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For Pippa





Prologue


Midnight at the Imperial Court of Emperor Frederick III. The Court has been emptied for the evening of its usual crowd of sycophants and entertainers, of its alchemists, astrologers, doctors, faith-healers, druggists, noblemen, ne’er-do-wells, priests, actors and occultists.


The Emperor sits on his throne, apparently alone, brooding. He lifts a pale hand, slowly, lazily.


‘Maxim!’ he calls, in his high, pathetic voice. ‘Dammit, Maxim, where are you?’


From the shadows behind the throne a tall, heavy figure emerges, swathed in a dark red robe that trails in the dust on the marble Court floor. Maxim, the Emperor’s right hand, his confidant and oracle.


‘Sire?’ Maxim says. He is tired, but careful to show no sign of this to Frederick. He runs a hand across the top of his shaven head.


‘There you are!’ Frederick declares, but without emotion. ‘There you are.’


‘Sire,’ Maxim says, ready to do the Emperor’s bidding.


‘Maxim, how many years have I left to live?’


Maxim hesitates briefly before answering, wondering how many times he has had this conversation with the Emperor, and then, depressingly, he wonders how many more times he will have it.


‘Sire, we have established beyond all possible doubt that you will live to a venerable age.’


He bows, to try to emphasise the significance of his words, hoping they will be sufficient to keep Frederick happy.


‘Yes, yes,’ says Frederick, far from happy. He lifts a long, thin finger and scratches the side of his nose. Flakes of skin float into the gloom of the deserted Court. ‘But how long exactly, would you say?’


Maxim sighs inwardly. It is not to be short, then.


‘Ah!’ he says brightly. ‘Well, our finest thinkers are convinced that you will live to be . . . a hundred!’


Frederick is silent for a while. Maxim begins to edge away.


‘But what then?’ Frederick cries suddenly.


Maxim hurries back to the foot of the throne.


‘Well,’ he says. ‘Well! We have every right, every reason, to suppose that you will live to be a hundred and twenty. There is no reason why not.’


‘Ah. I see. One hundred. And twenty.’


‘Sire,’ says Maxim, wondering if he dare retire from the Emperor’s presence.


‘But! But what then? What then, Maxim? What. Then?’


Maxim is tired, and would very much like to be upstairs in his chambers, asleep, but he knows there is little chance of that now. Still, he is careful to show no sign of his tiredness, his irritation.


‘Sire, Your Excellency may then have the good grace to die.’


That should shut him up, Maxim thinks, bowing his large frame as low as he can manage without falling on to his nose.


‘Die?’ Frederick whines. ‘Die? And what then?’
 Maxim jerks his head upright, now irritated beyond reason by the Emperor’s voice.


‘Well, Sire,’ he says slowly, gazing at the ceiling, ‘there’ll be . . . mourning. A period of great sorrow across the whole City. People will . . . stop to remember the great Frederick, and celebrate. They’ll make . . .’


Maxim hesitates, inspiration deserting him. He looks down, and finds the Emperor scowling at him.


‘They’ll make . . . ?’


‘Yes, Sire,’ says Maxim. ‘They’ll make . . . boom boom.’


‘Boom boom?’ Frederick asks. ‘They’ll make boom boom? What in heaven’s name do you mean? A celebration? Fireworks? Is that it? Is that all I will have to show for my time?’


Maxim lifts his head to the Emperor, opens his hands wide, and for once is at a loss for words.


Frederick rises to his feet. Even standing, his short, skinny frame is dwarfed by his towering throne.


He points at Maxim.


‘They will not make ‘‘boom boom’’ because I am not going to die! Not ever. I will reach one hundred, and then another one after that, and then another after that. Do you see, Maxim? Do you? I am the last of the line, Maxim; you know that as well as anyone. I have no kith, Maxim, no kin, no offspring nor progeny. If I die, the chain is broken. The end is reached. The Empire will have no Emperor. There is only one answer. I am not going to die! You, my loyal servant, will see to it. I am not to die, and you are going to make sure of it.’


Maxim hesitates. The Emperor is a fool. And he is a liar too. Some things cannot be forgotten, cannot be hidden as easily as Frederick would like, but Maxim doesn’t dare tell him that.


‘But, Sire, I—’


‘No, it is no use. I have made up my mind. Either you find a way to make me immortal, or your own end will be swifter than you might expect. Now get out of my sight, and find someone to carry me up to bed. You have no idea how bad it is for me, sitting on this throne all day.’


‘No, Sire,’ says Maxim, his hand already pulling a bell-rope.


‘And don’t forget! Find a way to make me live for ever. Or . . .’


And Maxim watches with a familiar prickle of horror as the feeble old Emperor whisks a skinny finger across his own throat.


‘Phht!’
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The City froze hard that Winter, iron-cold and stone-still. When the snows came, they settled in to stay. It had started with snowstorms that seemed as if they were angry with something, as the wind whirled snowflakes down on to the City’s filthy streets and crumbling buildings. It had started in the last few days of the year as Boy and Willow had been swept along by the magician Valerian in his ultimately futile quest for survival.


Then, early on New Year’s Day, the fury abated, but still for day after day large fluffy flakes of pure whiteness drifted gently down, covering the muck and the mire, hiding the decay of the old City beneath a thick layer of pristine white youth.


The snow obliterated broken slates and chimney stacks, removed all traces of dilapidated walls and rotting windowsills, and laid a clean and soft white carpet along every single alley, street, avenue and parade, that was renewed every night.


It was as if the snow was trying to purify the squalid City, or at least hide its evil under a shroud of forgetting. Each night, the old, horrible and grim was replaced by something new, young and beautiful.


But there was a price for this rebirth. It was cold, bitterly cold, and the City froze deep, and deathly still.


With it, something inside Boy froze too.


Too much had happened too quickly.


Valerian. Boy couldn’t even begin to think, to understand, about Valerian. He could barely feel.


He struggled to order, let alone comprehend, the events of the dead days at the end of the year that had just died, taking Valerian with it. And beyond Valerian’s death, there was what Kepler had said, right before the end – the thing that had tormented Boy’s brain ever since, the truth of which still lay obscured.


That Valerian was Boy’s father.


The new year that had just begun had hardly been a few hours old when Boy’s one comfort had been taken from him too.


Willow.
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‘Come, Boy. It’s time.’


Boy turned for a moment from the window where he had been watching the snow fall. He had been trying to watch every single snowflake’s path to earth, without knowing quite why he was doing it. He was almost obsessed. Every flake that fell hid the dark horror of the City a little more. Hid the horror, and dulled the memory. If it went on snowing, perhaps the horror would go too.


His attention drifted back to the snow.


‘Boy!’ said Kepler again from the door. ‘It’s time to go.’


Boy turned to his new master.


‘Time for what?’


Kepler came into Boy’s bedroom. It was a small room, simply furnished with a bed, a chair and a washstand, but after the tiny space he had slept in at Valerian’s house, it was luxurious. Boy had not yet got used to it, and woke frequently through the night, feeling exposed and vulnerable, as if death threatened. But maybe that had little to do with his new room.


Kepler joined him by the window and put his skinny hand out to touch Boy’s shoulder, but Boy flinched and pulled away. A scowl crossed Kepler’s face as he drew back.


‘For the funeral,’ he snapped. ‘You do still want to go to the funeral?’


Dumbly Boy nodded.


‘Is it the fifth already?’ he asked, but Kepler ignored him.


‘I’ll meet you in the hall in five minutes,’ he said, and left.


Boy was already watching the snow.


The fifth of January. Korp’s funeral. Boy couldn’t believe five days had already passed since Valerian had died.


There should be a funeral for him too, thought Boy.


But then, there was nothing to bury.


Just twenty more flakes, Boy said to himself, then I’ll get ready. He watched the intricate dance that each flake made as it fell, trying to guess which way it would go, whether it would miss the top of the garden wall or whether it would change direction at the last moment and make the foot of snow that capped the wall one flake thicker. After a while he began not merely to predict but to try to influence the journey of each flake, pushing out with his mind into the frozen air outside his window, though he knew his imaginings were fanciful.


‘Boy! It’s time to go.’


Boy dragged his gaze away from the window, grabbed his coat from the back of the chair and ran to the door.


‘I’m coming!’ he called. He didn’t want to miss the funeral. It wasn’t so much that he wanted to bury Korp, the director of the theatre where Valerian and Boy had performed. He had been murdered a few days before Valerian’s own demise. Boy had liked the fat old director well enough, and felt he should honour him by attending his funeral, but that was not really why he wanted to be there. He had spent enough time in graveyards recently to last a lifetime.


The real reason was Willow. Boy hoped she might be there too.


Five days had passed since he had seen her last, but those days had been a long clouded dream, in which he had struggled to control events and failed, unable to think or act clearly.


Kepler had sent her away.


Just a few hours after Valerian’s death, Kepler had returned to them where they were still cowering in the ruined shell of Valerian’s Tower room.


‘Boy, you will work for me now,’ he had said. ‘I have made preparations. Go to my house. Wait for me there. Willow, come with me, I need your help.’


But it had been a trick. He did not need Willow for anything other than to leave her somewhere and come back without her.


Boy had shouted at Kepler when he discovered what had happened. So timid and cowering around Valerian, Boy had found no trouble being angry with Kepler, no fear shouting at him.


‘Bring her back!’ he had screamed at his new master, who stood, slowly shaking his head.


‘You can’t do this to us! Willow’s all I’ve got now. Bring her back.’


Kepler continued to shake his head.


‘Wrong, Boy,’ he said. ‘You have me now. We will get to know each other better. I need you, and Valerian has seen that you are not wholly uneducated.’


‘Why do you need my help?’


Kepler hesitated. Boy didn’t like it.


‘I need your help. You’ll help me with my plans. In time, we’ll come to like each other. That’s all you need to know for now.’


‘I don’t . . .’ Boy had said. ‘I just want Willow. Why can’t she live here too?’


‘But don’t worry, she is safe enough,’ Kepler went on. ‘She is working, so she will be able to look after herself. You need not think about her any more.’


‘Tell me where she is!’ Boy demanded. ‘Let me go to her!’


Boy had shouted and screamed, but Kepler withstood it all, and left Boy to his own devices in his new bedroom.


Since that outburst, Boy had spent his time looking out of the window, brooding. Trying to make sense of things that had no sense. That Valerian might have been his father all the while, without him knowing. And Kepler. Why had he wanted to keep Willow from him? Why did he think he needed Boy’s help? He was rich enough to employ a dozen assistants, so why was he so special?


Answers refused to come, and as the days passed, Boy became hypnotised by the falling snow, which seemed to have no intention of stopping, ever.


Valerian had once told him that each snowflake was different from every other. Each with its own pattern, its own identity, and as they fell from the sky, Boy discovered they each had their own behaviour. No two fell in the same way. Every one was unique – just, thought Boy, like people. And when the snowflake landed in the wrong place, on a warm roof or a pond, it vanished instantly, gone forever. Its unique nature lost. Boy’s thoughts turned again to Valerian, to Willow.


With a start he realised he couldn’t clearly recall her face, even though they had only been separated for a few days. He had to force a memory of her delicate features and long hair into his mind, and was only satisfied when he could see her clearly again.


Now he ran down the stairs of Kepler’s house and met his new master, who was waiting impatiently for him.


They set off into the City snowscape.


‘Let’s get on with it,’ Kepler said irritably. ‘It’s another freezing day and I don’t want to waste it all perishing in some abysmal cemetery.’


Now Boy kept pace with Kepler, dodging the larger drifts caught by corners and crevices but still having to wade knee-deep through it in places. With every footstep Boy crushed the identity from a thousand snowflakes, but he felt no pain for them.


His mind was on one thing, Willow, and why Kepler wanted to keep them apart.


Within hours of Valerian’s death Boy was under the control of Valerian’s supposed friend, Kepler. In reality Boy had discovered him to be Valerian’s mortal enemy, to have contrived his death. It was a bitter history. At least to see Willow would remind him of sanity, of a kindness and care, even if she had no explanation for the madness of his world.


Though living in a haze since New Year, Boy could feel new things starting to emerge in his mind. Like feeling something for Willow, maybe for seeing things as they really were; knowing that one day he might see his life with Valerian in a different light; sensing that the real trouble with life always lay ahead – the future, with all its traps and surprises and uncertainties, waiting to be faced. He supposed it was something to do with getting older.


The funeral was to be held in a small church, St Hilary’s, in the Quarter of the Arts, not far from the Old Theatre, which had remained shut since Korp’s murder. As Boy and Kepler made their way closer to the Quarter, Boy suddenly realised something he had utterly forgotten. He was still wanted by the City Watch on suspicion of Korp’s murder. So was Willow.


‘Wait!’ he said to Kepler.


‘What is it, Boy?’ Kepler asked, stopping. ‘We’re going to be late at this rate. I didn’t think the snow was this bad.’


‘The Watch. Supposing they come to the funeral – looking for Willow and me?’


‘You need not fear,’ said Kepler. ‘I’ve been asking around. They’ve changed their tack. They think it was The Phantom who murdered Korp. When they stopped to think about it, they saw lots of similarities between his murder and those of other victims. The excessive force. The considerable blood loss. Not something you or Willow could have done.’


Boy was only partially reassured. In his experience the Watch were a dim-witted lot, who could easily think anything that came into their heads from one minute to the next. But it was worth the risk of being arrested if it meant seeing Willow.


They were at the end of a narrow lane that opened into a small square called Well Court, at the far end of which Boy saw the side of St Hilary’s. It looked as if the church had been squeezed in among the gaggle of taller buildings that surrounded it, though in fact the church had been there first. They skirted the church wall and came to the small churchyard that lay beyond. People were gathering round a hard-dug hole in the frozen ground. The snow continued to fall. The funeral was about to begin.
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More people than Boy imagined turned up for Korp’s funeral. There were many of his old friends from the theatre, the musicians, the stage hands and costume girls. He gazed around at the faces of all the performers and musicians and actors who had come to pay their respects to the old Director. He tried to guess who they were, and what they were, singers or jugglers. Maybe, like Valerian, there was a magician among them. No, there was no one like Valerian. There could never be a magician like Valerian – Valerian, whose magic was sometimes just stage trickery and sometimes . . . sometimes something more.


Boy saw a small old lady at the front of the crowd with a fluffy dog on a lead. It took him a moment to remember it was Korp’s housekeeper. She had brought Korp’s faithful dog, Lily, with her. There was Snake-girl, looking quite plain without her snake. Boy realised only now that it was her snake and her costume that made her seem so mysterious and alluring. It was like a new kind of vision, seeing with eyes as keen as scalpel blades that cut away desires and emotions and wishful thinking and left only what was fact. It hurt, sometimes, if you looked upon the wrong thing, and it could burn. Not seeing Willow among the many still arriving for Korp’s funeral, he turned his face to the sky and watched the hundreds upon thousands of huge feathery snowflakes fall into the churchyard.


Now Boy noticed something else. People were looking at him, nudging each other and pointing at him with a nod of their heads. As he caught their eye they’d look away, and Boy soon heard enough of a whisper to know what it was. Valerian. Here was Valerian’s boy, somehow still alive despite the rumours that both he and Valerian had perished in some awful, occult cataclysm in The Yellow House on New Year’s Eve.


‘Ignore them,’ Kepler said quietly.


News travelled fast, and rumour and gossip even faster. Yes, Valerian was dead, but that was only half the story. Boy had survived, after all. The crowds stared at him, looking thinner than ever, his pale skin ghost-like and grey, but nonetheless alive.


And what would they think, Boy thought bitterly, if they knew the rest of it? That Valerian was my father?


Kepler had said so, and then denied it almost as soon as he had uttered the words.


It seemed so unreal to Boy, the Boy who was finally seeing what was truth and what was untruth. Maybe he’d just imagined Kepler had said it. It had been so chaotic, those last few minutes before Valerian had gone – the noise, the light, the wind in the Tower. Maybe he’d just wanted to hear what he thought Kepler had said, and had imagined it.


But no. Kepler had told Valerian that he was Boy’s father. Why he had denied it as soon as Valerian himself was dead, Boy had no idea, but he had definitely said it. And there had been a witness, too.


At the thought of her, Boy’s eyes lifted from the snow and slush around his feet, and he looked up, to find himself looking into a smiling face he had been longing to see.


Willow.
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Willow stood on the far side of the grave, hidden from the waist down by the pile of earth spoil that would soon be covering up Korp’s coffin. Boy made to move towards her, but there was Kepler’s hand on his shoulder immediately.


‘Have some respect, Boy.’


Kepler nodded to where the pall-bearers were making their way through the crowd.


The ceremony began and ended and finally they shovelled some of the earth back into the hole, hiding the coffin like the City was being hidden by snow. Hiding it from sight, as if that could hide it from memory.


Boy knew there was something wrong with what he was watching, but couldn’t place what it was. Lily, however, could. As the frozen clods of earth began to drum on to the wood of the coffin lid, the sad little mutt shivered and then let out a pathetic whimper. She knew that simply because something was gone from sight did not mean it was gone from memory, and she missed her master.


The snow fell, and Boy shut his mind to everything but its falling, and waited for it to calm his nerves and dull his pain.


Now he knew what was strange about the funeral. All these people were united by the one thing that wasn’t there: the dead. It was the first funeral Boy had ever been to, and it struck him as profoundly strange.


Korp was not the only person missed by the mourners. It seemed strange that Valerian was not there, too. As people started to drift away Boy looked across the gathering, and caught a glimpse of a tall figure in black striding along the street. For a second he thought it was his dead master come back to life, but he saw he was mistaken. It was only a priest hurrying through the snow.


Suddenly the old violinist who had often been kind to Boy clapped his hands.


‘Wait! We cannot leave it at that! Will you join me, friends, in celebrating the life of our dear Director?’


People murmured and nodded.


‘Quite so!’ someone called.


‘To The Feather, then?’ the violinist said. ‘The first drinks are on me!’


Boy had lost sight of Willow, then he saw her through the crowd, beckoning him.


‘Can we go?’ Boy asked Kepler. ‘Can we go to The Feather?’


‘No,’ said Kepler, ‘We’ve done what we came to do.’


But before they could move the old violinist and a couple of his friends came over to where Boy and Kepler stood. Without a glance at Kepler, they fussed over Boy, walking him away from the grave, along with everyone else heading for the tavern, and Kepler could do nothing but follow, hopping at their heels like an unwanted dog.


Several streets later and at least Boy could feel his feet again, and somewhere in the crowd of people up ahead was Willow. That in itself gave him warmth.
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‘So you’re the boy’s new master?’


Now Boy and Kepler found themselves sitting squashed around a table in the filthy tavern called The Feather. Talk quickly moved from the uncertain future of the theatre to Valerian, and then to Boy. Boy watched, squirming uneasily while the old violinist, Georg, and the others questioned Kepler. Willow was nearby, picking greedily at a bowl of sweet raisins in the middle of the table. She glanced over at Boy, smiling.


Kepler saw this.


‘We must go. Boy and I have work to do,’ he said for the fourth time in as many minutes, but no one got up to let him out.


A large man on Kepler’s left smiled at Boy.


‘Run and fetch the barmaid, will you? More drinks all round.’


‘And get her to bring some absinthe, eh? A game of Snapdragon, anyone? Korp would have loved that!’


There was a loud cheer round the table as Boy pushed his way through to find the barmaid, trying to catch Willow’s eye as he left.


By the time he got back, they’d already found a bottle of absinthe from somewhere else. They had dispensed with beer in favour of this devilish green liquor, and had embarked upon a game of Snapdragon.


Boy loved this game, largely because he usually got away without having to play himself, just watching as others fell off their chairs from the drink. He almost felt sorry for Kepler, who had obviously never heard of Snapdragon before, and was about to learn all about it the hard way.


‘Right,’ Georg was saying to Kepler. ‘Now you know how to play, let’s do it properly.’


On the table was a small saucer into which a little of the absinthe had been poured. A handful of raisins were added. The game was to pick up a raisin from the saucer and eat it. If you succeeded, the play moved round to the next person at the table. If you dropped the raisin, you had to sink a glass of the drink.


‘What do you mean, properly?’ Kepler asked Georg.


‘Well, that time we were just showing you how it’s played. Now we’re going to do it properly. Wilfred? Will you?’


And Wilfred, the strong man, took a box of matches from his pocket and set light to the absinthe.


‘You can start,’ Wilfred said, smiling at Kepler.


‘What? But it’s burning!’


‘Well, it wouldn’t be much of a game if it wasn’t,’ Georg said, nudging Wilfred, who started chuckling.


Kepler stared nervously around him, then at the saucer of burning raisins and schnapps. He darted his hand to the flames. He managed to pick one up, but dropped it on the table with a squeal and sucked his burned fingers.


Everyone roared with laughter, and Wilfred shoved a glass of absinthe under his nose. Kepler looked at it miserably, then, with the strong man glaring at him, took a sip.


‘Not like that!’ Wilfred cried, and pulling Kepler’s nose back, tipped the whole lot down his open mouth.
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