
  CHAPTER FIVE 
Our Beloved Mayor


  In the mayoral parlour, the Civic Musical Ensemble, who played to drive away the furrows from the mayor’s brow, were vibrating to the strains of the ‘Pizzicato Polka’ and the ‘Voices of Spring’.


  His Worship was a great frog for a fine tune, and, if anything could take his mind off his worries, or help him to sort out his problems, it was surely this elegant and noble music from Old Vienna. Indeed, doubly so, because it was this music, beyond every other melody or harmonious combination of sounds, which the mayor loved most with all his heart.


  Yet, it must be written, that presently Mayor Caleb’s worries greatly outweighed his fervent loves. Each day without progress, surrounded by these troubles, he seemed to die a little more inside. Scarcely a day had elapsed since that foul deed had been perpetrated yet, it seemed like an eternity.


  Now he felt as though he was only a shadow of his former self; he was plummeting fast. That sinking feeling was quite the most awful of any of the symptoms of shock and misery from which he was suffering. It made him quite breathless. It was accompanied by the dread that he might sink so far that he could disappear from sight. He might fall through the entire fabric of life, and never be heard of again. Yes, it was a fearful worry.


  Anybody who could see the mayor at this moment, as he sat crumpled on the throne seat in his parlour, with twin furrows between his eyebrows, could have no doubt how much he was suffering.


  Poor Uncle Caleb, thought Ambrose, as he studied his elderly relative with side-long glances; was his brilliant and meteor-like career to end in such loss and misery? Would he ever rise again to the splendid public figure who warmed the cockles of the voters’ hearts? Alas, how the mighty have fallen!


  Devoted Butler Porpoise shook his head sadly, secretly praying that Uncle Caleb’s guardian angel should be sent post-haste to his rescue, before His Worship expired altogether, and the worthy butler found himself out of a home and out of a job.


  Even the naturally hopeful Ambrose was feeling the weight of his uncle’s depressed spirit, and was peering eagerly out of a porthole, searching for a sign from Heaven.


  Sure enough, a sign from Heaven was given to him. It appeared within view through the porthole, as Ambrose stood there gazing out.


  It was the K-Fay approaching the Admiral Benbow in the mayor’s seahorse-drawn carriage. Whatever secret mantle of villainy the K-Fay seemed at moments to wrap around himself, at this moment he appeared to be transformed into an angel of light, the shining hope of the future, clad in Heavenly robes and wearing a golden halo around his head.


  One hundred fathoms overhead the reflected light from the setting sun seemed to have been refracted ever deeper beneath the waves, until the last solitary beam illuminated the lonely figure of the K-Fay riding home to the Admiral Benbow with momentous news.


  Even Butler Porpoise rushed to the porthole and uttered a cheer of excitement at the sight of their hero travelling home alone. As the butler left the room to open the ornamental front door to the new arrival, he felt his prayers had been answered. The others, waiting expectantly, felt certain that the moment of destiny had arrived.


  Their expectations were not disappointed. The K-Fay entered the room dramatically; he came gliding in swiftly without making the slightest noise, then suddenly stopped in the centre and remained perfectly motionless, eyeing everyone in total silence, until beads of sweat began to collect on their necks and foreheads.


  Then, with a flourish, the K-Fay drew from his breast pocket the kidnapper’s secret plans for the raid on the Admiral Benbow, and waved it before their eyes.


  ‘Here it is,’ declared the K-Fay. ‘Absolute proof of their villainy. A record prepared by their own hands, which reveals their evil plotting against our good mayor.’


  They all gathered round in amazement as the K-Fay told them of his visit, with Doldrum, to the home of Mick the Rule, and how they entered with a ruse.


  They all voiced the same opinion as Doldrum, that this was proof of the devoted loyalty of that noble lady Cosimo Cosette, who was their friend and valued helper, labouring ceaselessly with all her power and influence to help free poor Cecil. The conviction of Cosimo’s power, apart from the effect of meeting her, lay in their regard for her great experience of the ways of the underwater world and her contact with the secret life of the criminal fraternity that emerged publicly at places like the Mermaid Cavern’s card schools.


  It was this contact via the clientele of the Mermaid Cavern which none of the others possessed, except the K-Fay, whose experience was also impressive in a professional capacity.


  The K-Fay did not share their opinion of Madam Cosette’s good intentions. At moments he had a strong suspicion that she might be one of the gang. And even if it turned out that she was a good person, and not one of the bad creatures, he very much doubted her ability to help; indeed, he believed she was more likely to hinder Cecil’s escape to freedom, or interfere and get him killed. But, as usual, he kept these feelings to himself. After all, he needed more information before he could be sure of these matters, and the best way to obtain it was not to talk but to listen.


  Meanwhile, the others did not suffer from such doubts and uncertainties. They were quite sure of where they stood. They thanked Neptune for Madam Cosette. The mayor, in particular, was greatly moved by all this. He stared many times at the map. He even asked the fiddlers to stop playing while he studied it.


  He felt certain that they were making great progress now, and asked Butler Porpoise if he felt the same. The butler agreed in every way. Privately, he thought anything that lifted the mayor’s spirits and took his mind off his suffering was progress in great strides.


  Mayor Caleb felt called upon to comment favourably on this turn of events. He felt it was his civic duty to encourage any form of progress. He praised the K-Fay for the diligence of his efforts and his sterling detective work, and said that no reward in the North Sea Community was sufficient payment for meritorious service to the public. ‘Merit is its own reward,’ he claimed. ‘We have the satisfaction of knowing we have done well.’ He then led the others in a discreet hand-clapping in recognition of the K-Fay’s sterling qualities.


  But Ambrose was looking increasingly worried by a thought which had occurred to him. ‘Where is Cousin Cecil?’ he asked.


  A sudden silence ensued.


  ‘I mean, what’s been happening to poor Cecil all this time?’


  ‘Ah!’ said Uncle Caleb. ‘Yes! That’s what we’d like to know?’


  The K-Fay greeted this with his usual stony silence.


  Butler Porpoise shifted uneasily from one fin to the next. Everything had been going so well. Surely, they had not run into another unsolvable problem? ‘Well, everything takes time,’ he said, endeavouring to help the K-Fay. ‘He’s bound to be somewhere!’ he added, somewhat lamely.


  ‘We know that,’ said Ambrose, with a sigh.


  ‘But how are they treating him?’ asked Uncle Caleb, imagining the worst, and staring at everyone in turn with a stricken look in his eyes.


  ‘It’s no good thinking like that, Uncle Caleb,’ said Ambrose. ‘Most likely he is not receiving the worst treatment, any more than he is likely to get the best treatment. What is likely is that he is getting something in-between. Not too bad, not too good.’


  ‘But we don’t know for sure, do we?’ said Uncle Caleb, with a groan.


  ‘But I think the young master is right,’ said Butler Porpoise ‘Let us keep our spirits up and hope for the best.’


  ‘We must try and find Cecil,’ said Ambrose. ‘That is our first priority.’


  Then the K-Fay spoke at last. He removed a long, thin stick of black liquorice from his inside jacket pocket. He was very partial to sea-moss liquorice. It helped digestion and calmed the nerves.


  However, it was not his own nerves that plagued the K-Fay. He had nerves of steel. No, what plagued the K-Fay was his own intense nature; though usually kept well under control, occasionally it would erupt like a volcano, leaving him shaken with anger. Sea-moss liquorice calmed him down.


  ‘Now let me see,’ said the K-Fay. ‘I have given much thought to this question of Cecil’s whereabouts. Where are they holding him a prisoner? Not twenty-four hours have passed since he was snatched from this house. Our information so far is only slight, but we have got five clear days, perhaps six days clear, to gather the information we need to answer this question. Meanwhile, I offer you my view.’ The K-Fay took a bite of the sea-moss liquorice. ‘Call it an intuition. One of my hunches. Just a feeling, because no evidence has been uncovered so far to support this feeling. But it is a strong feeling that Cecil is being held captive in a room quite near to the Mermaid Cavern.


  ‘Do you think so?’ said Mayor Caleb, feeling a rising interest within himself.


  ‘I do,’ said the K-Fay. ‘Although I have no proof of this, I keep getting this feeling. I feel I would like to go back there tonight. Just to sit at one of those tables and watch what is going on around me. That’s where I think the information we need will be found. Someone there will give us a clue. They may not even realise it. It will just come to our attention like a straw blown by the wind.’


  ‘How fascinating!’ exclaimed the mayor, beginning to revive at the prospect of some action.


  ‘Do you know exactly what it is you expect to find?’ asked Ambrose, who looked a bit baffled by the K-Fay’s explanation.


  ‘No. I don’t know,’ said the K-Fay. ‘But I can tell you what I will be looking for. I shall be looking for clues that would lead me to the whereabouts of Cecil.’


  ‘That’s a grand idea,’ said Butler Porpoise, pleased by the improvement in his employer’s state of mind. ‘Let’s all go down there tonight and look for clues.’


  The K-Fay turned towards him.


  ‘You realise that Cecil’s hiding place is a closely guarded secret, don’t you?’ he said sharply. ‘If they thought for one moment that we were looking for clues at the Mermaid Cavern, and Cecil was in fact being held there, do you know what they would do?’


  ‘No, I don’t know,’ Butler Porpoise said slowly.


  ‘Well, let me tell you, then,’ said the K-Fay. ‘They would immediately move Cecil to somewhere else.’


  ‘Would they?’ Mayor Caleb asked incredulously.


  ‘Yes. These are desperate creatures,’ said the K-Fay, ‘They would stop at nothing to get what they want. In many respects kidnappers are the lowest of creatures and the vilest souls. They will be very suspicious of any move we make. So, it is important that we just go there as ordinary visitors, looking round to see what it is like. That we are enjoying an evening out and have left our troubles behind us, like the others. We are keeping our eyes open, but we are trying to look as though we noticed nothing. Just relaxing, that’s all. We must keep them guessing. Is that understood?’


  ‘Oh yes,’ said Butler Porpoise, ‘it is quite understood.’


  ‘Certainly,’ said Mayor Caleb.


  ‘I understand,’ added Ambrose.


  The K-Fay emphasised that, although they will be on full view in the public eye and would certainly be watched by their enemies, they had to behave as naturally and as normally as they were able. They only had to sit there, talk occasionally and watch the cabaret.


  ‘I have struck up an acquaintance with a certain young fish who dances at the Mermaid Cavern, a Miss Doldrum,’ said the K-Fay. ‘I shall be asking her to come and join us when she is free. I recommend that we all cultivate acquaintances amongst the staff of this place. We should talk to anybody who will speak to us. We should look around and speak to the creatures at the other tables.’ The K-Fay said that they had already met Madam Cosette, Miss Eddy and Miss Dena the hat-check girl —the more people they got to know the better. The tiniest scrap of information that one of them may give, quite innocently, may turn into a vital lead in the search for Cecil, he added. ‘The least-likely fact may provide us with the greatest clue as to his whereabouts,’ he added keenly, speaking like a brigadier briefing his forces.


  Unexpectedly, the K-Fay had suddenly removed his dark glasses. He looked round at everyone present, his black eyes gleaming. His lean, spare figure was now taut and tense, like a hawk about to swoop, or a hunter about to give chase when he has seen his prey. It was a grand sight to see the K-Fay standing tall, noble and fearless; he was ready for action, willing and able to defeat his foes. He knew he was stirring their hearts and giving them confidence.


  These were dejected creatures in low spirits, whom the K-Fay was hoping to enliven into doughty fighters and defenders of the right and the civic code.


  ‘Ha — this is what I like to hear! We are not defeated yet!’ exclaimed Uncle Caleb. ‘We shall send out our patrol to spy on our foes and catch them unawares!’


  The K-Fay smiled.


  ‘Well,’ Ambrose remarked, cheerfully, ‘we shan’t stop until Cecil is found. We must not waste time, because if there is no other way you will just have to pay the ransom money.’


  A look of horror flitted across Uncle Caleb’s face. The thought made him feel ill.


  Uncle Caleb might have stayed in this state, weighed down and dismayed by what was happening to him and his family and torn between the desire to save his child and the desire to save his wealth. However, the K-Fay reassured him with hopeful thoughts by reminding him that they still had six days to find Cecil. If they succeeded, he would not have to make any decision about paying up, or losing his son. It could all be over in a day.


  ‘Thank Neptune for that,’ said Uncle Caleb gloomily, ready to clutch at any straw that might save them.


  ‘There goes our doorbell,’ announced Butler Porpoise and hurried from the room. He returned in a moment with a young lady from the Mermaid Cavern. It was Dena the hat-check girl. She was dressed very becomingly. A light veil surrounded her face, falling from a round pillbox hat of a shiny golden hue. She was clad in a colourful bolero waistcoat, with ornamental edging and oriental sleeves, and Turkish pyjama-style trousers made in a translucent, rose-coloured silk.


  Dena looked like an Arabian princess, as though her name ought to be Moon of My Delight or some such poetry from the myths of Araby or Samarkand. In fact, her choice of clothes was admirably suited to her own particular charms. She was relaxed and easy in this dress, and it did look absolutely right on her, since it had the effect of perfectly fitting a superb figure. Indeed, Dena’s beautifully proportioned form had won her a place in the line-up of the Laughing Flappers.


  She combined the dancing with assisting in the cloakroom, which made her one of the family at the Mermaid Cavern. For, in the city of old Imperial Coralis, there was no greater honour for any female creature than to win a place in this renowned dancing troupe.


  In comparison with the other two beauties, Miss Doldrum and Miss Eddy, both of whom were noted for their vivid colouring and classic traditional beauty, Dena’s countenance, though also appealing, was somewhat plainer. However, Dena was more thoughtful than the other two dancers and you could not always tell what she was thinking. When she smiled, her face lit up. Then you knew where you were with Dena.


  ‘I have been told to hand this message to His Worship,’ said Dena, producing a sealed envelope, ‘and to carry back with me a letter from the mayor confirming that he can come to the Mermaid Cavern tonight.’


  Dena said the message came from Madam Cosimo Cosette and was very important. She would like to see that it is given top priority and a punctual reply.


  ‘Of course,’ said the mayor, a little nervously. He took the white envelope and seated himself in the civic throne seat. With his elegant mother of pearl paper-knife, he slit open the sealed envelope.


  Mayor Caleb’s eyebrows were raised, and his nostrils dilated, as he caught the delicate perfume rising from the seams of that envelope, not so long ago held in the hands of the most beautiful female creature in the world.


  Ambrose, who was temporarily dazzled by the appearance of Dena, suddenly remembered, when he heard Cosimo’s name mentioned, that he was supposed to be madly in love with a mermaid — well, a pretend one with legs. How swiftly our foolish hearts become confused!


  But now his uncle was eagerly reading the letter, his hand shaking. ‘It is an invitation,’ he announced, ‘from that beautiful lady herself. I will write our acceptance at once!’


  He was still reading the letter.


  ‘She wants us to go to the Mermaid Cavern tonight,’ he said. ‘She has big news for us now, she writes. She thinks she may be able to secure Cecil’s freedom…’ added Uncle Caleb, breathless with excitement. ‘But it’s all a big secret and she will not know for sure until late tonight.’


  The mayor’s hands were trembling with excitement. He could hardly hold the letter still to read what she had written. As his pulse raced with this new development, his voice began to rise to a higher note.


  ‘She says that we must all trust her. She cannot give us any details of her plans because of the danger that it could all suddenly be stopped without warning, if any word of this gets out to anyone else.’


  He paused and mopped the sweat from his forehead with a red and white spotted handkerchief.


  ‘It is imperative that we must all be there seated at a table, at eight o’clock tonight. We must stay there in the same spot and watch the cabaret until the finale.’ The mayor’s eyes began to pop out of his head at what he was reading. ‘She says that Cecil will be brought to the Mermaid Cavern by the gangsters at the last moment, if all goes well,’ he added, with a gasp.


  The news was beginning to overwhelm the poor mayor. He could hardly believe what he was reading. Big tears dropped from his eyes. Soon Butler Porpoise was weeping in concert with him.


  But the K-Fay was highly suspicious. ‘Let me look at that,’ he said, grim-faced, moving swiftly forward and seizing the letter impatiently.


  The poor mayor was still sobbing softly in silent relief. But he was getting more control over his own emotions. ‘Oh, the dear lady!’ he gasped, ‘What would we do without her!’


  The K-Fay was mollified to discover a rider attached to the letter addressed to himself. It was almost as though Cosimo had guessed beforehand that the K-Fay would find something to object to, and had her answer ready before he could unsettle the others.


  At any rate, the K-Fay decided to read it out aloud to the others, although he knew it would tie his hands somehow. It did not seem to matter at this moment, because they had already decided to go to the Mermaid Cavern that night to hunt for clues, so he had no objection.


  What baffled him was her motives. What was she up to? What game was she playing? A dancer, or even a landlady or a host, can have little power or influence over gangsters with their own troops of shooting men. She is more likely to get shot herself! On the other hand, the only way she could have any power to help free Cecil, would be if she was one of the gang, and a ringleader at that, in which case all her promises would only be a pretence and a trick, because she would have no intention of freeing Cecil. What was behind all this?


  The K-Fay announced he would read what she had written. The letter went like this:


  I am doing this for the sake of our dear mayor, who has suffered enough already. If my humble heart can help that loveable frog, by setting free his only son, and by saving him from impossible ruin from these awful ransom demands, then Great Neptune grant me the wisdom and strength to do it. It will be reward enough for me to know that I have earned his undying affection. I want nothing else. And I know that young Master Ambrose and Butler Porpoise will love me for my efforts, especially if I succeed in getting Cecil away from his captors.


  Yours devotedly,
Cosimo Cosette.


  The K-Fay looked round in helpless astonishment. In all his vast experience with the wickedest criminals of the Underwater Republic, he had never met a case like this one. As he looked round at the faces of his associates in the mayoral parlour, he could see that every single one of them had completely accepted what Cosimo had said in her letter. What was more, they were all satisfied with what she was saying. Not even a shadow of doubt clouded any of their brows. He alone was worried. He alone had doubts.


  There must be some trick somewhere — the question was, where? Who was kidding who? He just did not seem to be reading the signs correctly. There must be a clue standing out like a sore thumb which he had overlooked. One little clue he had failed to notice. If he could find it, everything would fall into place.


  ‘That dear and wonderful lady,’ sighed the mayor, taking back the letter from the K-Fay. ‘All she asked of us was that we should trust her. Was that such a lot to ask?’


  ‘Praise be to Neptune,’ said Butler Porpoise, ‘He has answered our prayers!’


  ‘Give me my pen,’ Mayor Caleb said, and Butler Porpoise hurried to put the pen in His Worship’s hand. The mayor then began to write on the civic notepaper, embossed with the heraldic coat of arms of the historic city of Coralis, and ended his letter with three kisses, arranged discreetly in a corner. He just could not help that last touch. He was completely sincere. It was a spontaneous gesture, curbed slightly by his shyness, but it was a measure of how much she had won him over.


  ‘Take this to Madam,’ he said to Dena, placing his reply in an envelope and sealing it. ‘Tell her we shall all be there tonight. Tell her that I myself, the Lord Mayor of Coralis, was moved to tears by her kindness. That you saw this with your own eyes.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said Dena. Uncle Caleb handed his letter to her to deliver to Cosimo.


  The mayor said, ‘Butler Porpoise, please fetch my carriage round to the front entrance to take this young lady home. And you, Master Ambrose, are to escort this young lady back to the Mermaid Cavern, in my carriage, if you please.’


  ‘Very good, Uncle Caleb,’ Ambrose said. He was pleased to be doing something; it took his mind off waiting and worrying about poor Cecil. Also, it pleased Ambrose to find himself chosen to escort the dazzling Dena. It was such a nice feeling. He could not explain why. Maybe it was the exotic garb that appealed to him. It was hard to say. Perhaps it was her calm composure and her unexpected smile; a smile that gathered, unnoticed, at the corners of her mouth, hesitating, almost trembling, and then suddenly flashing across her face like a burst of sunshine.


  He supposed he just liked the look of her. But it wasn’t one thing he liked, it was a lot of things.


  As they left the parlour to descend via the ancient companionways to the front door, they could see that Ambrose’s uncle had recovered some of his good spirits. He clapped his hands and summoned his five fiddlers. Soon he had them playing ‘Perpetuum Mobile’ and a flashing czardas or a bright waltz or two from the ‘Gypsy Baron’, including the ‘Schatz-walzer’, which is called the ‘Treasure Waltz’.


  Those sweet airs of classic beauty welled up joyfully around them. Their music filled the Admiral Benbow until it was vibrating with the rich treasure of such vivid melodies. And even as the fiddlers played harmoniously together, the mayor’s voice could be heard rising fervently with his well-loved songs. The true verses may have slipped from his memory, but he was never at a loss for a fitting word when it came to public utterance. So it was on this occasion. He may have forgotten the actual words, but he never let go of the feeling.


  ‘Tum te tiddly umpty tiddly um te tum te tum te tum. Tum te tiddly umpty tiddly, um te tum te tum te tum,’ sang the mayor in ringing tones.


  Ambrose and Dena had reached the front door step before they became aware that the strange sound they had been hearing was the mayor’s voice raised in song. Dena was hugely amused by his fervent singing. She remembered the doleful expression on his face when she first arrived. She clapped her hands in delight and laughed aloud as they stood together on the front steps at the entrance to the Admiral Benbow, listening to the sound.


  ‘What a childish tadpole is our mayor!’ exclaimed Dena. ‘They say he is stingy! I daresay he is greedy! And I am sure he is an awful show-off! But who would believe that it is the child inside him, a little touch of innocence, which may save all the rest! That sort of creature makes the best civic leader. The best we can get,’ she added. ‘I’ve been learning about politicians. If we didn’t have him, we would have to put up with either the underhanded, slippery individual, who secretly spreads corruption by his dishonest and sneaky habits, or someone underhanded in another way, like having their flippers in the till. Oh, they all make a great show of being different, especially when they start, but we usually end up getting one of these three basic types. Our mayor is the best of the bunch.


  Dena told Ambrose that fish never trusted politicians, but, if they found one with a saving grace they would vote for him, because they believed that Neptune could reach a fish like that and influence him to make public decisions for the good of everyone. They felt they were putting their destiny in safer hands.


  Ambrose was surprised to hear this. ‘Do you believe in Neptune?’ he asked.


  ‘Why not?’ said Dena.


  ‘Have you ever seen him?’


  ‘No,’ Dena admitted. ‘No fish has seen Him. He’s a spirit. He is the Father of the Spirits of the Sea. You cannot see him with these eyes.’


  ‘Well, how do you know He is here?’ Ambrose asked.


  Dena shrugged. ‘I don’t know how I know. I just do know, that’s all. Same as I know that I have a soul.’


  ‘Have all creatures got souls?’


  ‘Yes. Including you!’


  Ambrose remembered his mother telling him about this. He also recalled her saying to be careful about mentioning this, as some fish did not believe that anyone had a soul and they were entitled to believe whatever they wished. He had forgotten about it and was pleased to be reminded of it again. He was also pleased to be reminded about his mother; suddenly he felt at home, as if she was nearby, watching over him. It made more sense out of dying and being born. It made him feel part of something big. In his eyes, this was good. Ambrose believed in trying everything on himself for size. If the cap fitted, he wore it.


  With the fervent singing now fading from their ears, Dena stroked her red tambourine-shaped handbag which hung from her right shoulder on a light strap. These tambourine handbags were highly prized by the fashion-conscious creatures of the Underwater Republic. This latest accessory, in the new season’s exciting colours, had tiny tinkling bells sewn into the outer edge.


  Before they stepped down from the doorway of the Admiral Benbow and walked across the driveway to the waiting carriage, Dena removed the red circular handbag from her shoulder and raised it above her head. She stood poised, and she smiled at Ambrose. ‘Watch me,’ she said.


  Then, patting the bag with her free hand, as though it were a tambourine, she produced a tinkling sound, like a musical instrument, though lightly rendered. Then, very prettily, Dena began to dance. Her face assumed a solemn look. She danced with a leisurely movement, watching Ambrose’s eyes closely. Soon, a trembling smile began to hover upon her lips. Then, quite suddenly, she flashed that full, rich smile at him, warm and inviting, welcoming and uninhibited — surely the boldest and most confident smile he had ever seen. It thoroughly disarmed young Ambrose.


  His mouth fell open with a look of astonishment. He could not think what to do, so he put his hands on his hips and simply stared. Soon a look of pleasure gleamed in his eye and began to spread across his features as he watched her dancing.


  Dena looked quite unperturbed, although she had carefully noted her affect upon him, and she continued her dance on the front steps of the Admiral Benbow. Even the coachman, who had been about to jump down and open the carriage door, was arrested in his seat; he sat perfectly still, gazing at her in fascination.


  As Dena danced she soon began to sing softly, almost to herself. She was singing the song of the Coralei. She quickened the tempo with each new sequence, swaying back and forth softly, moving with the melody. Young Ambrose was very vulnerable to such beauty. He was highly appreciative and keenly enthusiastic. Furthermore, it was that haunting song he had heard for the first time in his young life, only the night beforehand, from the very lips of that great beauty, Cosimo Cosette. It was a song he would never forget. It was the song they were singing the night that Cecil vanished. Oh, how it tugged at his heartstrings! He trembled with delight, with awe, with baited breath and heartfelt emotion.


  Dena flowed with the rhythm, with her own soft singing and the tinkling tambourine. She seemed to half-close her eyes, like one in a trance or an enchantment, allowing herself to become suffused by the essence of the melody and the swaying movement. At once, she was a prisoner of the graceful motion she had so skillfully invoked and, also, the vibrating heart of it; indeed, she was the very source of the charm which held her, and those watching, so utterly spellbound.


  The moment her dance had ended, Ambrose heard a roar like rushing water, followed by a loud sound of appreciative noises coming from behind him. He looked round and to his surprise he saw a great shoal of fish, stationary alongside them, who were enthusiastically cheering Dena’s performance.


  Dena laughed and waved at her audience. Then, stepping down from the mayor’s doorway, she took Ambrose’s arm and gently propelled him towards the waiting carriage.


  ‘All the fish love dancing and music,’ said Dena. ‘A feeling for style and elegant movement is natural to the creatures of the sea. Among the common fish you will find that the mermaid dancers are held in the highest esteem.’ She asked Ambrose to tell the coachman to drive slowly, so that they would have more time to talk together.


  She wanted to hear Ambrose’s story. So, travelling in the coach together, Ambrose told her how he had come to Coralis to seek his fortune, how he had crossed the great sea alone, with only a star to guide him, and those awful moments when he had lost heart and felt sure he would perish and never be heard of again. He described the joy that came to him when he saw the young college dolphins heading for the metropolis with their satchels on their backs. In that moment, the watery waste that surrounded him was changed to a silvery lagoon, charming him with the sight and sound of nocturnal music, twinkling lights and a thousand welcoming voices.


  He felt like a great hero who had overcome great dangers, while only a moment before he had felt like a miserable wretch, about to be overwhelmed for his pains. And there, at the end of it all, was his dear cousin Cecil, waiting to welcome him with open arms. Ambrose felt quite choked with emotion, and brushed away a tear from his eye.


  Dena was touched with compassion. She held his hand in sympathy. Gently, but always practical, Dena enquired as to what his chosen career was, whereby he hoped to make his fortune?


  Ambrose regretted that he had not chosen any career.


  ‘Well, what have you trained for then?’ Dena enquired, hopefully.


  But Ambrose only shook his head. He had not done any training, he said. By now, Ambrose was beginning to feel a bit sheepish.


  Trying to restrain a growing sense of impatience, Dena said, ‘Well, never mind, what are you good at?’


  Ambrose looked sad. Poor Ambrose, he couldn’t think of anything!


  ‘Nothing at all?’ asked Dena.


  ‘I’m afraid not! Not really,’ said Ambrose, looking glum.


  ‘You are good for nothing, then!’ Dena exclaimed incredulously. ‘How do you expect to make your fortune? Why, do you know, that all the creatures here anticipate getting important positions for themselves? They have either reached the position they wanted, or they are studying hard to get a better post than the one they have got. Nobody is idle in busy Coralis. We are a very go-ahead community.’


  Dena told him of the frog who refused to leave dry land and swim in the freedom of the water. ‘His name was Claude. He had most agreeable manners, but he was extremely lazy. He thought, I am entitled to my food, like everybody else. So he simply opened his mouth and waited for the flies to fly straight in!’


  ‘What happened?’ asked Ambrose, expectantly.


  ‘He died of starvation,’ said Dena. Ambrose shook his head sadly.


  Ambrose said he was not lazy, and he was keen to make his fortune. He knew it meant working hard. ‘I just don’t know where to begin.’


  ‘Never mind,’ said Dena, with her carefree smile. ‘I will help you find your fortune.’


  Somehow or other her words seemed to comfort and reassure Ambrose. Dena was quite a remarkable individual, in his eyes. Not only was she the hat-check girl and on the staff at the celebrated Mermaid Cavern, she was also one of the troupe of the famous Laughing Flappers, undoubtedly the finest dancing chorus in the Underwater Republic. Now, he was to learn, that on her day off she attended classes at the University of Coralis to indulge her greatest love, her undying interest in history.


  She said she was fascinated by the history of the Underwater Republic, and before that, when it was called the Underwater Empire; and especially the rise in prominence of the great city of Coralis.


  Dena said that history and politics fascinated her the most. She had made such progress with her studies that the way might be open for her to become a professor teaching Underwater History at the university. It was a tempting offer. There was only one thing she liked more than teaching history, and that was making history!


  Ambrose could not help thinking of the mayor’s troubles and the kidnapping of his son; surely this was history in the making? But Dena did not think much of it. A passing incident, she thought. ‘After all,’ Dena said, ‘the gambling debts of an irresponsible son are nothing like a tidal wave, a volcanic eruption under the sea, or a matter of earth-shaking consequence. It will not interest many people for long.’


  Dena said that Madam Cosette would use her influence and Cecil would turn up, sooner or later, a bit shaken, but none the worse for his ordeal. The mayor might have to pay the ransom money. ‘If he started dipping into the civic funds, we might see a few rapid and interesting changes,’ she added. ‘But that is unlikely. Your uncle is very dependable in these things. It will all end quietly, and soon be forgotten.’


  ‘Well, what would you call “earth-shaking”, or a “real tidal wave”?’ asked Ambrose.


  ‘That would mean telling you some of the secrets of our city,’ said Dena, with a laugh, as though this was not allowed. She was thoughtful for a moment. Then she said, ‘There is one thing that everybody in Coralis fears. But nobody knows what to do about it. So nobody ever speaks about it. By not mentioning it in polite society, they hope it will go away. But everyone knows it will not go away by itself. It will stay there, lurking round the corner, waiting for the day when it must surely come. This is the day which everyone dreads.’


  Dena did not have time to tell Ambrose much about this great fear which gripped the fish but remained hidden from view, because, now, they were approaching the street which led to the Mermaid Cavern. But this secret concerned the threat of strife between the ‘Pols’ and the ‘Wols’.


  The Pols were the new generation of underwater life, given this name by the older generation as a shortened form of ‘pollution babies’, as they were said to be affected by the growing pollution of the water by the creatures on land. They blamed the pollution for causing the youthful fish’s disorderly behavior. In retaliation, the youthful fish had called the older generation the ‘wrinkled oldies’, or Wols for short. These new fish had matured very quickly and developed a very restless and impatient frame of mind. In particular, they were impatient with all the things of the past, and rapidly became hostile to all the old ways. This led to a number of unpleasant public outbursts. When sufficient numbers of Pols were gathered together, they became violent and were restrained with difficulty. Such incidents were on the increase.


  Fortunately, the Wols, who were the traditional fish of the sea, the older generation who had been brought up properly, were far more placid and good-natured creatures.


  At the moment, only the Pols were unsettled and represented a threat to the peace, made worse by the fact that they had not been able to settle down for long at anything, either in their homes or in their jobs. But should the far larger and more peaceful population of Wols become sufficiently upset by these repeated provocations, and start to make reprisals, then the crisis would become like a tidal wave engulfing them all.


  It was widely believed among the creatures of the sea that a war would eventually break out between the Pols and the Wols. When it happens, should the two sides fail to reach early agreement on a ceasefire, the conflict would surely get out of hand. That would be the sign of the beginning of the end of Imperial Coralis.


  There were several prophecies about the fall of the city. The gist of these were that the creatures of the underwater world would be driven from its walls, and all that would remain of the proud city would be a few desolate rocks and the vestiges of the avenues of coral. It was a sad story and a sad ending to the great and glittering metropolis. In their hearts, most of the creatures of the underwater world believed in happy endings, and they prayed ceaselessly to Neptune to help them preserve their beloved city.


  CHAPTER NINE 
Unforeseen Disaster


  No sooner had Butler Porpoise departed, Dena, the hat-check girl, approached Mayor Caleb and said that Madam Cosette wanted to see him in her private apartment at the back of the building. ‘You will be safe there. Madam fears the villains will return before long and she does not want any harm to befall you while you are under her protection.’


  Dena then asked the mayor to follow her in a discreet way, so as not to reveal where they were going, in case any of the spies were watching. It would be alright once they had safely reached the Marble Hall.


  Mayor Caleb was delighted to follow Dena. He wanted an opportunity to thank the Lady Cosimo. He set off discreetly for her parlour. Of course, by our standards, her room was rather more than a parlour, or a sitting room; we would call it a boudoir.


  Inside her own quarters, Cosimo made him very welcome. She bade him sit down and loosen his collar, and relax properly. She patted his hand affectionately. It was a familiar gesture of hers that Caleb loved.


  She said that she knew Cecil had been released, as a result of her efforts, and she was very glad for his sake. These things are difficult to arrange.


  ‘How did you do it?’ asked Caleb, in admiration.


  ‘You must not ask me that,’ said Cosimo. ‘We are not out of trouble yet. Look what happened only a short while ago. It looked as though they had changed their mind, and all my efforts would be in vain. Fortunately, we have got Cecil released. We must be thankful for that.’


  She said that she was not sure that the present agreement she had negotiated with the kidnappers, through a third party, was going to last very Iong. It had lasted long enough to free Cecil. But they may change their minds again. In which case, they will come back and take whatever they can lay hands on. The mayor must trust her to find a way out of these troubles.


  Mayor Caleb did trust her, and he hastened to assure her of this. He trusted her with his whole heart, he said, shaking with emotion. He took both her hands in his and urged her to accept his faithfulness, his faithful friendship, and — yes, he admitted it — his ardent devotion.


  Cosimo could not fail to notice how much more personal the mayor had become in his feelings towards her. Yet she gave no sign. She only smiled mysteriously, in that detached manner of hers. It was a kind of friendly coolness, with a good-humoured twinkle in her eye, wrapped around with a calm self-possession. It fascinated the mayor.


  Whether, underneath, the charming Cosimo was pleased by his devotion to her was something that she had not revealed to him. On the other hand, neither did she do anything to discourage it.


  ‘Mr Mayor,’ she said, ‘you will be safe here with me.’


  ‘I believe so,’ he replied. ‘I feel at home here.’


  ‘Your adversaries may come looking for you, or your family, somewhere outside, but they would not think of looking for you here, in my quarters. Unless somebody saw you coming here?’


  ‘I don’t think so,’ said the mayor. ‘We were most careful.’


  ‘That is good,’ Cosimo answered. ‘Within an hour or so, they will have given up the prowl. Then we can send for your carriage. But I would advise you not to go out alone at night for the next few days — not until this storm has blown over. Your son Cecil must also remain hidden from them; in a place they do not know. I have found someone to stay with him and keep watch.’


  Mayor Caleb did not relish confirmation that they were still in so much hot water. ‘Very good,’ he said doubtfully; in truth, it did not sound all that good to him. ‘The danger will soon pass I trust?’ he added anxiously.


  Cosimo said that she did not know what was going to happen. All they could do was to be careful, and wait and see. She was optimistic, however, and trusted that before long everything would come right.


  She clapped her hands and then one of her maids brought in refreshments.


  Reassured by her words and her manner, the mayor turned to see what she had brought him, with the help of the maid. Why, it was a little Carrageen cake, made by Cosimo’s own fair hand, and a half bottle of seaweed wine from the best cellar in town.


  The mayor was pleased. He felt he was being handsomely served. It was a long time since he had enjoyed the presence of such beauty, and received so much charming attention. He felt a trifle shy — like a stranger in paradise! Surely, this was the good life, the life he had always aspired towards!


  Alas, in this world, all good things, like all bad things, must come to an end when their season is over. Sometimes they only flower for a brief moment before vanishing. This was one of those moments.


  There came a sharp and peremptory knock on the polished hardwood door that led out to the Marble Hall via a small porch. The door opened abruptly. One of Cosimo’s maids stood for a moment in the doorway. She was rudely pushed aside, then two masked figures entered the apartment, waving guns.


  It was not difficult to recognise that they were of similar height and bearing to the two miscreants who had produced such chaos outside recently, in the Hall of Many Pleasures. But one could not be absolutely certain, because the masks effectively disguised them.


  But there was no doubt as to what they wanted. They wanted the mayor. And this time Cosimo’s magic did not look like it would be enough to protect him.


  ‘If you do as you are told, you won’t get hurt,’ said the burlier one. Mayor Caleb felt certain that it was Boiling Pink, but discretion seemed to be the better part of valour.


  ‘Raise your hands — all of you!’ the other masked figure snapped.


  Gingerly, the mayor raised his hands above his head. The maid followed suit.


  ‘I’m not raising my hands for you, or anyone else,’ Cosimo said coldly.


  ‘You could get shot!’ the big fish exclaimed impatiently.


  ‘Then you had better get on with it, hadn’t you!’ said Cosimo, her anger and contempt blazing swiftly. ‘But, if you lay one fish scale on me, you will have to answer to the whole population of Coralis, and all the creatures of the Underwater Republic. You just try it. It will be the last thing you do in the North Sea basin — I can promise you.’


  The burly creature was visibly taken aback by this outburst.


  ‘We don’t wish you any harm, Madam Cosette,’ said the other bandit, speaking up now. ‘Please accept our apologies for breaking in like this. It is the mayor we are after.’


  He walked forward and stood behind the mayor. Pushing his gun into his back, the bandit said, ‘I am going to blindfold you now. So keep still.’


  He put the gun into his belt strap, then he took out a black scarf, which he tied round the mayor’s head, covering his eyes; next he tied his hands together, behind his back.


  ‘You are coming with us, my lad!’ he said to the mayor.


  ‘You come, too,’ said the burly creature to Cosimo and her maid. ‘When we are sure the coast is clear, you can go free.’


  All five departed for a rear doorway. They looked an odd sight as they crossed the Marble Hall to reach the exit in the Hall of Many Pleasures.


  The mayor walked in front, blindfolded. He was being propelled and steered by a hand on his arm belonging to the shorter, but wider of the two masked men, who was also waving a gun. This was the one they thought was Mick the Rule. Next came Cosimo, walking elegantly with her head held high. Bringing up the rear, with his gun cocked, ready for trouble, was the burly figure of Boiling Pink — or the one they thought was Boiling Pink.


  Cosimo’s maid was in shock. She had never seen anything like this before. Who would dare to point a gun at Madam Cosette?


  They crossed the now empty Hall of Many Pleasures, proceeding in the direction of the front entrance. It was possible that one or two creatures might still be gathered in the foyer of the Mermaid Cavern, waiting for a lift home, but the two masked creatures did not seem to worry if anyone saw them.


  They reached the raised platform of sandy ground. The smaller outlaw led Mayor Caleb to the centre of this dais, and told him to wait a moment.


  Then the masked villain walked to the wall on the near side, opened a small cupboard, and pulled the wooden handle of a lever inside.


  There was a creaking noise. The ground started to quiver where the mayor was standing. The next moment, he had disappeared with a plop!


  He simply fell through an opening in the sandy floor, which suddenly appeared, and dropped down into a room below, with a mattress underneath waiting to catch him.


  Immediately afterwards, the mechanism automatically closed the opening again. The grains of sand sifted naturally into the crevices around the covering, leaving no sign of a hidden trap door.


  The two outlaws relaxed a bit, now they felt they had moved the mayor into a safe area.


  ‘Sorry, Madam,’ said one of them, with a grin, ‘the job has to be done.’


  The other added, ‘The mayor’s worth a lot of money to us. So he will have to stay here for a while’


  Cosimo asked, ‘What was the point in shooting up the Mermaid Cavern this evening?’


  ‘It was a diversionary tactic,’ said the burly bandit. ‘We thought it would look better. As though the lad had escaped from us, and we were giving chase.’


  Cosimo asked, ‘Who’s going to pay for all that damage, I’d like to know?’


  ‘Don’t worry! We will pay for it out of the ransom money!’ was the reply. ‘The Banker will demand it.’


  Cosimo and her maid were guided into another room, where they were gagged and left tied up. Cosimo seemed to be very obliging, sitting on a seat without being asked, not putting up a fight. But you could never tell with her. That was part of her mystery; she was not an open book, she kept you guessing about what was going on in her beautiful head!


  Once out of the room, both kidnappers removed their disguises. They remained silent for a moment. Then Boiling Pink said, ‘What made you think that a diversion was needed at that moment?’


  Mick the Rule frowned. ‘We had to,’ he said. ‘Especially after you insisted on releasing Cecil through the trapdoor. It was too risky. I told you at the time. There were other reasons, too. This business has upset the public. They want something done about it. They love a good show. So I thought I would give them one. It helps to calm things down a bit. Besides, nobody could see where the lad came from; the dancers shielded him. The Banker insisted the lad had to be released publicly tonight.’


  ‘Maybe that’s right! But what about afterwards, when they start to think about it?’ said Boiling Pink. ‘Do you think the K-Fay will swallow a stage stunt like that? He’s one that doesn’t believe in magic, I can tell you. He’s a really hard-boiled frog!


  Mick nodded his agreement with this view. He said, ‘Look. We drew him away, didn’t we? While he was chasing us, he wasn’t nosing about round here, was he? But he will be back before long, never fear… And we’ve just put the mayor down there!’


  ‘Great Neptune!’ exclaimed Boiling Pink, alarmed. ‘That sea-snake is bound to find him. You’d better move him, quick!’


  Even Mick the Rule stiffened at the realisation of danger. ‘Of course, we will move him quickly,’ he said. ‘It seems that the diversion was not such a bad idea. Where is the K-Fay now?’


  ‘He followed us into the underground escape routes,’ said Pink. ‘Now he knows we are using the passages that run below the seabed, he has started exploring them. Fortunately, there are so many of them, that it was easy for us to lose him. He’s still down there tracing the routes under the Mermaid Cavern. ‘


  ‘But he’ll be back here soon enough,’ said Mick, ominously.


  ‘And when he finds the mayor’s gone,’ said Pink, grimly, ‘he’ll start looking for that trapdoor. We need to make sure that the mayor’s not in the room underneath it. Madam Cosette knows this place better than any of us; we will have to make her help us — after all, the Banker said she would.’


  They went back into the room where they had left Cosimo and her maid tied up. They ungagged and untied Cosimo, then brought her out into another room, out of earshot of her maid.


  ‘We need you to hide our prisoner in a cellar for a few days,’ said Pink. ‘We are only trusting you because the Banker told us to. We don’t know what your involvement is in this — we just take our orders from him — but you had best not try to cross us.’


  Cosimo knew, without a word spoken, that if she failed to keep him safely under lock and key, her life would be in danger. On the other hand, if the mayor or the K-Fay realised she was helping the kidnappers, they may never trust her again. She had to make a fast decision on how to proceed. She wondered how long she would have to run this risk.


  ‘Kindly advise me,’ said Cosimo, ‘on what day will you come to collect the prisoner?’


  Pink looked towards Mick. Mick shrugged his shoulders. He had not made up his mind. He thought for a moment. ‘A few days,’ he decided. ‘We shall lie low for a couple of days, and wait until the dust has settled. Then we shall put our heads together, and take counsel, to decide what we are going to do. That will be another two days. We will return in four or five days from now.’


  Cosimo nodded approval of this plan. She had the worry now, but in four days it would be lifted from her shoulders.


  ‘Very good, gentlemen,’ she said. ‘I shall expect you on the fourth day from now. I bid you both goodnight.’ She turned on her heel and walked away from them, back into the room to collect her maid. The bandits, feeling very pleased with themselves, strolled casually towards the front entrance of the Mermaid Cavern; two impudent villains, who had convinced themselves that there wasn’t a fish in the sea who could stop them now.


  As their footsteps died away, the silence of the empty room gave way to a strange vibration. It was something you could feel rather than actually hear. In fact, nobody could hear a sound if they stopped to listen, although they tried their hardest. But anyone who had a sixth sense, and at that moment was tuned in to the room, would become aware of something very strange; an unusual atmosphere.


  It was as if the rich memories of past jollity and happy days, trapped within the four walls of this Hall of Many Pleasures, had suddenly come alive.


  Once again, there could be heard the cheerful music of the Mermaid Minstrels, although the room was quite empty. We could hear the chanting vocalist singing a topical song. Was there something prophetic in those light-hearted words?


  ‘Oh, let the poor boy go, lads,
Let the poor boy go!
The skinflint’s got the dough, lads,
The skinflint’s got the dough!
Hasn’t everyone heard
How they got the wrong bird?’


  This snatch of song, this light-hearted refrain, had barely been repeated once more, when the hanging curtains were moved aside and the K-Fay entered the room.


  He was alone. He walked to the centre of the room and stood listening
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