge of it would poison her, just a little, against him. He could not stop to answer the call, no matter how desperate—and yet he must stop to answer the call.

Caught between love and duty, he weighed the time and the knowledge that he carried a slim pistolet à aiguille secreted under his coat. He flipped open the communications channel for the signal.

“This is the Sésame. Who calls?”

“Lemure. Thank the gods that you are coming. It is I, Paquet. I am alone, and I am desperate.”

Paquet was one of Lemure’s assistants, who sometimes worked among the police at the North Pole. 

“What is it?” 

Paquet coughed, a terrible sound full of wetness and pain. “It cannot be said over the radio, Lemure. You must land.”

“Are you hurt?”

“I am dying, Lemure. My body you may leave for the Grillons. But my words, you must carry with you.”

“I am coming,” Lemure told him. “It will be twenty minutes.”

“Pray that I live that long, or we are doomed. I am in the dining hall of Building One. La fin est proche.”

With a sigh, Lemure answered him in kind. “La fin est proche.”

The end is near. It was a statement that was not unexpected, particularly in that Lemure had himself made it many times, over the years. But it is an entirely different circumstance to acknowledge the truth, than to find oneself laboring under its burdens.

As soon as Lemure had signed off on the channel, he glanced over his shoulder to see what Ammaline had made of the conversation. She seemed to have been ignorant of the entire matter, a recording of the diva’s programme shimmering on the shield above her eyes. Her body twitched in time to the faint music coming from the casquettes over her ears.

She only pretended not to have heard, Lemure knew. But it was a fiction that would save him having to explain that which he could not. He flew onward, accelerating faster than was safe. The ship accepted the challenge coolly, as if not even the storms of the Season could shake it—not after that first moment of worry on take-off.

Soon the ice of the continente du nord was passing below them, blue and white and green, with stark black shadows cast away from the hovering sun. He slowed the ship as they approached Pelletier Station. The ugly gray buildings stood on stilts that could raise or lower the buildings as the ice encroached. They had been raised to their highest reach for the Season, in the hopes that the Grillons would not do so much damage. Each year, it proved to be a vain hope.

Lemure landed the ship atop one of the buildings without waiting for authorization—the only authority left on the station was Paquet. Nevertheless, Lemure touched the pistolet under his coat as he stood. 

“You will wait here for me,” he told Ammaline, as he unsealed her from the cradle. “If I come alone, or bearing one other man, you may unlock the door. Otherwise, you are to touch this button—” He indicated the pilote automatique. “—and leave me behind.”

“Never, Papa!” 

“You must, my dear. The north is dangerous. Who knows what traitors or thieves lie in wait? If you do not leave me, then you will be dead—and word will not reach King Corentin or Queen Delphine.” When she hesitated to answer, he added, “If you will not agree to this, then I shall continue to the Silver City, and leave this man to die.”

Her voice hitched in her throat, and her hands flew to her cheeks, like a little girl. “Oh, Papa! I promise I will do as you say.” 

He pressed her hand to his heart, then opened the hatch and stepped out onto the icy rooftop. Looking back only to ensure that the hatch of the Sésame had closed, he ran toward the elevator, whose doors opened at his approach.








  
  

Chapter 3


Visions of the Opéra





Ammaline waited with bated breath for the return of Papa from the depths of the polar outpost, Pelletier Station. Although the little Sésame was perfectly warm and comfortable on the inside, the entire ship shivered from the strong winds that buffeted it from the outside. 

The Season’s storms were rising, even at the North Pole. The screens of the ship showed the view outside the ship, of an endless series of snow-dunes, sculpted by the wind into strange architectures of green and blue ice—ice that was rapidly deepening in color, as the clouds overtook the horizon, then dropped the station into shadow.

How long was she to wait for Papa?

How long was it safe to wait? Before the storm was so severe that it would crash the ship, or keep it grounded—and exposed to the Grillons when they inevitably arrived to gnaw, and shatter, and kill?

Papa had not said. She had not even the knowledge of whether the ship would automatically take itself to safety, if the storm rose too high. 

Ammaline had been raised as a sort of hothouse flower, honored more for her delicacy than any ruder, more tenacious virtue. In a way it had been necessary. Her mama refused to leave her papa; he had to serve most of his year among the prisons, as Chief Warden. Ammaline and her mama had to be protected from the prisoners, both because of their ill-nature, and because of their desperation. The situation left Ammaline and her mama as little more than prisoners themselves. Although they were not required to dive under the waves and into the caves under the prisons, to dig for Papa’s treasure, they had not the prospect of having their sentences end at the start of the Season, either.

Papa had agreed, however, to allow Ammaline a taste of freedom: she was to be allowed to ask the great diva, Océan LaFerme, if she would take her on as an apprentice.

It was clear that Papa put no great emphasis on the possibility. He expected the diva, who had a reputation for fickleness, to say no. Perhaps he had already spoken to her—either directly or through a friend of a friend, for Papa had many friends—and ascertained that this year at least, the answer would be in the negative.

But Ammaline intended to make Océan LaFerme twist in agony over such an answer. She would sing so well, so purely, and with such emotion, that madame would be unable to deny her request.

If Ammaline and her papa reached the Silver City alive, that was.

The storm grew ever darker, and the ship shivered ever the harder, but when Ammaline checked the ship’s readouts, only a few minutes had passed. 

Five minutes—seven—eleven minutes—

And then the elevator doors opened, and Papa was returning, leaning against the wind as he walked, his dark flight suit rippling over his skin. He was alone. The knees of his flight suit were dark and wet, but soon turned white—and red—from the clinging sleet and snow that had risen with the storm. White flakes clung to the ends of his sleeves, and to a large patch across his chest, and turned dark as the fluid that covered him soaked into it. His face was dotted with blood, and itself held darker storms than did the sky itself.

It was at that moment that Ammaline took her visions of childhood, and, without looking too closely at them, set them to the side. 

She did not press the pilot automatique button; she sat in the pilot’s seat and began a set of flight checks, making sure that the ship would be ready to leave immediately when her father arrived. He had not taught her how to fly—but it was simple enough to discover such things, on one’s viewscreen, if one were curious. 

And Ammaline had always been curious.

When he reached the ship, she opened its door to admit him, closed it behind him, then stood to return to her cradle. 

His sharp eyes narrowed as they ran over the readouts on the screen, which she had put up for him to view, so that he could see at a glance that there was no reason for further delay. He waved a hand toward the controls. “Take over for me. I am sick at heart and will sleep. Wake me if there is trouble.”

A thousand times she had dreamed of him giving her permission to fly, but never had she dreamed the taste of her victory would taste like chewing a piece of metal foil. She sat down in the pilot’s seat and ran over the flight checks again—and again—until her father was safely ensconced in the other cradle, and she could see the readouts of his heartbeat fluttering on her screen, at first racing dangerously, then slowing as the medicine he had requested took effect.

As he was sinking into a drugged sleep, her father murmured in the ancient language, “En fin de course...la fin est proche.”

And then, according to her readouts, he was asleep, even before the Sésame had lifted off. Ammaline bit her lip and pressed the button of the pilot automatique, which was large and red, in order that it could not be mistaken during such emergencies as this. In any other weather, the ship would have lifted off smoothly and safely, and followed its pre-programmed course. 

But today?

Ammaline, strapped into position, could barely move more than would be required to pilot the ship. She waited, hands at the ready to interrupt the pilot automatique. She had flown a thousand ships in simulation, but never with the true wind pulling at the controls—and yet something within her told her she must be ready to follow her own instincts over those of the ship.

And yet—she hesitated.

As her hands hovered doubtfully, the ship lifted according to its programme, and was taken by the winds, dashed from the top of Pelletier Station, and into the icy ridges that had built up around the station. 

The ship shrieked with the impact, but did not smash or shatter, only complained—loudly. 

Papa stirred—then sank back into sleep.

Ammaline nudged the thrust direction the tiniest amount, angling the ship’s nose upward

The next time the ship skipped off an ice ridge, it angled upward until it was caught by the wind and dragged far off course—but without turning end over end or spinning. 

Further and further upward the ship rose, as it was swept further and further away from its destination—until the pilot automatique was able to succeed in its struggle against the wind, and turn the ship in the correct direction.

Ammaline watched the ordinateur run its calculations and recalculations, its margins of error and safety both reducing quickly. Soon it was established that the Sésame would arrive at the Silver City intact—but whether it would be able to land safely, or in time to be admitted before the dome was sealed, was another matter.

Ammaline set up a distress signal, unsure of what else to do. There soon came a response:

May the Gods save you and your daughter, Lemure.

Which message Ammaline took as notification that even by the engineers of the Silver City, nothing else could be done.

At first, terror gripped her. She could only just see her papa in his cradle past her shoulder—she had strapped herself in so tight that she could not turn so far as to see him clearly. She watched him, straining out of the corner of her eye, until she had convinced herself a dozen times that he was still breathing. To look at the readouts upon the screen in front of her did nothing to ease her heart.

But he breathed, and she saw him breathe, and again she saw it. The ship flew from the continente du nord over the great ocean, la mer, which stretched from pole to pole, and all across the world. It would be hours before she once again was over land. 

She watched the numbers and calculations shift slowly, a pendulum that one moment swung closer to salvation, and the next moment closer toward doom. The range between hope and despair was a slender one, and, dissolving into exhaustion, she began to imagine—without ever quite falling herself asleep—that she had safely arrived at the Silver City, and was being escorted to a room where she would be allowed to prepare herself for the even greater ordeal of her presentation at the Opéra du Mendicant, and to Madame LaFerme. 

Madame LaFerme would sweep into Ammaline’s humble room, trailing shimmering cloth and exotic scents. “Come with me, for you must replace me at the opéra this night. You must appear to be me—you must act like me—you must sing like me—we have only a few moments—you are ready?”

And Ammaline would answer, “I am ready, Madame.”

They would go through shadowed back corridors, to dressing-rooms, down stairs, through mirrors that became secret doors, and finally descend ladders into darkness. She could smell the damp, and hear water splashing and dripping, the rhythmic, secret sound of someone trying to row silently. 

Instead of the stage, they had gone beneath the Castle of the Silver Spire to the reservoirs below it, which at least in stories were the forbidden territory of gondoliers and pirates—and often it was impossible to determine which was which. 

Madame reached a platform and stepped away from the ladder. As Ammaline followed her, Madame lifted one hand over her head, lighting a bright torch. 

The surface of the reservoir was only just below them, and it was filled with nearly as many beautifully carved gondolas as it could hold, as far as the eye could see. 

“You must sing,” announced Madame LaFerme. “You must sing as well as I, or they will kill you, and all of Thomàon will be destroyed as well. You must sing.”

And then Madame threw her head back and began to howl, a ghastly sound. 

Ammaline’s head jerked upright. The landing alarm had sounded; they had arrived; her father was disengaging himself from his cradle; they had arrived in time, and were safe.








  
  

Chapter 4


Preparations





The Silver City was a paradise of white limestone buildings faced with promenades of tall columns, a city of temperate weather (except during the Season, a time entirely lacking in temperance), clear blue skies, and fountains topped with weathered bronze angels, unlikely creatures said to be from the Vieux Monde. Here and there were erected monuments to conquests whose victories now seemed unlikely and unnecessary— when had the Scarabées been so naughty as to require a booted foot upon their necks?—temples to gods who were more remembered for their feast days than their divinity, labyrinthine gardens, old mansions filled with the work of a single artist, towering Grillon architecture re-erected within the city at great expense, open-air markets supplying every delicacy and indelicacy, modern sculpture-gardens that danced at the slightest breeze, and solemn memorials to times past when injustice prevailed. 

Whether those memorials condemned, or celebrated, was often to Ammaline less than clear.

And yet the sights of the Silver City itself were only one-half of the whole, for above the city itself was the underside of the Great Dome, which reflected the city a second time. In daytime it softly glowed a bright, cloudless blue with the hazy image of the city floating overhead, a castle in the clouds. At night, the dome was speckled with artificial stars and the reflected lights of the city like a dark mirror, a fortune-teller’s scrying dish filled with ink.

In Ammaline’s imagination, there were two cities: and often she felt that the one above was the true city, casting as its distorted reflection the one below.

The Sésame slowed as it approached the Silver City. 

The dome over the Silver City was in the process of being erected, and would soon be sealed. The separate sections of the geodesic dome rose into place, hovering until it locked itself to its fellows. Each irregularly shaped section was its own shining, pilotless ship, and each reflected the deep colors of the storm as it fitted itself slowly, and grandly, into place. Only the last few sections remained to be sealed. The hum of them was a song, so low in pitch that it was impossible to follow the melody. One could only sense the sound of it when the chords themselves changed.

Sounding half-asleep, her father mumbled, “Don’t touch the controls,” nearly scaring Ammaline out of her wits. 

Quickly, she tried to turn to see him, but she was still fastened tightly in her seat, and only managed to wrench her neck against the restraints. Just then, a trail of lightning raced over the outside of the dome, making her squeak with fright.

“It is all right, my darling...we are safe...you have brought us here safely...”

She eased herself into a state of relaxation, and turned slowly this time, until she could see her father out of the corner of her eye. “Are you all right?”

“You have stopped the bleeding...I will live...”

Ammaline blinked in startlement: she had not been bleeding at all. And it had not been her father’s blood that had covered him, when he had returned to the ship, but the man Paquet’s. She turned back to her screens, to confirm that her father was injured, whole in body, if not in mind.

Did he dream? 

But even in dreaming, she trusted his instincts, and so, as the Sésame flew straight toward the Great Dome rather than the landing pads that the ship had used on previous trips, she did not lift a finger to nudge the controls. 

The little ship flew directly toward the geodesic plates. At the last moment, Ammaline closed her eyes—but there was no impact. The plates, which had appeared to be sealed, parted before the little ship, allowing it to slide between them. 

Ammaline touched one of the control, to adjust a viewscreen. Behind them, a geodesic plate was just fitting itself back into place. It was a miracle: the plates had not yet been sealed, or it would have been impossible to move them, until the end of the Season.

Although the clouds outside the Silver City hung dark and threatening above them, the inside of the dome was shrouded even deeper in darkness. Until the plates were all in place, it was not safe to have them lit. 

The Sésame moved steadily toward the center of the city, toward the Castle of the Silver Spire itself. Gently flew the ship as the dome finished sealing itself above them, the ship’s engines humming soft and contentedly, as though it had been an entirely uneventful trip.

The ship selected one of the roofs at the outer edges of the castle, hovered for a moment as permission codes flashed across the screen, then lowered itself on top of the roof as gently as a leaf settling on the forest floor on a still afternoon.

When the ship had stopped moving, Ammaline’s restraints released her, and she gasped for breath that she had not known she needed. She sagged forward in the seat, every muscle stiff and suddenly cramping. 

Her father had wakened more fully; when the cradle released him, he sat up easily and smoothly. He gave her a sympathetic glance as he approached the screen, looking over the readouts. 

He dropped a hand onto her shoulder. “You have done well.”

She rolled her head on her neck. “I did not do much of anything, to tell the truth. Only a little nudge at the beginning...and then nothing. But I am so stiff!” 

He squeezed her shoulder gently. “It’s difficult to relax when you’re in the piloting restraints. As you come to trust your instincts, it becomes easier.”

“It must become easier, or no one could bear it!” She shook her head at how unusually the day had gone. “How could we pass through the dome, Papa? Wasn’t it sealed already? And why have we landed here, on top of the castle? I did not know there were landing pads on the roofs!”

He patted her shoulder again. “I must report to their majesties as soon as possible, darling Ammaline. A servant is being sent to escort you; I will return to you as soon as I am able. We can talk then.”

She lifted her cheek to him, and he kissed it, then dashed out of the ship. A moment later, he was holding several small cases in his arms, striding toward an elevator booth whose door was already opening, revealing the presence of a Scarabée servant. 

Her papa and the Scarabée each hesitated at the sight of the other, her father turning pale, and the Scarabée lifting a single pair of shivering central arms, then lowering them. Then the two of them did a sort of circular dance that ended with her father inside the elevator, and the Scarabée outside it. The two of them stared at each other until the doors closed; then the Scarabée turned, heavily and slowly, toward the ship.

The Scarabée was small for its kind. A few small islands lay somewhat near Shakes Prison, and on occasion her father would have to inspect them, taking Ammaline to visit them as the whim took him. The Scarabée villages there were small and meagre, but the Scarabées themselves were much larger and denser, of a deep bronze color. Their shells contained large air sponges that allowed them to stay under water for several hours at a time, maintaining their underwater farms, and allowing them to dig through the rock and silt along the sea floor, searching for treasures to offer her father.

The city Scarabées were smaller, in general, their beautiful shells less dense. This one’s shell was mirrorlike in places, shimmering and opalescent. 

Over the ship’s speakers, the Scarabée greeted her in a lilting, feminine voice—feminine for a Scarabée, that was. Its voice was like the plucking of a musical instrument with such long strings that one could not but feel the thrum of them, deep in one’s chest. “I offer you my salutations, Miss Ammaline. My name is Madame Opale.”

“You have a lovely name,” Ammaline said, as the Scarabée trundled across the rooftop, its leg-stalks seeming too frail to support it. 

“As do you,” Madame Opale replied. It reached the door of the ship, which it was too broad to enter. Its face peeked through the open hatch, antennae politely waving. Its face was round and friendly, with two enormous black eyelets, a rounded snout, and stubby mouth-parts. A bit of gold scrollwork had been added around the curves of its eyes—just as a human woman would apply makeup to add allure to her glance. “You may leave your luggage on the ship; I will discuss the matter with the mechaniques to ensure they do not send anything amiss, just to tease you. They have been rather mischievous lately.”

Madame Opale’s voice was so low, yet powerful, that it seemed to caress Ammaline from within the depths of her chest. A strange ache blossomed within her, and she coughed.

“Do you feel well?” Madame Opale’s antennae curled the question. 

Ammaline could not bear to tell the Scarabée that the sound of its voice had caused the reaction. She stood from her seat on wobbling legs. “Do you know, I have never flown a real ship before, or for so long, or through a storm! I am afraid that I am stiff and sore, and I feel as though I was not able to breathe well for so long, that my lungs ache!”

Madame Opale’s antennae straightened to their very tips. “It was you who flew the ship? Was that not dangerous?”

Ammaline laughed nervously. “I suppose it must have been. But I should not talk about that—it touches on Papa’s business.”

The Scarabée lowered its head. “Warden Lemure’s business is no business of mine, of course. May I take you to your room? I will have the mechaniques draw you a hot bath on the way and bring a bottle of lavender salts, so you can have at least a short soak for your stiffness before...”

Madame Opale had to back away from the door, for at the words hot bath, Ammaline fairly sprang toward her.

“Oh, a bath!” she exclaimed. “Madame Opale, you are a saint!”

A Scarabée could not laugh—or, rather, the sound of a Scarabée’s laughter was such that it would drive anyone with a sense of pitch out of the room, for it was an ugly sound. Instead, Madame Opale rubbed two of her leg stalks together, making a purring sound that approximated a chuckle.

“A saint? No. But I have raised so many egglings that you could not count them, and they are not so different than the children of humankind, and I know that most of you like baths, and all of you like a little something sweet.”

“Chocolate?” Ammaline asked.

Madame Opale’s antennae twitched. “I will ask. But the mechaniques…” She sighed, another rasp of leg-stalk against leg-stalk. “…as I say, they are mischievous. Be sure to smell anything they bring you, before you eat it.”

The two of them crossed the roof toward the elevator doors. Above them, the last of the dome-plates had settled into place, and they were beginning, very softly, to glow.


      [image: image-placeholder]All the way through the carpeted, elegant hallways, Madame Opale complained in her low, thrumming voice that the rooms were small and meagre, and that Miss Ammaline would have received better, if it had been any time other than the Season. 

It rattled its mouthparts like the clucking of a tongue as they stopped before the wide door, then touched its antennae to the lock-plate. “They were the best that I could arrange, this close to the Opéra du Mendicant. There is hardly a dressing room to be mentioned. And the view! It is nothing but rooftops, I am afraid.”

The door was decorated with a shallow silver repoussé showing a Grillon city, surrounded by dancing human figures. Ammaline caught only a glimpse of the door before it swept itself out of the way, revealing a sitting room that was hardly to be imagined, let alone described.

For one thing, the room was pink, with white and gold trim upon every surface. The carpet was of such deep pile that Ammaline wondered how one might walk upon it in heels without falling and breaking an ankle; the walls were decorated with lavish paintings in oils of castles, ruins, and nobility upon the strange, great beasts from the Vieux Monde that had been called horses. Gilded curlicues decorated the corners of each frame. The room contained enough furniture to fill Ammaline’s entire apartment at the prison; there were several large pink-and-gold armchairs, footstools, side tables, a pair of escritoires on either side of the room, and an enormous divan large enough to support at least three gossiping Scarabées, all in a row.

Several doors led from the room, as well as a pair of glass doors that led onto a balcony with a bronze railing. The view was indeed mainly of rooftops, which seemed to be crushed together so closely that one might leap from roof to roof—if one had the legs of a Grillon.

“The doors lead to your bedroom, to the dressing room—in the middle—and to the bath.” Madame Opale swept its way into the third room and flung open the door, its antennae twitching. “Ah! At least the mechaniques have followed their instructions so far.”

A cloud of lavender steam wafted from the door, which led into darkness and shadow until Madame Opale waved a leg-stalk into the room, activating the motion-sensor. The bathroom filled with such light that Ammaline nearly raised a hand to shade her eyes. 

Within was glass, and gold, and porcelain, and towels nearly as thick as the carpets, and silk drapes that opened onto no windows, but which billowed as Madame Opale turned on an invisible, humming fan, to take up the steam.

Ammaline allowed the Scarabée to help undress her out of her cloak, hat, and flight suit; the ways of the Silver City were not the ways of Shakes Prison, and the Scarabée, with its delicate antennae, would be searching for those little mechaniques clinging to Ammaline’s clothing that might allow a spy access to the inner court. Whether to spy for political reasons or simply to record the singers as they performed mattered little; all must submit to a search upon entering the castle, a fact to which Ammaline had long been accustomed. 

After the search was discreetly done, Ammaline lowered herself into the bath with gratitude. It was perfectly hot, the sort of near-scalding water that made one’s skin flush red, as if with a fever, and that seemed to draw out all thought, memory, and other discomforts as it cooled.  

Ammaline lay back against the angled back to the porcelain tub, closing her eyes in bliss. She barely started when the Scarabée began running its antennae through her hair. The lavender salts—and the temperature of the bath—would destroy any mechaniques that clung to her skin, and Madame Opale would go through Ammaline’s bags at a discreet moment, unpacking them and placing items within the frequency-blocked drawers, in case of a passive receiver missing its close attention. 

But with the gentleness of Madame Opale’s touch, it was easy to forget that the antennae stroking her hair meant anything other than love and comfort.

It was all very ordinary—except for the luxuriousness of the rooms. Ordinarily, Ammaline stayed in the same rooms as her father, in a discreet back corner of some outdated mansion. The last thing that the warden of Shakes Prison wished to do was attract attention. 

But a diva-in-training had higher aspirations: to be seen was to be given the breath which with to sing. At least, that was what Madame LaFerme liked to say, during her programmes and interviews.

Madame Opale, finished with her search of Ammaline’s locks, began to tentatively stroke her hair with her antennae. “I should not ask, but—Miss Ammaline, would you sing for me? I have heard all of your public programmes that have been recorded, but I should like to hear you sing to me, very much.”

Ammaline began to rise, the water sluicing off of her.

Madame Opale put a foot-stalk upon her shoulder. “But no! You need not stand. I do not wish for an opera—only a little tune, if you would, for an old Scarabée such as myself, a faithful servant.”

Ammaline settled back in the tub. “I will not be at my best,” she warned, then ran through a short exercise, to make sure that her throat was not strained from her trip in the Sésame. But even if the rest of her body had resisted the restraints, Ammaline’s training had kept her from tensing her throat, and she was soon ready to sing.

The bathroom had a delicious echo, the sort of sound that made one’s voice sound better than it truly was. Ammaline gently warmed her voice with another exercise or two, then began to sing the same song she had been practicing on the ship, Les beaux rêves. Madame Opale continued to stroke her hair, and even thrummed along with her, like a bass violin adding its murmur to Ammaline’s tune.

“That was lovely,” the Scarabée announced. “You quite have my gratitude! I shall tell the others that it is true, how lovely your voice is. It is beyond everything the gossips say of it.”

Embarrassed, Ammaline ran a hand through her hair; the Scarabée had left it perfectly combed, but she still wanted to give it a wash. “The gossips all say that I need to have my heart broken, if I am to sing properly.”

Madame Opale rattled her leg-stalks. “Or break someone else’s heart for them. But the gossips never think of that, do they?” 

Ammaline dunked her head under the water. Under the surface, she could pretend the heat in her cheeks was due to the hot water, and not to blushing.

After her bath, she emerged, wrapped in a silken robe, into the dressing-room, where Madame Opale had set out a grand gown, one that Ammaline was sure her father had not ordered for her—it was too expensive, and much too daring. It hung on a free-standing rack in the center of the dressing room, a pair of gold slippers underneath it. It was made of a deep rose-colored silk with a large floral print, lace undersleeves, and a neckline that showed nothing but invited everything.

Most intimidating of all, the waist was tiny.

Ammaline cried in despair, “I shall never fit!”

“Nonsense!” A voice rang out from behind her, at once so familiar and surprising that Ammaline gasped in surprise: it was Madame LaFerme!

It was impossible! Ammaline pinched herself, certain that she had fallen asleep in the bath, that it was all a dream. And yet, would a dream fill the room with such a presence? Madame LaFerme brought with her the scent of white musk and warm amber, spiced incense and a melange of flowers—a woman’s scent, and the rustle of layer upon layer of fabric. 

Ammaline turned, her skin sparking with terror and excitement. She had known that she might see Madame LaFerme in person, finally, after all her years of admiration, but that it should be now, and so privately, she had not imagined!

And yet she had imagined it, in a dream, and she was not entirely certain that this moment, this glorious, overfilled moment, was not the continuation of it!

Madame LaFerme was tall—clothed in a shimmer of baby-blue silk that was not a court gown—wore a silvery wig—a black beauty-mark on one cheek—and then Ammaline was performing the deepest curtsy she could achieve, her head lowered in humility before her Goddess, her Muse of Song.

Madame LaFerme giggled. “My goodness, darling child. It’s only me.”

But there was a twinkle in her voice, as she said it. Madame had known, and had expected, the effect that she had had upon the backward daughter of a prison warden, who spent most of her life lost in programmes, trapped on an isolated island in the center of a stormy sea.

A curled finger hooked underneath Ammaline’s chin, lifting it. 

Ammaline raised her eyes to those of the great diva. “Madame, it is my greatest pleasure to meet you.”

Madame LaFerme’s mouth, tinted a dark rose, twitched at one corner. This close to her, it was possible to see small wrinkles in her skin, not of age, but of movement: laugh lines, frown lines, faint lines of worry pinched between her perfect brows—but, more than these things, the faintest lines of sadness. Every smile that Madame LaFerme made, must be made through the faintest suggestion of grief overcome, of sorrow set aside for the moment: of bravery, in the face of ruin.

If only I could feel as intensely as she must feel! Then no one should say that I could not sustain a tragic opera!

“But no,” said Madame, the lines of sorrow deepening around the corners of her mouth, and under her eyes. “You have many pleasures ahead of you, do you not? Let us instead say, when they ask us—and they will, darling child, they are so intrusive—that it was a moment that felt weighty, yet mobile, as if an entire world pivoted upon it.”

“Madame?”

Madame sniffed and straightened, taking her finger from under Ammaline’s chin. “Do stand up, child. We must have you ready and dressed in good time for supper, and I fear that it will take every moment we have, for you have not learned the little tricks of how to appear as one must, if one is to survive in the public eye. Madame Opale?”

The Scarabée rested in a corner, its friendly face turned toward them, but its antennae politely curled up and waiting to be addressed. Slowly, they uncurled. “Yes, Madame LaFerme?”

“We have an hour.”

The antennae stood at shocked attention. “Madame!” 

“We are to attend an early supper with several notable personages that should be of great assistance in gaining the attention necessary to launch Miss Ammaline’s career. It is of the essence that she be well-presented—” Madame LaFerme swept an arm dripping with lace toward the gown. “—but not too well presented. Let her look a little childish and vulnerable tonight, so that men of power can imagine themselves in power over her, as one would be in power over a beloved niece. They can be taught otherwise at a later time—but let us not allow them to assemble an idea that Miss Ammaline is so strong or resolute that she cannot be taken advantage of.”

The Scarabée rubbed its front leg-stalks together with a thoughtful-sounding purr. “I believe I understand what you are getting at, Madame. When one plans to turn a pawn into a queen, one does not start out with the piece behaving with the strength and directness that it will someday possess, but with humility and vulnerability, which only just manages to evade every attack.”

Madame LaFerme smiled a thin smile, with her lips pressed together, and the lines under her eyes still resonant with sorrow. “Just so.” 

While one end of the dressing room was taken up by an enormous vanity, with silvered mirror and gilded trim upon the pale, painted wood, the other was taken up by clothing: racks and racks of it, stored so that each of the racks must be pulled out like a book from a shelf before the dresses upon it could be perused. 

Madame Opale, ignoring the dark rose dress, dropped to the floor and paced back and forth before the racks of clothing. So many of her leg-stalks emerged from the depths of her shimmering, opalescent carapace, that they blurred and whispered as she turned back and forth upon the carpet. “The ivory? No, too innocent—it looks like a wedding-dress, and they already complain of how her innocence keeps her from singing to her potential. The red is too simple, and too direct. Those choices are clear. But the others? The others?”

Madame LaFerme bent at the waist, and laid one pale and elegant hand against the Scarabée’s carapace. “My darling, you must contain yourself. I shall pick something for her.”

She tugged at the handle at the end of one of the racks, and slid it outward. Perforce, Madame Opale had to stop her pacing, lest she charge into the delicate, precious dresses.

Madame LaFerme ran her hand along the row of dresses, touching this one, then that, her hand finally hesitating between a light pink one, and one of deep blue.

Ammaline, in a shy voice, managed to say, “May I see the blue one?”

Madame LaFerme’s mouth and brow twisted in annoyance. “But it is too dark for one so young…no, let us see.” She pulled the dress from the rack and held it out. 

It was not a court dress, that much was clear—there were no broad panniers to hold out the fabric and display it, or to create a space around the woman wearing it, so that she might not be approached except by those she allowed to do so. The skirts were not full enough for that. The fabric was dark blue embossed velvet, with a subtle floral pattern on it. The square neck needed no fichu, for it was already tousled with delicate ivory lace, as were the ends of the half-sleeves. A row of gold buttons closed the front, and a dark blue belt held the waist tight—but not as tightly as the court dress.

Madame LaFerme held the dress up in front of Ammaline, pursing her lips. “Sing. Something informal, something a little old-fashioned.”

Ammaline’s mouth opened in surprise—but quickly she gathered her wits, and began to sing Les beaux rêves.

After the first few notes, Madame LaFerme handed the dress to Madame Opale, who had risen to stand upright once more. “Perfect. Madame Opale, dress her. I will prepare the paints. We must not be late.”








  
  

Chapter 5


Across the Rooftops





Unseen by Ammaline and Madame LaFerme, a shadowy figure passed outside the balcony of the sitting room, on its way from one shadowy errand to another. It was dressed completely in dark gray, a tough and featureless fabric that had little in common with the delicate fripperies only a little distant. 

Because of the energy it took to light, and cool, and protect the city-wide dome, nights during the Season were longer than was natural, and sunset had come early.

The figure glanced toward the window, saw that one-half of the pair of glass doors was a little ajar, and moved onward through the darkness.—Some other time, perhaps.  

A gap of a dozen feet lay between the figure and its next rooftop destination; without hesitation, the figure dashed silently toward the edge of the rooftop and flung itself across.

As if it were a long-limbed Grillon, the figure arched gracefully, and quite impossibly, through the air, and landed on the other rooftop, nearly as silently as it had jumped off the first. It continued onward, its gray clothing soon a soft blur in the distance to anyone who might be watching it—but there was only a single mechanique on a distant balcony, emptying its small dustbin into the wind.

In the ordinary way of the city, the figure would have been spotted by a hundred different security systems, their microphones hearing what the human ear could not, their motion-sensors and cameras seeing clearly through the befuddling darkness. But the figure was invisible and silent to those sentinels, too; a nice trick that would have fetched a pretty penny, if the figure had ever chosen to reveal how it was done.

The figure was of a personage both infamous, even legendary—and entirely unknown. The dark gray shadow that flitted so unnaturally from rooftop to rooftop was none other than the Easer of Ways, an assassin who had either blessed or plagued the Silver City for a dozen years—depending on whether one was paying the assassin to do someone in, or receiving the service more personally, as it were. That so skilled an assassin was never found, identified, or punished, was a subject for much rumor and discussion. Who protected the Easer of Ways? What sinister political purposes did the assassin serve? 

And how, how did the assassin move so silently, so swiftly, so invisibly?

The celebrations of the Masquerade had begun with the sealing of the Great Dome, and already a long parade filled with floating platforms snaked through the streets, following no predetermined pattern, only the whims of the floats at the head of the procession, here turning down a broad avenue, there piling up to snake down an alleyway behind a mansion, where the pressure of bodies and floats building to such that the parade must split into two pathways of light and revelry, then reuniting on the other side of the mansion, leaving behind broken glass, beads, feathers, footprints—that is, little more than memories.

The dancers wore no more than the barest shimmers of paint upon their skins and the masks upon their faces; musicians played until their clothing was soaked in sweat at their effort to drown out the crowds cheering them; acrobats climbed wrought-iron gates and leapt from them in swan-dives, to be caught by their fellows; children, forbidden from descending to the streets, threw lit fireworks down on the celebrants from overhead; figures out of myth and legend topped the floating platforms, decorated in mirrors, sequins, glass jewels, feathers, and flowers—everywhere, thousands and thousands of blooms. Everywhere the parade went, it was both followed and anticipated by the crowds: ordinary folk who had traveled from all across Thomàon for sanctuary and celebration. 

And yet there was still the possibility of shame and restraint, for the Season was fresh and new, and its drunken, addled celebrations had not yet had time to compound themselves with surfeit and exhaustion. The revels were loud and merry but they were not yet terrifying with their wantonness.

The shadowy figure hesitated as it landed on a rooftop just above the parade. It thought it had seen something that it should not have, not then. 

It peered down at the chaotic, surging movement of the crowd below it.

Among the merry-makers was a knot of folk whose movement was not of gay abandon, and whose cries were not cheers, but shouts of pain and fear. They were surrounded by figures dressed in black—not the soft gray that hides from the eye, but the black edged with gold trim that announces itself as the hands of Authority itself, well-prepared to crush anything it should catch in its deadly grip: in other words, the police.

These officers in black, whose faces were concealed by featureless gold helmets, worked to capture various members of the crowd, with some success. The captured butterflies, glittering and winged with silks, were dragged to small crafts marked with large gold stars. 

What crimes had these merry-makers committed? 

It could not be the crime of public drunkenness—that was no crime, not during the Season. It could not be for fighting or attacking other members of the crowd, for until the black-and-gold figures swept in, there had been no disturbance. It was the Season, and generally any crime short of murder was not pursued or punished, only, later, reimbursed.

But wait! The figure in gray leaned closer toward the edge of the roof. Did not the ones who were being removed all wear a certain symbol: that of an eye, looking out from within half a mask?

Only the Easer of Ways could have picked out such a detail among the chaos, having eyes that were as sharp as its legs were unnaturally nimble and strong. The merry-makers wore the charm among cheap strings of beads, or had it stamped upon their sweating skin, or shaved into the roots of their brightly dyed hair, as casual as any other element of a Masquerade costume.

But the police selected those celebrants without error, even going so far as to pull one of them, a musician, from one of the floating platforms. 

The surrounding folk began to notice the disturbance, and cry out in protest: these were no mere satirical costumes, no mere celebrants who wished to see a uniform torn and plundered, but dark and secret figures—neither often seen, nor spoken of.

The music stopped, leaving behind the sound of shouting: “To the left, to the left! Behind you!” A bright flash filled the air, with the sound of a heavy bang that was louder than any firework echoed down the street.

A panic arose among the merry-makers, and they began to scream and disperse in their several directions. However, the police had prepared for such a thing, for they had blocked the streets around the head of the parade, cutting it off from the rest of its body: a blockade had been placed in the street, and the latter half of the merry-makers were being directed away from the disturbance.

Suddenly, the air was heavy with tainted, stinking smoke, and the celebrants wept bitter tears from it, coughing and spitting and sneezing at it, struggling to cover their faces and eyes. The police behind their gold helms were silent and grim, and redoubled their efforts. They were less selective now, as if they had achieved their main aims, and now merely wished to sow deceit and chaos, to cover what they had done. The participants who had been earlier removed—those bearing the symbol of the eye in the half-mask—were no longer present, even within the small police craft into which they had been loaded. The craft had slipped away silently, replaced with identical others.

Over speakers which seemed to call from every direction came orders to disperse. But was that not what the revelers were attempting to do, and being turned back from every direction, by the gold-masked police?

In what seemed but a few moments, the street was empty: the police had removed themselves, the civilians had been removed, and the balconies above the street were empty, with all curtains drawn and all lights extinguished. The air drifted with smoke, an eerie fog lit by the last few twinkling lights of the abandoned floats.

The mechaniques emerged from their small ports in the streets, along the sides of the buildings, examined the wreckage, and summoned larger trucks to dismantle and remove the larger obstructions. They began to sweep up the smaller bits and pieces, to the tune of tinkling glass. As suddenly as the disturbance had begun, it was over.

The shadowy figure continued on its way, greatly troubled. 

But the way across the rooftops to the palace was clear, as promised, and there were no further disturbances to be seen—not even by the eyes of the Easer of Ways, and eventually the shadowy figure arrived at its destination: the Castle of the Silver Spire.

It did not arrive at the spire or at the Opéra du Mendicant at the heart of the castle, but at a small, oft-unnoticed building that looked to house servants, or stores, or a repair-shop, or some such unimportant detail of the constant scurry that attended all bureaucratic functions—for what one sees of a bureaucracy is often but the tip of the greater iceberg of bureaucracy which lies beneath it—but which housed a small, but important, meeting-room, one with twelve chairs, lead-lined walls, and no access to servants, mechaniques, or other intrusions, so that those who entered must serve themselves.

There were no windows, no water, no drains, and no electrical conduits in the room, which was perforce lit by a generator that lay within. 

However, there must be air. The ducts were well guarded—but not against one who possessed certain talents.

The shadowy figure steeled itself for the final jump, for it was a particularly long one, as this dull and drab building rose several stories above its fellows, and had walls that were guarded by all sorts of traps, several of which, it had been reported, were changed recently. Perforce, the figure must leap nearly three hundred feet to reach its roof, and land with perfect silence when it did so.

The figure stood atop the gayer, more fanciful building nearest the plain one—roofed with silver-blue tiles and a dozen mobile sculptures that stood still only during the Season—adjusted a few straps here and there, gathered its strength, focused all its mental and physical energies, paused a moment to chew its tongue in annoyance, ran—and leapt.

The shadowy figure spread its arms as it sailed, and the shadowy gray fabric stretched, and spread, and became stubbed webs that caught the air, and helped the figure to glide through it. 

If anyone had looked up, they would have seen a shadow, and perhaps heard the sound of the fabric rippling as first it caught the breeze. But no-one was looking up; the Masquerade’s revels began this night on the ground below, not the dome above. The mechaniques could not sense the figure at all, at the moment; the Grillons were outside the Great Dome, swarming and raging in their breeding madness; and the Scarabées were either underground, or contentedly doing that domestic work of hearth and home that seemed to be their true calling.

In short, the shadowy figure went unseen.

It aimed past its target, then—at the last moment—ripped the cords that held the flaps of its suit in place, and dropped fifty feet out of darkness, and onto the roof, landing with the sound of a whispered hush on its strange-made legs.

It froze in place, hoping against hope that it had not been heard, and struggling not to giggle with delight.

Made it!

And no one seemed to have heard, or seen, a thing. The shadowy figure breathed hard for a moment, then put its hands over its mouth as it yawned—a habit that had long been with it, that after a moment of excitement, it should always feel a wave of exhaustion, albeit one that soon passed. It pinched its nose and yawned again, behind a featureless gray mask, then squatted up and down on its haunches, to make sure that it had strained nothing upon landing. It crossed its arms over its chest, yawned again, then shook itself all over, and stretched out its neck.

Then, to work: it pulled at a pair of straps on its chest, loosening a flat bag therefrom, and unsealed it, withdrawing out several items: two small wheels, a neat coil of wires, two pieces of rigid plate, a battery, an antenna, a small motor—all made of some matte material that the figure handled with some delicacy. The items were quickly assembled into a small, primitive, ugly mechanique, no larger than the stretch of the figure’s palm between thumb and forefinger. Also the figure withdrew a small, hooded nozzle from a pocket on its elongated thigh, and withdrew a length of tubing with it. Attaching the two, a small torch was soon lit and burning its way through a latch on a filtered air-grate. The filter was cut, the mechanique inserted, and the grate replaced. The figure rewound the nozzle and tube, searched for any loose materials, then tucked the pouch back against its chest, strapping it once again into place. 

A shadowy nook soon found itself with an even more shadowy occupant, as the figure folded itself into a small, compact shape and closed its eyes.

Within the air duct, the little mechanique, entirely without its own intelligence, rolled through the pitch-dark maze of tunnels unerringly, coming to rest against another filter, one that was designed to hinder sound more than it did dust. The mechanique turned so that its antenna nestled into the filter, not quite breaking through it into the other room, one end collecting the speech that occurred within—it was a microphone as well as an antenna—and the other transmitting it to the figure that had gone motionless above. 

The slight delay that had been caused by watching the interruption of the parade above, revealed its consequences—for the conversation that the figure wished to overhear had already begun.

A deep, gruff male voice said, “That is it, I tell you. The last of the elixir. One case only.”

A woman’s voice answered him: “Cannot they make more? We might raid their nests and take it for ourselves.”

The male voice replied, sarcastically: “And what would that make of you, if you took it so soon? What would it change in your genes? You might find yourself with wings.”

The woman’s voice responded crossly, “Take it, find a way to artificially age it. I’m not stupid.”

A long, frustrated breath. “Have you heard a word I am saying? His research has done nothing more than use up what remaining supplies we had—and, at any rate, we have not the time for it now.”

“He’s only one man. Surely he can be spared. They are not so threatening, after all.”

“He will not find anything in time, and what the uprising means is that the young elixir will be destroyed.”

“Destroyed? Why?”

“They’re not stupid. They’ll wreck their stores to prevent us from taking them.”

Another male voice, this one smooth and placating, said, “Why should they? They have not only cooperated with our taking their cured stores, but serve us without complaint.”

There was a slap, but not protest—as if one of the speakers had slapped themselves on the forehead, or slapped a table. 

The rough voice spoke again: “Stop interrupting. The Scarabées didn’t butcher Paquet. It was men. No one else was reported missing from the city. So who was it?”

The smoother male voice snapped, “So you say. But what proof do you have it wasn’t the Grillons?”

Another male voice, this one clipped and nasal: “Paquet was not without political sympathies in a certain direction. I knew the man. He was a child, nothing but drama and delusion. This would not be the first time that he deceived us with rumors.”

The small noises in the room went still, as though everyone had frozen, and held their breath.

The smooth male voice nearly gasped with shock. “Deceived? You think the incident with…you think he said those things on purpose?”

The clipped voice said, “No. I do not think he spoke with ill intent. But his naïveté led to tragedy, no one can deny that.”

The woman’s voice sighed. “He meant well.”

The rough male voice had become even rougher, almost hoarse with strain. “Paquet’s wounds, when I found him, were consistent with his story.”

Sharply, the smoother voice interrupted him: “You destroyed the evidence of them? You left behind no trace?”

Through gritted teeth, the rougher voice answered: “Yes.”

The woman said, “Very well, Monsieur, let us say that you are correct, and Paquet was killed by men, or something like men. Nevertheless, it seems that no more elixir will be forthcoming at any time soon, until it can be reliably produced. I wish to protest the necessity of saying such, but…let us say that it is so. For now. Let us also say that there is the possibility that they are uprising, or at least, they are plotting something that is beyond what we know.” 

Cloth rustled.

The woman’s voice continued, “If all of that is true, it is bad news, but there is worse. Général?”

The clipped voice snarled, “We have word that there has been a cluster of Les Yeux in the city. They infiltrated one of the parades and were headed toward the palace. Several of the members were caught with explosives on their persons. The plot was foiled this time, but it may not be, the next.”

The rough voice asked, with deadly enunciation: “This incident was not manufactured by your police, Général? We all know how you like to allow the dramatic rise and fall of rebellious groups.”

The clipped voice answered, “I do not understand what you are speaking about.”

“Don’t lie!” The rough voice became louder. “Do you not understand that it is our petty foibles—and our ability to deny the proof that they exist—that has brought us to this pass? We knew this moment would come, and did little to prevent it. We dove ever deeper into these unnatural practices, thinking nothing of consequences. I warned you, but you were unwilling to see—”

The milder male voice interrupted him. “Warden, you overstep yourself. You signed the accords, just as the rest of us did, and agreed—”

His voice was, in turn, interrupted—by the man with the clipped voice.

“It’s the woman. I told you that he should never have been allowed to have a child with her. We agreed—but no—he must have a child to give to this woman. And now look at him! Aged, gray at the temples, soft around the middle—mortal. He thinks to himself, ‘But what about my—’”

“Enough!” roared the Warden, for it was he that spoke, and Ammaline to which the clipped voice referred.

The woman’s voice said, “I must attend to something near the opéra. Let us stop now, cool our tempers, and return to the matter in the morning.”

The Warden growled, “Nothing will have changed.”

There was a single clap, and the woman’s voice said, “Just so.”

Cloth rustled, chairs scraped—and the figure in the shadows bit its lips in frustration. It, too, had other places it must be, and soon, but to have the meeting cut off so soon! It would not be able to travel the city in such a manner, in daylight.

But there was nothing else to be done—for now. It left the little mechanique in place in case of future opportunities, stood up, stretched and yawned like a cat, then turned and ran to the edge of the rooftop—leapt—

And disappeared once more into the night.

When next the shadowy figure was to be seen, it was no longer shadowy, but had found its way to a secret cache, and into a different suit of clothing: deep rose-colored satin breeches trimmed with gold cord, a white silk vest embroidered with a thousand gold leaves and vines, a satin coat, embroidered likewise, the color of a maiden’s blush. Lace cuffs emerged immaculately from the sleeves of the coat, while silk hose from the bottoms of the breeches, and silk pumps decorated with pieces of gold-colored Scarabée shell at the ends of the legs that filled them. Above the tumbling lace cravat that emerged from the neck of the coat rose a powdered, pale face, its cheeks touched barely with the lightest blush, its lips painted a tantalizing peach color, and eyes of a clear, bright green. A wry smile touched the lips as what appeared to be a young nobleman adjusted his cuffs. While his dress spoke of opulence and extravagance, his wig was but a humble one, bouffant on top and with only two rolls on the sides of his head, with the remainder of the wig pulled back into a scarlet ribbon.

His appearance was such that he seemed to be someone that everyone knew, but yet could not put a name to—or could put two or three names to. There are certain faces that seem attractive, individual, and interesting, and of course one knows them, has known them well for some time—could never mistake them for anyone else. And yet, in a crowd, as soon as one comes to think of that person, one sees them everywhere. Across a crowded room, one catches their eye—waves—approaches—discovers that the person that one greeted was a complete stranger, after all. 

Attractive young noblemen in brightly colored clothes all look alike; it is the aged and the ugly who have acquired their own characters.

Our new-made nobleman showed a pass-ring at one of the doors and entered into the complex of buildings at the heart of the Castle of the Silver Spire, that were supposed to be the heart of the government on Thomàon, but that served only as centers of public entertainment. He nodded to those who nodded to him, but pressed onward. His clothing was seen everywhere—tasteful, expensive, pink—and his face was familiar. “Ah, it is Christophe,” said many of those who noted even that much. But there were a dozen handsome young Christophes who it might have been, and none of those who noted him, noted him with the same surname. 

A Christophe indeed. But which?

The young man soon found himself, as he had intended, on the opposite side of the crush on the floor of the opéra, and entered, neither conspicuously nor inconspicuously, into a hallway with small side-rooms along it. He bypassed them all and took a turn at the end, where the hallway narrowed and became shabby-looking: it was now part of the servants’ domain. It was empty. He squatted near a low half-door, and, using a pass-card, opened a small sliding panel to an elevator used by mechaniques carrying food and drink for the human servants to take up, and serve.

He scooted himself in, grimacing at the strain on his hips and knees—they had rather taken some punishment, that evening—and crawled inside.

He rose, then emerged into another servants’ corridor, this one also empty of the ubiquitous presence of servants and mechaniques, during a party—the first night of the Season. It was more than unusual; it was unprecedented.

And yet—no coincidence, then, that the young nobleman passed unseen—it had happened twice.

The young nobleman took a back door into a room filled with the laughter of young people. They were just rising from a supper-table, an enormous one that held at least fifty guests. The servants waited respectfully to clear the table—but the floor was filled with tittering voices, embraces, pastel silks, powdered wigs, black beauty spots that dotted the pale cheeks of faces with empty eyes. 

The young nobleman produced a napkin from somewhere and dabbed his lips as he threaded his way through clusters of bright silk flowers—pink, aquamarine, daffodil—and just as artificial as the figures who wore them. A man in white nodded to the young nobleman, saying, “Ah, Christophe! You must stay a moment, and speak to me about the latest compositions of Master Prévoyance!”

“Alas,” said the young nobleman, waggling his eyebrows, “some other time.”

The man in white winked broadly, and was left behind.

At the far end of the room was a figure dressed in baby-blue silk, with the tallest of wigs, and the starkest of beauty-marks upon her cheek: Madame LaFerme, the Great Diva! 

Beside her was an absurd figure in dark blue, the dress of a middle-class woman, whom the young nobleman had expected, but whose presence still unnerved him, with a chill and a fleeting numbness: Ammaline Lemure, daughter of Warden Lemure. 

Next to Madame LaFerme, dressed in immaculate silvery white, was Queen Delphine, lady of the Castle of the Silver Spire. 

The young nobleman attempted to pass by the women with a nod, but their skirts were so large that he was forced to brush them as he passed. “Excuse me! Your pardon.” He bowed, then straightened, moving onward, turning his head so that they could not study it. He had caught a glimpse of Ammaline pinching her eyebrows together, and frowning.

But by then it was too late: one touch of his hand against skin, and it was done. He slipped from the room at the far end, left the dining-room through a large set of double-doors, then activated the tiny mechanique he had left behind.

A gasp, a rustle, the sound of a body falling to the floor. 

And then screams.

“An assassin! The Easer of Ways! Stop him! The man in pink!”

The young nobleman smiled as he ducked through another low half-door into another elevator for mechaniques. The tiny cube descended, more or less, to its original level, the same narrow corridor he had left just a few moments before.

The uproar had not yet reached this level; or, rather, it had not yet joined its chaos to the already-existing jumble of faces, bodies, smells, and sounds on the opéra floor.

The young nobleman in pink smiled at those who smiled at him, waved, and headed upstairs in another direction, toward the mezzanines overlooking the ballroom below—and the balconies overlooking the rest of the castle roofs.

A woman in a peach-colored gown squinted blearily at him as he stepped outside. He smiled, wondering what the woman would make of what he was about to do, stripped off his coat, vest, breeches, and wig—then stepped up onto the railing in his deep rose-colored breeches, kicked off his heels, and leapt to another balcony twenty feet away.

“Christophe?” she called after him, as though she had noticed nothing out of the ordinary. “Is that you?”








  
  

Chapter 6


The Ingenue





Ammaline was rushed from the dining-room at full speed, whisked away from Madame LaFerme’s side by a pair of guards in the charcoal-silver uniforms of the castle. Their shirts and hose and wigs were all a dull gray, and their long vests moved stiffly from the armored plates that shifted inside, but made no sound. She was moved along the narrow back servants' corridors so swiftly, that she had barely time to wonder what had happened, or what, if anything, she should do about it. Call her father? She was being rushed along too quickly for that. Ask the guards if they had seen whether Madame LaFerme had been hurt? Ask whether she would still be expected to perform later that evening? 

She opened her mouth to speak, when both guards stopped at once, both of them taking her by the arms to halt her from moving forward. 

It occurred to her that if anyone wished to do Ammaline the slightest bit of harm, the present moment was an ideal one. She had no idea whether the two guards were who they seemed to be; it was only that they were dressed as such that made her trust their identities.

“Who—? What—?”

She began to ask to see their identification cards, then realized that the cards would be just as useless as the uniforms. The only way for her to trust them was to have her Papa appear, and tell her that they were to be trusted.

But before she could shake herself free of them, they turned her to the side, rushing her in a different direction, down an even more narrow corridor, so that they were forced to rearrange themselves and walk single-file, one guard ahead of her, and one behind.

“Where are we going?”

“Hush, Mademoiselle,” said one of the guards in a low tone. “The assassin has escaped the opéra and is moving about the rooftops. When last he was seen, he was moving this way.”

From above, there came the sound of footsteps. The two guards nodded to each other, and one of them left the corridor at a run, footsteps as soft as the padding of a cat.

Then again, perhaps the guards were trustworthy, and Ammaline was to be separated from them, one by one.

“We are almost there,” the remaining guard whispered.

“I do not recognize this place at all.”

“We move through the servants’ corridors.”

“It hardly seems wide enough.” 

“The Scarabées walk more easily sideways, Mademoiselle.” The guard stopped at an unmarked panel on the wall, and took out a small view-screen and held it against the door. A latch clicked and the panel slid open a fraction of an inch. The guard opened the panel by shoving it open with hip and fingers—it was stiff in its tracks. He ducked inside a moment, then reappeared, waving her forward. 

She was in the back of her own wardrobe; she recognized the elegant dress she had abandoned earlier, pastel and shimmering.

Her face turned hot as she looked at it, remembering how the others had looked at her, in their pastel and shimmering ensembles. The gown that had been laid out for her would have allowed Ammaline to become invisible; as it was, every eye was turned upon her with amusement, at the backwater girl who had worn sombre, outmoded tones to a pastel feast.

And Madame LaFerme had let her. 

Ammaline’s eyes narrowed. Had Madame LaFerme played her for a fool?

While Ammaline had contemplated this possibility, the guard had searched the rest of the rooms. “You are alone, mademoiselle. I have checked that the door is locked. Make sure the panel locks behind me when I am gone. I must help search for the Easer of Ways. Allow no-one into your rooms except your father.”

“Not Madame LaFerme? Not Madame Opale? Am I still to sing?”

The guard shook his head grimly, and slipped away through the secret panel, which closed first with a click, and then with a heavy, sliding noise as heavy bolts built into the door slid home. 

Ammaline paced back and forth across the wardrobe, her arms crossed over her chest. Why had Madame LaFerme let her make such a fool of herself? Her chest burnt with hurt, acid and bright, a hurt that roiled her stomach at first, then slowly drained her of all energy. Her head began to hang, her eyelids to droop: it was as though she had taken a sleeping-draught. But she had not; the bitter cup from which she had drunk was one of humiliation and betrayal, a weary brew indeed.

She turned toward one of the mirrors, and saw that her face, lightly powdered, was streaked with black eye-paint and had left stripes of soot and flesh across her face. Her tears had, in fact, nearly rolled off her chin and onto the dark blue dress. 

Behind her in the glass, the room was a shimmer of silk and satin, pale ivories and pinks and lavenders, flourishes of lace, thin edgings of gold and silver. The eye was brought forward, inevitably, toward her own central figure, in dark blue. 

Ammaline found a towel and wiped her face before she could damage her dress, then looked through the clothing until she found what she was looking for: a piece of nearly invisible, spider-webbed tulle, dotted with silver thread. She tore it from the dress it adorned—a vapid piece of pink silk—and lifted the cloth over her head, making it into a veil. Then she dashed to the paint-box and underlined her eyes, so that they were dark and haunted. 

The dress was of an outmoded fashion, was it? Why not make it even less fashionable, then?

With a sudden tearing of cloth, she tore away most of the lace on the dress, removed the belt, and tore free several over-panels of the skirt. Then she tried to tear free the wig that Madame LaFerme had selected for her—one that Ammaline now knew was just as outdated as the dress she wore—and quickly learnt that the wig was more firmly attached than she had realized. 

After once again ruining her eye-paint with her tears, she carefully unpicked the pins holding the wig in place, and undid her own brown curls from underneath it. The hated wig was replaced on its stand, no doubt carrying a dot of blood in its silver waves and rolls. Ammaline put her hair up with a silver clip in a simple twist, then dropped the silver netting over her head. 

There. She looked sophisticated and mysterious. Her heart squeezed in her chest, and burned brighter, this time with the roar of a furnace: one that burned fuel, and produced heat.

For a moment, Ammaline did not care the least what anyone thought of her, not the insipid courtiers in pastel, not Madame LaFerme—not even her father.

She would ask Madame Opale to help her, when tonight was over, to remake the blue gown. She would wear it—and make all the others jealous. To be a diva was to be shameless, after all. Eccentric.

To celebrate, she went into the front rooms, and threw open the glass doors that overlooked her little balcony with its bronze railing. If she was not to perform that evening for the small concert she had been scheduled to sing, then she would hold her own. She began to sing, not the Les beaux rêves that she had been singing all day and evening, what with one thing and another, but Pense à moi.

It was another of the songs of the Vieux Monde, part of a dramatic performance that had involved three lovers: a madman who had taken on the aspect of a monster, a young ingenue, and a more sensible human lover. The madman had worn a mask, in order to hide the scarred visage beneath it. The young ingenue had found herself just as enchanted by the scarred man as the mask, finding herself drawn to his very monstrosity. Ammaline had always found herself drawn to the character of the monster as well—and not the sensible young man, whom the ingenue had known from childhood. But in the end, it was the man the ingenue had turned to, and not the monster: for he was a monster, scarred not only in face but in soul.

Or so the story said. Madame LaFerme was famed for the role of the ingenue. As Ammaline’s voice echoed back to her across the rooftops, she entertained the fantasy that the role would become hers.

And that Madame LaFerme herself would become jealous.

She sang with her heart burning with anger and resentment in her chest, yet with her vocal chords at ease, in perfect form, until she reached the lines where her opposite was to join her: the voice of the young man who was human, who was not a monster. 

Ah, well. She should have picked a song that was not a duet.

But faintly, in the distance, there came a voice:
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