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      Joan Aiken (1924–2004) was born in Rye, Sussex. She was the daughter of the American poet Conrad Aiken, and her step-father was English writer Martin Armstrong. For both Joan and her sister, novelist Jane Aiken Hodge, writing was in their blood.

       

      Joan Aiken wrote over a hundred books and is recognised as one of the classic children’s authors of the twentieth century. Amanda Craig, in The Times, wrote, ‘She was a consummate story-teller, one that each generation discovers anew’, and Philip Pullman said, ‘Joan Aiken’s invention seemed inexhaustible, her high spirits a blessing, her sheer story-telling zest a phenomenon. She was a literary treasure, and her books will continue to delight for many years to come.’

       

      She wrote her first novel, The Kingdom and the Cave, when she was just seventeen years old, and the story collection The Serial Garden, featuring the magical Armitage Family, spans her entire writing career, from her earliest published short story, ‘Yes, But Today is Tuesday’ to the stories she wrote at the end of her life. Her best-known books are The Wolves of Willoughby Chase chronicles and the Arabel’s Raven series. Joan Aiken received the Edgar Allan Poe Award in the United States as well as the Guardian Award for Fiction. She was decorated with an MBE for her services to children’s books.
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      Mickle had lived in the Royal Palace of Astalon for some years before things began to go wrong.

      Officially, Mickle was the Court Cat; principally, he was the dear friend and companion of the Crown Prince Michael, who thought he knew everything there was to be known about the cat. Actually he knew next to nothing, as we shall see.

      Mickle was greatly respected by everyone, and had a most comfortable life. On the whole he preferred to catch his own meals in the Palace grounds, for he was a strong and stealthy hunter, but if ever he condescended to visit the kitchens, there would be a royal meal for him of game and fish from the King’s table, and a bowl of fresh milk was always standing in his own room near the foot of the grand staircase.

      In here there was always a fire burning, with a cushion in front of it. The walls were decorated with a frieze of the most delectable animals, birds flying, and fish leaping from their streams. A mechanical stroker occupied one corner. Mickle had only to lie on a pleasantly rough and prickly mat and an automatic hand would stroke him, scratching under his chin and gently rubbing his ears.

      He had another bed in the garden, in case he took a fancy to spend the night out: a windproof box lined with hay where he could lie and watch the stars, or listen to the rain. But most often he would climb up and spend the night curled under a corner of Prince Michael’s eiderdown. They had come to an amicable arrangement that Mickle had three-quarters of the bed and the Prince the rest. The only person who objected was the Head Nursery Maid who found muddy cat-footprints on the cloth-of-silver sheets. But at the time this story begins she had resigned long ago, and her place had been taken by a governess, Miss Simkin.

      One autumn day Mickle, who had been taking a dust bath in his private flowerbed, among the micklemouse daisies, decided that it was a long time since he had visited his friend Minerva, the old mare who lived in the field beyond the Palace garden.

      Minerva was cropping steadily, head down, on the autumn grass. Mickle seated himself on a gatepost and watched gravely for some time. Then she moved over slowly, taking a mouthful or two on her way, more from absent-mindedness than hunger.

      ‘Well, Mickle,’ she said, when she was within speaking distance, ‘it’s some time since you’ve been this way. How’s the family?’

      ‘That’s what I’ve come to talk about,’ replied Mickle. ‘Listen – but look as if you were eating grass and weren’t very interested. I’m beginning to distrust everyone these days.’

      Minerva dropped her head among the dry grass at the foot of the fence and snuffled disgustedly.

      ‘Well – go on?’

      ‘I’m getting worried,’ Mickle confessed. ‘I don’t like the look of things at all. The King spends hours and hours every day shut up in the library, doing secret experiments. I think it’s some kind of magic – he often has a strong smell of magic about him when he comes out.’

      Minerva nodded. ‘All that family are the same,’ she said. ‘His father was, and the Old King before him too, so I’m told. They’re all mad on experimenting and trying to find things out by magic, and the trouble is they seem to be no good at it.’

      ‘It’s some invention of the Old King’s that he’s trying to rediscover now,’ Mickle told her. ‘I heard him talking to the Queen one day at breakfast.

      ‘“Must you go and work in the library today?” I heard her say. “I must,” he answered. “I’m nearly finished, I hope. Think how important it will be when I’ve found it.” “Well,” she said, “and in the meantime suppose the Kingdom’s invaded by the Under People—?” Then the King looked round, as if he expected to see people hiding behind the door, and said to the Queen, “Don’t you see, once we have the magic box we shall be safe even if they do come. The Old King told his son, my father, when he was a boy, that it would save the country in its darkest hour.”

      ‘Then somebody came in and they stopped talking.’

      ‘Well,’ said Minerva, ‘that sounds pretty sinister, I must say. I wonder what this box is? And where does Prince Michael come into all this?’

      ‘I don’t think he knows about it,’ said Mickle. ‘Such a lot of the time nowadays he’s being taught Latin and algebra by that governess. I don’t think he’s noticed anything wrong. He seems fairly cheerful.’

      Minerva thought for some time, breathing about in the grass. Then she said,

      ‘It seems to me that you’d better find out some more about what the King does in the library. We want to know about this magic box, what it is and where it is. Why can’t he find it? And I wonder who the Under People are? I don’t like the sound of them. See what you can find out, and we’ll discuss what to do.’

      ‘That’s a good idea,’ said Mickle, much relieved at having another opinion. ‘Not that it’s very easy to find out what’s going on in the library. The King’s had all the furniture cleared out except a big table and a locked cupboard, so there’s nowhere to hide, and he always locks the door when he comes out.’

      ‘Can’t you climb in through the window?’

      ‘I could try,’ Mickle said doubtfully.

      ‘Well I leave it to you,’ Minerva grunted. ‘I know nothing about getting into windows or hiding in rooms. If people lived in fields, sensibly, they wouldn’t have these difficulties.’ And she moved away and began to crop in good earnest.

      Mickle jumped down and stalked off towards the Palace. Dusk, and a thin rain, was beginning to fall. He made his way, by means of a trellis, a balcony, and a waterpipe, on to the roof, cursing under his breath at the slippery tiles. The library window was in a gable at the end of the Palace. Mickle perched on the peak of the gable, looking down at the narrow wet sill which he had to reach.

      ‘What’s needed here isn’t a cat, it’s a monkey,’ he grumbled to himself. ‘Heaven knows why I let myself be persuaded into it.’

      He waited ten minutes till it was quite dark, and then edged his way down the side of the roof until he came to the best jumping-off place. He balanced, rocked himself on clustered paws, and jumped neatly across. He had calculated to land in the middle of the sill, but there was an eighth of an inch of water on it and he slid perilously near the edge. He recovered his balance and turned. The window was open. Inside everything was as dark as pitch, so he decided to take a risk and slipped in as quietly as the shadow of a bat on a moonless night. It was really black inside; although Mickle was a cat he couldn’t see a thing, but he remembered the layout of the room and glided across to the cupboard. He sat down beside it and stayed perfectly still for half an hour, for he knew that the essence of good spying is not to be in a hurry.

      He was just deciding that it was safe to move when a sound made him freeze. It was one brief footstep and a click, followed by a rapid buzzing, which puzzled him. He could have sworn there was not a soul there except himself. What was making the noise? He sat tight and waited.

      In a moment there was another click, and a shaft of light suddenly shone across the room, nearly scaring Mickle out of his skin. It came from a tiny pinpoint halfway up the wall to his right, widened into a broad ray, and lit up a white square on the opposite wall.

      The ray remained steady for a minute, then it changed and wavered, and a picture took shape in the white square. A long procession of cloaked men and horses was moving down a slope. The horses were carrying loads, and the men were leading them. They stopped in a group at the bottom of the steep path, among some dark yew-trees, and the men unloaded the bundles and carried them through the trees. Then Mickle could see the mouth of a cave in the high, ivy-grown bank, which was almost a cliff; there seemed to be a waterfall nearby, because beyond some rocks a cloud of spray continually rose, and spouts of water ran down the face of the bank and over the cave mouth. A stream came out of the cave and the men waded along it in single file and disappeared inside.

      Then the picture changed, and Mickle saw them sludging along inside. They turned into a smaller cave and unfastened their bundles. Mickle saw great jewels, and carved chests of gold pieces, and three crowns, and a massive sceptre of gold with a ruby blazing at one end. There was a small carved metal box, too, which they seemed to treat with particular care. They stacked all these things on a shelf of rock, and then went swiftly out, the way they had come.

      The cave remained empty, and the picture flickered and grew dim for a while. Then it cleared again to show the same cave. Mickle supposed that some time had gone by. More men appeared, carrying weapons and baskets and chests. Their clothes were quite different from those of the first lot, and there were women with them, in long cloaks. When they saw the treasure they seemed highly excited and all clapped their hands and waved their arms, with their mouths open as if they were shouting. Immediately the picture became dark, and stayed so for some time.

      Mickle grew bored and wondered if that was the end. Somebody else apparently shared his feelings, for he heard a soft voice from beyond the ray whisper,

      ‘I don’t think much of the King’s magic. We haven’t found out anything we don’t know yet.’

      ‘Don’t be a fool,’ said another voice. ‘And keep quiet. We want to find out what he knows.’

      Mickle was startled. He had thought there was no one there, he could see no one, and evidently they could not see him, but it was plain that at least two other people were in the room with him, and, what was more, he was fairly sure they had no right to be there. Mickle began to think it was not at all a good thing for them to be seeing the King’s pictures, which were obviously important and secret. He stole sideways towards the ray, and saw that it came out of a little box set on a tripod. There seemed only one thing to do, so he upset the tripod and brought the box crashing to the floor.

      Immediately there was dead silence. The room was like black velvet. Mickle backed away to the window, even more silently than he had come in. He kept every whisker separate in case they might brush together and betray him.

      Then he heard soft footsteps which moved this way and that, and finally came towards him. Mickle waited no longer. He sprang on to the windowsill and recklessly jumped out into the darkness.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              2
            

          

        

      

      On the morning after Mickle’s adventure in the library the King seemed very worried about something, and as soon as James the footman had brought in the breakfast kidneys and mushrooms and gone out again, he jumped up, shut the door, and came back to the table with his hands in his pockets.

      ‘Well?’ the Queen asked. She was reading the last paragraph of a letter from her sister. ‘Isabella says the children are all well. They send their love… Well, how did it go off?’

      ‘Something terrible has happened!’ said the King. ‘When I got up there after that wretched banquet, someone had been in the library. The apparatus was upset, it had evidently been used by someone else and then broken.’

      ‘So you don’t know anything more?’

      ‘I don’t know, and what’s worse, some enemy does.’

      ‘Well,’ thought Mickle under the table, ‘if they don’t know more than I do, they know precious little.’ He stretched with satisfaction, though he was uncommonly stiff and scratched from the rose-bushes into which he had fallen.

      ‘What are you going to do?’ the Queen asked. She seemed irritable this morning. ‘Eat your breakfast before it’s cold, for goodness’ sake.’

      The King sat down and began absently eating his kidneys.

      ‘I’ve set a spell working to find out who was in there last night.’

      ‘And what good will that do?’ said the Queen. ‘You’ve a pretty good idea, anyway, haven’t you?’ The King admitted, shuddering, that he had.

      Then Prince Michael came in, extremely late for breakfast, and no more was said. The King rolled up his napkin and walked towards the door.

      ‘Are you going to the library?’ asked the Queen sharply.

      ‘I was.’

      ‘Well, you can’t go yet. The Pomeranian Ambassador is coming at eleven, and it’s most important that you should see him. We can’t afford to offend anybody just now. Michael! You can’t eat a piece as big as that. Cut it in half.’

      ‘My goodness,’ thought Mickle, ‘she is in a temper this morning.’

      He wondered what he ought to do. He might consult Minerva, but perhaps it would be better to wait and find out what the King’s spell said – it might tell who the other watchers had been. Could they be Under People? He made up his mind to try and follow the King into the library, but evidently that would not be until after the audience with the Pomeranian Ambassador.

      A nice rest in the sun, thought Mickle, would be a good thing for his stiffness. He was moving unobtrusively towards the door when Queen Elfrida caught sight of him.

      ‘My goodness!’ she exclaimed, ‘What ever is the matter with that cat? He looks as if he’d been dragged backwards through a raspberry hedge. James, take him out and give him a wash and brush.’

      Mickle did not manage to get away from James before he had been thoroughly washed, until his coat felt stiff and soapy, and then combed till he was sore all over. He was a well-bred cat and did not try to scratch James, though he murmured some unrepeatable things about the Queen. When it was over he took himself off to his room and washed himself again, from head to foot. Then he lay down under the mechanical stroker and was smoothed and patted and pummelled until he felt respectable again, and fit to appear with proper dignity as Court Cat. He stalked out magnificently through the hall and into the Throne Room, where the audience was in full swing.

      The Pomeranian Ambassador was a fat little man, dressed very elegantly. He nodded his head a number of times, and said a great many flattering things about the Kingdom of Astalon, but not as if he meant them. The King appeared terribly bored and preoccupied. He kept glancing nervously towards the Throne Room clock. Once he caught the Queen’s eye and looked guilty.

      Mickle soon decided that the affair was very stupid and not worth his attention, and he curled up on a scarlet cushion and went to sleep, just keeping the slit of one eye open. After three-quarters of an hour of polite and boring talk the Ambassador departed. The King jumped up in relief. Immediately Mickle was wide awake and sliding along behind him as he left the room.

      Luckily the King had on ceremonial dress which included a long flowing train; Mickle concealed himself very successfully behind this as it swept about, and followed upstairs to the library. He had to scurry round behind the King as he turned to shut the door, and then thought he would be discovered, for the King took his great cloak off and hung it on a chair. It proved a blessing, however, for Mickle was able to hide underneath it.

      The King unlocked the cupboard, and Mickle nearly got a crick in his neck trying to see what was inside. He had a glimpse of strange apparatus – glass flasks, and long wands, and a skull, and gallipots, and a lot of thick, musty-looking books. The smell of magic came very strongly out of this cupboard.

      The King carried a flat black box over to the table. It had a handle at one side and a long tube coiled up on top. When he poured some red liquid into the tube and wound the handle, the machine began to buzz. After a minute it said, ‘Speak.’

      ‘Did you listen in this room?’ said the King.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What did you hear?’

      Then to Mickle’s surprise the machine repeated the conversation held by the two soft voices the night before.

      ‘Thank goodness I didn’t speak,’ he thought. ‘I’ll remember that contrivance in future when I go spying.’

      ‘H’m,’ the King muttered to himself. ‘Luckily it looks as if they weren’t very satisfied either. I wonder what upset them? I suppose they have enemies of their own who put a spoke in their wheel. Well they don’t know now, and I don’t know, so I shall just have to start the work over again.’ He turned once more to the box.

      ‘Who were those voices?’ he asked it.

      ‘Those from Down Under.’

      ‘Did they learn what I want to know?’

      ‘They learned, and they did not learn.’

      ‘Shall I find out the secret?’

      ‘No. Others will find it out before you.’

      The King seemed much put out by this, and walked about the room for some time before he asked the next question.

      ‘Will they invade my country, or shall I invade them?’

      ‘Your son will go alone among them, but they will come into your country in thousands.’

      At this the King became very pale and shut down the machine with a click. Mickle heard him muttering, ‘Oh, goodness me. Why did I ever take to meddling with magic? It doesn’t do any good to know the future – it only upsets you. What shall I do now? I can’t possibly tell Elfrida.’

      He walked out of the room with his shoulders hunched and his head drooping. He was so upset that he didn’t even put on his cloak or shut the door.

      Mickle waited till he was safely away, and then began to explore. He could get nothing further out of the talking machine, but to his joy the King had left the cupboard unlocked. He hated the strong smell of magic that breathed out at him, nearly choking him and making his whiskers vibrate in a most uncomfortable way, but in a minute these effects wore off, and he began to feel lively and exhilarated.

      He made a tremendous effort, and jumped up on to the top shelf, alighting gently beside the skull. This shelf was full of glass vessels, most of them with very strange shapes. Mickle had not the least idea what they were used for, and moved down to the next shelf. Here there were books: ‘The Amateur Magician’, ‘Spell-making for Beginners’, ‘Teach Yourself the Black Arts’, and so on. Mickle wasted no time here, either.

      He moved on to the next shelf where there was a lot of miscellaneous clutter: little bottles and phials, pillboxes marked ‘Cat Ointment’ – Mickle looked askance at this – little pestles and mortars and blowpipes and magic scissors. Mickle guessed that most of these were pretty trumpery devices, the sort of things that real magicians would despise, probably obtained through the mail-order columns of the ‘Necromancer’s Weekly’. Some of the things looked as if they would break at a touch. The magic scissors were already bent.

      ‘The King’s no use at anything,’ he thought pityingly.

      But he did take out a red leather collar attached to a card marked ‘Magic Collar, Cats, for use of. Three wishes twelve-hourly’, thinking that it might come in handy. It fastened itself round his neck.



OEBPS/imagedata/9780349005881.jpg
Ilustrated
by Peter Bailey






OEBPS/imagedata/Virago_ad.jpg





