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			PREFACE

			In the days when the Worlds were young, the Middle Worlds were nothing but ice. Nothing lived there: nothing grew. Nothing disturbed the Order of things. But in World Below, Chaos reigned. Great volcanoes erupted below the surface of the frozen ground; great rivers of lava, like giant snakes, punched through the bedrock of the Worlds. And in the meeting of Fire and Ice, emerged a race of beings who, like gods, shaped the Worlds and ruled them, bearing the weapons of Chaos and wielding its forbidden runes. These ancient, all but immortal beings were the Æsir and the Vanir. Born from war and destruction, for centuries they lived and reigned supreme across the Nine Worlds, and, at the peak of their powers, were finally brought low and destroyed in a series of cataclysmic events, which the ancients called Ragnarók, and which we call Tribulation. 

			Nowadays, their names are known only to the eminent few. The power of their runes is lost to all but members of the scholarly elite. Even their stories are banned; for a tale can travel across the Nine Worlds, even unto the Kingdom of Death, and gods are like weeds; you pull one up to find that a dozen have re-grown. Through stories and dreams, their names will go on: through stories and dreams, their power endures. This is why the Order exists – the Order of Learned Historians, sole custodians of the past and guardians of the future.

			Now, long after Tribulation, Order has returned to the Worlds. But mankind must still remain vigilant. Runes are like dandelion seeds that grow wherever they find untended ground. Through them, the Fire of Chaos burns on, and can never be quite extinguished. And the Prophecy of the Oracle, the last and most secret of documents collected by the Order of Learned Historians in what is now known as the Good Book, tells of a battle yet to come, a final, titanic battle between the forces of Order and Chaos, in which the gods and their enemies will once more meet each other face-to-face.

			Some claim this has already happened.

			Some claim it has happened many times.

			Some claim it is still happening.

		

	
		
			 

			MAP OF THE NINE WORLDS
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			CHARACTERS

			VILLAGERS

			Maddy Smith, a village witch

			Jed Smith, a smith

			Mae Smith, a brainless beauty

			Adam Scattergood, a bully

			Mrs Scattergood, an innkeeper

			Dorian Scattergood, the black sheep of the family

			Crazy Nan Fey, a midwife, reputed to be imaginative

			Nat Parson, a parson

			Ethelberta Parson, his wife

			Torval Bishop, his immediate superior

			Matt Law, a lawman

			Daniel Hetherset, a parson’s prentice

			Audun Briggs, a roofer
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			Magister Number 73838, Magister of the Order

			Magister Number 369, Magister Emeritus of the Order 
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			GODS (VANIR)

			Skadi, of the Ice People, bride of Njörd; the Huntress, goddess of destruction; principal enemy of Loki

			Bragi, god of poetry and song; has no reason to love Loki

			Idun, Bragi’s wife, goddess of youth and plenty; was once abducted by Loki and handed over to the Ice People 

			Freyja, goddess of desire; once mortally insulted by Loki 

			Frey, the Reaper, Freyja’s brother; no friend to Loki
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			Njörd, the fisherman god; once married to Skadi but now separated due to irreconcilable differences; agrees with her on a single subject – dislike of Loki

			 

			GODS (ÆSIR – SEER-FOLK)

			Odin, chief of the Æsir, blood-brother of – and ultimately betrayed by – Loki

			Frigg, his wife; lost her son because of Loki

			Thor, the Thunderer, son of Odin; has more than one bone to pick with Loki
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			Tyr, god of war; lost his hand because of Loki

			Balder, son of Frigg; died because of Loki
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			OTHERS
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			Lord Surt, Ruler of World Beyond, Guardian of the Black Fortress 

			Jormungand, the World Serpent 
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			RUNES OF THE ELDER SCRIPT
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			BOOK ONE

			World Above

			There was a Seer who foretold the end of all things . . . Never trust an Oracle.

			(Lokabrenna, 9:1)

			 

		

	
		
			 

			1

			SEVEN O’CLOCK ON A MONDAY MORNING, five hundred years after the End of the World, and goblins had been at the cellar again. Mrs Scattergood – the landlady at the Seven Sleepers Inn – swore it was rats, but Maddy Smith knew better. Only goblins could have burrowed into the brick-lined floor; and besides, as far as she knew, rats didn’t drink ale.

			But she also knew that in the village of Malbry – as in the whole of the Strond valley – certain things were never discussed, and that included anything curious, uncanny or unnatural in any way. To be imaginative was considered almost as bad as giving oneself airs, and even dreams were hated and feared, for it was through dreams (or so the Good Book said) that the Seer-folk had crossed over from Chaos; and it was in Dream that the power of the Faërie remained, awaiting its chance to re-enter the world.

			And so the folk of Malbry made every effort never to dream. They slept on boards instead of mattresses; avoided heavy evening meals; and as for telling bedtime tales – well. The children of Malbry were far more likely to hear about the martyrdom of St Sepulchre or the latest Cleansings from World’s End than tales of magic or of World Below. Which is not to say that magic didn’t happen. In fact over the past fourteen years the village of Malbry had witnessed more magic in one way or another than any place in the Middle Worlds.

			That was Maddy’s fault, of course. Maddy Smith was a dreamer, a teller of tales, and worse; and as such, she was used to being blamed for anything irregular that happened in the village. If a bottle of beer fell off a shelf; if the cat got into the creamery; if Adam Scattergood threw a stone at a stray dog and hit a window instead – ten to one Maddy would get the blame.

			And if she protested, folk would say that she’d always had a troublesome nature; that their ill-luck had begun the day she was born; and that no good would ever come of a child with a ruinmark – that rusty sign on the Smith girl’s hand –
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			– that some oldsters called the Witch’s Ruin, and that no amount of scrubbing would remove.

			It was either that, or blame the goblins – otherwise known as Good Folk or Faërie – who this summer had upped their antics from raiding cellars and stealing sheep (or occasionally painting them blue), to playing the dirtiest kind of practical jokes, like leaving horse dung on the church steps, or putting soda in the communion wine to make it fizz, or turning the vinegar to piss in all the jars of pickled onions in Joe Grocer’s store.

			And since hardly anyone dared to mention them, or even acknowledge that they existed at all, Maddy was left to deal with the vermin from under the Hill alone and in her own way.

			No one asked her how she did it. No one watched the Smith girl at work. And no one ever called her witch – except for Adam Scattergood, her employer’s son, a fine boy in many ways, but prone to foul language when the mood took him.

			Besides, they said, why speak the words? That ruinmark surely spoke for itself.

			Now Maddy considered the rust-coloured mark. It looked like a letter or sigil of some kind, and sometimes it shone faintly in the dark, or burned as if something hot had pressed there. It was burning now, she saw. It often did when the Good Folk were near; as if something inside her were restless, and itched to be set free.

			That summer it had itched more often than ever, as the goblins swarmed in unheard-of numbers, and banishing them was one way of putting that itch to rest. Her other skills remained untried and, for the most part, unused; and though sometimes that was hard to bear – like having to pretend you’re not hungry when your favourite meal is on the table – Maddy understood why it had to be so.

			Cantrips and runecharms were bad enough. But glamours, true glamours, were perilous business, and if rumour of these were to reach World’s End, where the servants of the Order worked day and night in study of the Word . . .

			For Maddy’s deepest secret – known only to her closest friend, the man folk knew as One-Eye – was that she enjoyed working magic, however shameful that might be. More than that, she thought she might be good at it too, and, like anyone with a talent, longed to make use of it and to show it off to other people.

			But that was impossible. At best it counted as giving herself airs.

			And at worst? Folk had been Cleansed for less.

			Maddy turned her attention to the cellar floor, and the wide-mouthed burrow that disfigured it. It was a goblin burrow, all right, bigger and rather messier than a foxhole and still bearing the marks of clawed, thick-soled feet where the spilled earth had been kicked over. Rubble and bricks had been piled in a corner, roughly concealed beneath a stack of empty kegs. Maddy thought, with some amusement, that it must have been a lively – and somewhat drunken – party.

			Filling in the burrow would be easy, she thought. The tricky thing, as always, was to ensure it stayed that way. Yr, the Protector, had been enough to secure the church doors, but goblins had been known to be very persistent where ale was concerned, and she knew that in this case a single charm would not keep them out for long.

			All right, then. Something more.

			With a sharp-ended stick she drew two runes on the hard-pack floor.

			Naudr, the Binder, might do it, she thought –
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			– and with it Úr, the Mighty Ox, set at an angle to the mouth of the burrow.
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			Now all it needed was a spark.

			That spark. That was the only true magic involved. Anyone familiar with the runes – which were only letters, after all, taken from an ancient language – could learn to write them. The trick, Maddy knew, was to set them to work.

			It had been difficult at first. Now, working the runes was easy as striking a match. She spoke a little cantrip – Cuth on fyre . . .

			The letters flared for a few seconds, and then dwindled to a warning gleam. The goblins could see them – and so could Maddy – but to Mrs Scattergood, who despised reading (because she could not do it) and who thought magic was the devil’s work, the runes would only ever look like scratches in the dirt, and they could all continue to pretend that the goblins were only rats.

			Suddenly there came a scrabbling sound from the far, dark corner of the cellar. Maddy turned and saw a movement in the shadows and a shape, rather larger than a common rat, bob away between two of the barrels.

			Quickly she stood up, lifting her candle so that its flame lit up the whitewashed wall. No sound could be heard; nothing moved but the shadows that jerked and juddered.

			Maddy stepped forward and shone the candle right into the corner. Still nothing moved. But every creature leaves a trail that only a few know how to see. There was something there; Maddy could feel it. She could even smell it now: a sour-sweet, wintry scent like roots and spices kept long underground.

			A drunken party, she thought again. So drunken, perhaps, that one of the revellers, stupefied beyond all thought of caution by Mrs Scattergood’s excellent ale, had curled up in some dark corner to sleep off the after-effects of a bellyful. And now it was trapped, whatever it was. Trapped behind a drift of stacked ale kegs, its burrow sealed, the cellar shut.

			Maddy’s heart began to beat a little faster. In all these years she had never had such a chance: to see one of the Faërie at close quarters; to speak to it, and have it answer.

			She tried to recall what little she knew of the Good Folk from under Red Horse Hill. They were curious creatures, more playful than bad; fond of strong drink and well-dressed meats. And wasn’t there something else as well, something that lingered tantalizingly on the edges of memory? A tale of One-Eye’s, perhaps? Or maybe some more practical trick, some cantrip to help her deal with the thing?

			She left the candle on top of a barrel and came to peer into the corner. ‘I know you’re there,’ she whispered softly.

			The goblin – if it was a goblin and not just a rat – said nothing.

			‘Come out,’ said Maddy. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

			Nothing moved; just layers of shadow disturbed by the candle-flame. She gave a sigh, as if of disappointment, and turned to face the other way.

			In the shadows, something lurked; she could see it from the corner of her eye.

			She did not move, but stood, apparently lost in thought. In the shadows, something began to crawl, very quietly, between the barrels.

			Still Maddy did not stir. Only her left hand moved, fingers curling into the familiar shape that was Bjarkán, the rune of revelation.

			If it was a rat, Bjarkán would show it.

			It was not a rat. A wisp – just a wisp – of Faërie gold gleamed in the circle of her finger and thumb.

			Maddy pounced. Her strike was well timed. At once the creature began to struggle, and although Maddy couldn’t see it, she could certainly feel it between her hands, kicking and twisting and trying to bite her. Then, as she continued to hold it fast, the creature finally went limp; the shadow dropped away from it, and she saw it clearly.

			It – he – was not much bigger than a dog fox, with small, clever hands and wicked little teeth. Most of his body was covered in armour – pieces of plate, leather straps, half a mail-shirt cut clumsily down to fit – and out of his brown, long-whiskered face, his eyes shone a bright, inhuman gold.

			He blinked at her twice. Then, without any warning, he shot away between her legs.

			He might even have escaped – he was quick as a weasel – but Maddy had expected it, and with her fingers she cast Isa, the Icy One, and froze him to the spot.

			The goblin struggled and squirmed, but his feet were stuck to the ground.

			The goblin spat a gobbet of fool’s fire from between his pointed teeth, but still Maddy would not let him go.

			The goblin swore in many tongues, some animal, some Faërie, and finished off by saying some very nasty things about Maddy’s family, which she had to admit were mostly true.

			Finally he stopped struggling and sat down crossly on the floor.

			‘So what do you want?’ he said.

			‘What about – three wishes?’ suggested Maddy hopefully.

			‘Leave it out,’ said the goblin with scorn, ‘What kind of stories have you been listening to?’

			Maddy was disappointed. Many of the tales she had collected over the past few years had involved someone receiving three wishes from the Faërie, and she felt rather aggrieved that in this case it had turned out to be nothing more than a tale. Still, there were other stories that she thought might contain more practical truths, and her eyes lit up as she finally remembered the thing that had been lurking at the back of her mind since she had first heard the suspicious sounds from behind the barrel.

			‘In yer own time,’ said the goblin, picking his teeth. 

			‘Shh,’ said Maddy. ‘I’m thinking.’

			The goblin yawned. He was beginning to look quite cocky now, and his bright gold eyes shone with mischief. ‘Doesn’t know what to do with me, kennet?’ he said, ‘Knows it’ll bring revenge if I don’t get home safe.’

			‘Revenge? Who from?’

			‘The Captain, accourse,’ said the goblin. ‘Gods, was you brung up in a box? Now you let me go, there’s a good girl, and there’ll be no hard feelings, and no call to get the Captain involved.’

			Maddy smiled, but said nothing.

			‘Ah, come on,’ said the goblin, looking uncomfortable now. ‘There’s no good in keeping me here, and nowt I can give yer.’

			‘Oh but there is,’ said Maddy, sitting down cross-legged on the floor. ‘You can give me your name.’

			The goblin stared at her, wide-eyed.

			‘A named thing is a tamed thing. Isn’t that how the saying goes?’

			It was an old story, told by One-Eye years ago, and Maddy had almost forgotten it in the excitement of the moment. At the beginning of the First Age, it was given to every creature, tree, rock and plant, a secret name that would bind that creature to the will of anyone who knew it.

			Mother Frigg knew all those names, and used them to plead for the return of her murdered son, Balder. If all the Nine Worlds wept, then Death had promised to release him. But Loki, the Trickster, who had many names, would not weep for Balder’s return, and so the god of springtime was forced to remain in Hel’s kingdom, in World Below, until the end of all things.

			‘Me name?’ the goblin said at last.

			Maddy nodded.

			‘What’s a name? Call me Hair-of-the-Dog, or Whisky-in-the-Jar, or Three-Sheets-to-the-Wind. It’s nowt to me.’

			‘Your true name,’ said Maddy, and once more she drew the rune Naudr, the Binder, and Isa, to fix it in ice.

			The goblin wriggled, but was held fast. ‘What’s it to you, anyroad?’ he demanded. ‘And how come you know so bloody much about it?’

			‘Just tell me,’ said Maddy.

			‘You’d never be able to say it,’ he said.

			‘Tell me anyway.’

			‘I won’t! Lemme go!’

			‘I will,’ said Maddy, ‘as soon as you tell me. Otherwise I’ll open up the cellar doors and let the sun do its worst.’

			The goblin blenched at that, for sunlight is lethal to the Good Folk. ‘You wouldn’t do that, lady, would yer?’ he whined.

			‘Watch me,’ said Maddy, and, standing up, she began to make her way to the trapdoor – now closed – through which the ale kegs were delivered.

			‘You wouldn’t!’ squeaked the goblin.

			‘Your name,’ she said, with one hand on the latch.

			The goblin struggled more fiercely than ever, but Maddy’s runes still held him fast. ‘He’ll get yer!’ he squeaked. ‘The Captain’ll get yer, and then you’ll be sorry!’

			‘Last chance,’ said Maddy, drawing the bolt. A tiny wand of sunlight fell onto the cellar floor only inches from the goblin’s foot.

			‘Shut it, shut it!’ shrieked the goblin.

			Maddy just waited patiently.

			‘All right then! All right! It’s . . .’ The goblin rattled off something in his own language, fast as pebbles in a gourd. ‘Now shut it, shut it now!’ he cried, and wriggled as far as he could away from the spike of sunlight.

			Maddy shut the trapdoor, and the goblin gave a sigh of relief. ‘That was just narsty,’ he said. ‘Nice young girl like you shouldn’t be messin’ with nastiness like that.’ He looked at Maddy in reproach. ‘What d’you want me name for, anyroad?’

			But Maddy was trying to remember the word the goblin had spoken.

			Snotrag? No, that wasn’t it.

			Sna-raggy? No, that wasn’t it, either.

			Sma-ricky? She frowned, searching for just the right inflection, knowing that the goblin would try to distract her; knowing that unless she got it completely right, the cantrip wouldn’t work.

			‘Smá—’

			‘Call me Smutkin, call me Smudgett.’ The goblin was babbling now, trying to break Maddy’s cantrip with one of his own. ‘Call me Spider, Slyme and Sluggitt. Call me Sleekitt, call me Slow—’

			‘Quiet!’ said Maddy. The word was on the tip of her tongue.

			‘Say it, then.’

			‘I will.’ If only the creature would stop talking . . .

			‘Forgot it, hast yer!’ There was a note of triumph in the goblin’s voice. ‘Forgot it, forgot it, forgot it!’

			Maddy could feel her concentration slipping. It was all too much to do at once; she could not hope to keep the goblin subdued and make the effort to remember the cantrip that would bind him to her will. Already Naudr and Isa were close to failing. The goblin had one foot almost free, and his eyes snapped with malice as he worked to release the other.

			It was now or never. Dropping the runes, Maddy turned all her will towards speaking the creature’s true name.

			‘Smá-rakki—’ It felt right – fast and percussive – but even as she opened her mouth, the goblin shot out of the corner like a cork from a bottle, and before she had even finished speaking he was halfway into the cellar wall, burrowing as if his life depended on it.

			If Maddy had paused to think at this point, she would simply have ordered the goblin to stop. If she had spoken the name correctly, then he would have been forced to obey her, and she could have questioned him at leisure. But Maddy didn’t pause to think. She saw the goblin’s feet vanishing into the ground and shouted something – not even a cantrip – while at the same time casting Thuris, the Thunderer’s rune, as hard as she could at the mouth of the burrow.

			It felt like throwing a firework. It snapped against the brick-lined floor, throwing up a shower of sparks and a small but pungent cloud of smoke.

			For a second or two nothing happened. Then there came a low rumble from under Maddy’s feet, and from the burrow came a swearing and a kicking and a scuffle of earth, as if something inside had come up against a sudden obstacle.

			Maddy knelt down and reached inside the hole. She could hear the goblin cursing, too far away for her to reach, and now there was another sound, a kind of sliding, squealing, pattering noise that Maddy almost recognized . . .

			The goblin’s voice was muffled, but urgent. ‘Now look what you’ve gone and done. Gog and Magog, let me out!’ There came another desperate scuffling of earth, and the creature reversed out of the hole at speed, falling over its feet and coming to a halt against a stack of empty barrels, which fell over with a clatter loud enough (Maddy thought) to wake the Seven Sleepers from their beds.

			‘What happened?’ she said.

			But before the goblin could make his reply, something shot out of the hole in the wall. Several somethings, in fact; no, dozens – no, hundreds – of fat, brown, fast-moving somethings, swarming from the burrow like—

			‘Rats!’ exclaimed Maddy, gathering her skirt around her ankles.

			The goblin looked at her with scorn. ‘Well, what did you think would happen?’ he said. ‘Cast that kind of glam at World Below, and before you know it you’re knee-deep in bilge and vermin.’

			Maddy stared at the hole in dismay. She had intended to summon only the goblin; but the cry – and that fast-flung rune – had apparently summoned everything within her range. Now, not only rats but beetles, spiders, woodlice, centipedes, whirligigs, earwigs and maggots squirted horribly out of the hole, along with a generous outpouring of foul water (possibly from a broken drain), to form a kind of verminous brew that poured and wriggled at alarming speed out of the burrow and across the floor.

			And then, just when she was sure that nothing worse could possibly happen, there came the sound of a door opening above-stairs, and a high and slightly nasal voice came to Maddy from the kitchen.

			‘Hey, madam! You going to stay down there all morning, or what?’

			‘Oh, gods.’ It was Mrs Scattergood.

			The goblin shot Maddy a cheery wink.

			‘Did you hear me?’ said Mrs Scattergood. ‘There’s pots to wash up here, or am I supposed to do them an’ all?’

			‘In a minute!’ called Maddy in haste, taking refuge on the cellar steps. ‘Just . . . sorting out a few things down here!’

			‘Well, now you can come and finish things off up here,’ said Mrs Scattergood. ‘Come up right now and see to them pots. And if that one-eyed scally good-for-nowt comes round again, you can tell him from me to shove off!’

			Maddy’s heart leaped into her mouth. That one-eyed scally good-for-nowt – that must mean her old friend was back, after more than twelve months of wandering, and no amount of rats and cockroaches – or even goblins – was going to keep her from seeing him. ‘He was here?’ she said, taking the cellar steps at a run. ‘One-Eye was here?’ She emerged breathless into the kitchen.

			‘Aye.’ Mrs Scattergood handed her a tea-towel. ‘Though I dunno what there is in that to look so pleased about. I’d have thought that you, of all people—’

			She stopped and cocked her head to listen. ‘What’s that noise?’ she said sharply.

			Maddy closed the cellar door. ‘It’s nothing, Mrs Scattergood.’

			The landlady gave her a suspicious look. ‘What about them rats?’ she said. ‘Did you fix it right this time?’

			‘I need to see him,’ Maddy said.

			‘Who? The one-eyed scallyman?’

			‘Please,’ she said. ‘I won’t be long.’

			Mrs Scattergood pursed her lips. ‘Not on my penny, you won’t,’ she said. ‘I’m not paying you good money to go gallivanting around with thieves and beggars—’

			‘One-Eye isn’t a thief,’ said Maddy.

			‘Don’t you start giving yourself airs, madam,’ said Mrs Scattergood. ‘Laws knows you can’t help the way you’re made, but you might at least make an effort. For your father’s sake, you might, and for the memory of your sainted mother.’ She paused for breath for less than a second. ‘And you can take that look off your face. Anyone would think you were proud to be a—’

			And then she stopped, open-mouthed, as a sound came from behind the cellar door. It was, thought Mrs Scattergood, a peculiar kind of scuttling noise, punctuated by the occasional thud. It made her feel quite uncomfortable – as if there might be something more down that cellar than barrels of ale. And what was that distant sloshing sound, like washday at the river?

			‘Oh my Laws, what have you done?’ Mrs Scattergood made for the cellar door.

			Maddy put herself in front of it, and with one hand she traced the shape of Naudr against the latch. ‘Don’t go down there, please,’ she said.

			Mrs Scattergood tried the latch; but the runesign held it fast. She turned to glare at Maddy, her fierce little teeth bared like a ferret’s. ‘You open this door right now,’ she said.

			‘You really, really don’t want me to.’

			‘You open this door, Maddy Smith, if you know what’s good for you.’

			Maddy tried once more to protest, but Mrs Scattergood was unstoppable. ‘I’ll wager you’ve got that scally down there, helping himself to my best ale. Well, you just open this door, girl, or I’ll have Matt Law down here to take you both to the roundhouse!’

			Maddy sighed. It wasn’t that she liked working at the inn; but a job was a job, and a shilling a shilling, and neither was likely to be forthcoming as soon as Mrs Scattergood looked into the cellar. In an hour or so the spell would wear off, and the creatures would crawl back into their hole. Then she could seal it up again, sweep up the mess, mop up the water . . .

			‘Let me explain,’ she tried again.

			But Mrs Scattergood was beyond explanations. Her face had flushed a dangerous red, and her voice was almost as shrill as a rat’s. ‘Adam!’ she shrieked. ‘Get in here right now!’

			Adam was Mrs Scattergood’s son. He and Maddy had always hated each other, and it was the thought of his sneering, gleeful face – and that of her long-absent friend, known in some circles as the one-eyed scallyman – that finally made up her mind.

			‘You’re sure it was One-Eye?’ she said at last.

			‘Of course it was! Now open this—’

			‘All right,’ said Maddy, and reversed the rune. ‘But if I were you, I’d give it an hour.’

			And at that she turned and fled, and was already on the road to Red Horse Hill by the time the shrill, distant screaming began, emerging like smoke from the Seven Sleepers’ kitchen and rising above slumbering Malbry village to vanish into the morning air.

		

	
		
			 

			2

			MALBRY WAS A VILLAGE OF some eight hundred souls. A quiet place, or so it seemed, set between mountain ridges in the valley of the river Strond, which divided the Uplands from the Wilderlands to the north before finally making its way south towards World’s End and into the One Sea.

			The mountains – called the Seven Sleepers, though no one remembered exactly why – were bitter and snow-cloaked all year round, and there was only one pass, the Hindarfell, which was blocked by snow three months in the year. This remoteness affected the valley folk; they kept to themselves, were suspicious of strangers, and (but for Nat Parson, who had once made a pilgrimage as far as World’s End, and who considered himself quite the traveller) had little to do with the world outside.

			There were a dozen little settlements in the valley, from Farnley Tyas at the foot of the mountains to Pease Green at the far side of Little Bear Wood. But Malbry was the biggest and the most important. It housed the valley’s only parson, the largest church, the best inns and the wealthiest farmers. Its houses were built of stone, not wood; there was a smithy, a glassworks, a covered market. Its inhabitants thought themselves better than most, and looked down on the folk of Pog Hill or Fettlefields and laughed in secret at their country ways. The only thorn in Malbry’s side stood roughly two miles from the village. The locals called it Red Horse Hill, and most folk avoided it because of the tales that collected there, and for the goblins that lived beneath its flanks.

			Once, it was said, there had been a castle on the Hill. Malbry itself had been part of its fiefdom, growing crops for the lord of that land – but all that had been a long time ago, before Tribulation and the End of the World. Nowadays there was nothing to see: only a few standing stones, too large to have been looted from the ruins; and, of course, the Red Horse cut into the clay.

			It had long been known as a goblin stronghold. Such places drew them, the villagers said, lured them with promises of treasure and tales of the Elder Age. But it was only in recent years that the Good Folk had ventured as far as the village.

			Fourteen years, to be precise; which was exactly when Jed Smith’s pretty wife Julia had died giving birth to their second daughter. Few doubted that the two were linked; or that the rust-coloured mark on the palm of the child’s hand was the sign of some dreadful misfortune to come.

			And so it was. From that day forth, that Harvestmonth, the goblins had been drawn to the blacksmith’s child. The midwife had seen them, so she said, perched on the baby’s pinewood crib, or grinning from inside the warming pan, or tumbling the blankets. At first the rumours were scarcely voiced. Nan Fey was mad, just like her old granddam, and it was best to take anything she said with a dose of salt. But as time passed, and goblin sightings were reported by such respectable sources as the parson, his wife Ethelberta and even Torval Bishop from over the pass, the rumours grew and soon everyone was wondering how the Smiths, of all people – the Smiths, who never dreamed, went to church every day and would no more have flung themselves into the river Strond than truckle with the Good Folk – could have given birth to two so very different daughters.

			Mae Smith, with her cowslip curls, was widely held to be the prettiest and least imaginative girl in the valley. Jed Smith said she was the image of her poor mother, and it almost broke his heart to see her so, though he smiled when he said it, and his eyes were like stars.

			But Maddy was dark, just like an Outlander, and there was no light in Jed’s eyes when he looked at her only an odd kind of measuring look, as if he were weighing Maddy against her dead mother, and finding that he had been sold short.

			Jed Smith was not the only one to think so. As she grew older, Maddy discovered that she had disappointed almost everyone. An awkward girl with a sullen mouth, a curtain of hair and a tendency to slouch, she had neither Mae’s sweet nature nor her sweet face. Her eyes were rather beautiful, halfway between grey and gold, but few people ever noticed this, and it was widely believed that Maddy Smith was ugly; a troublemaker; too clever for her own good; too stubborn – or too slack – to change.

			Of course folk agreed that it was not her fault she was so brown, or her sister so pretty; but a smile costs nothing, as the saying goes, and if only the girl had made an effort once in a while, or even showed a little gratitude for all the help and free advice she had been given, then maybe she would have settled down.

			But she did not. From the beginning Maddy was wild: never laughed; never cried; never brushed her hair; fought with Adam Scattergood and broke his nose; and if that wasn’t already bad enough, showed signs of being clever – disastrous in a girl – with a tongue on her that could be downright rude.

			No one mentioned the ruinmark, of course. In fact for the first seven years of her life no one had even explained to Maddy what it meant, though Mae pulled faces and called it your blemish and was surprised when Maddy refused to wear the mittens sent to her father by the village’s charitable – and ever-hopeful – widows.

			Someone needed to put things straight with the girl, and at last Nat Parson accepted the unpleasant duty of telling her the facts. Maddy didn’t understand much of it, littered as it was with quotes from the Good Book, but she understood his contempt – and behind it, his fear. It was all there, in the chapter of the Good Book that they called the Book of Tribulation: how after the battle the old gods – the Seer-folk of that time – had been cast into Netherworld; but how in dreams they could still endure, like dandelion seeds on the wind, to enter the minds of the wicked and weak, forever hoping to be reborn . . .

			‘And so their demon blood lives on,’ had said the parson, ‘passed from man to woman, beast to beast. And here you are, by no fault of your own, and as long as you say your prayers and remember your place, there’s no reason why you should not lead as worthwhile a life as any of the rest of us, and earn forgiveness at the hand of the Nameless One.’

			Now Maddy had never liked Nat Parson. She watched him in silence as he spoke, occasionally lifting her left hand and peering at him insolently through the circle of her thumb and forefinger. Nat itched to slap her, but Laws knew what powers her demon blood had given her, and, he wanted as little to do with the girl as possible. The Order would have known what to do with the child. But this was Malbry, not World’s End, and even such a stickler as Nat knew better than to try to enforce World’s End law so far from the Universal City.

			‘Do – you – understand?’ He spoke loudly and slowly.

			Perhaps she was simple, like Crazy Nan Fey. In any case she did not reply, but watched him again through her crooked fingers until at last he sighed and went away.

			After that, or so it seemed, Jed Smith’s youngest daughter had grown wilder than ever. She stopped going to church, lived out in Little Bear Wood for days on end, and spent hours at a time talking to herself (or, more likely, to the goblins). And when the other children played jump-stone around the pond, or went to Nat Parson’s Sunday school, Maddy ran off to Red Horse Hill, or pestered Crazy Nan for tales, or, worse still, made up tales about terrible, impossible things that she told the younger ones to give them nightmares.

			She was an embarrassment to Mae, who was merry as a bluejay (and as brainless), and who would have made a brilliant marriage but for her unruly sister. As compensation, Mae was spoiled and indulged far more than was good for her, while Maddy grew up sullen, unregarded and angry.

			And sullen and angry she might have remained, but for what happened on Red Horse Hill in the summer of her seventh year.

			 

			No one knew much about Red Horse Hill. Some said it had been shaped during the Elder Age, when the heathens still made sacrifices to the old gods. Others said it was the burial mound of some great Outlander chieftain, seeded throughout with deadly traps, though Maddy favoured the theory that the place was a giant treasure mound, piled to the eaves with goblin gold.

			Whatever it was, the Horse was ancient – everyone agreed on that – and although there was no doubt that men had carved it into the flank of the Hill, there was something uncanny about the figure. For a start, the Red Horse never grassed over in spring, nor did the winter snow ever hide its shape. As a result, the Hill was riddled with whispers and tales – tales of the Faërie and of the old gods – and so most people wisely left it alone.

			Maddy liked the Hill, of course. But then, Maddy knew it better than most. All her life she had stayed alert to rumours culled from travellers; to pieces of lore; to sayings, kennings, stories, tales. From these tales she had formed a picture – still maddeningly unclear – of a time before the End of the World, when Red Horse Hill was an enchanted place, and when the old gods – the Seer-folk – walked the land in human guise, sowing stories wherever they went.

			No one in Malbry spoke of them. Even Crazy Nan would not have dared; the Good Book forbade all tales of the Seer-folk, except for those recorded in the Book of Tribulation. And the people of Malbry prided themselves on their devotion to the Good Book. They no longer decked wells in the name of Mother Frigg, or danced on the May, or left crumbs by their doorsteps for Jack-in-the-Green. The shrines and temples of the Seer-folk had all been torn down years ago. Even their names had been largely forgotten, and no one mentioned them any more.

			Almost no one, anyway. The exception was Maddy’s closest friend – known to Mrs Scattergood as that one-eyed scally good-for-nowt, and to others as the Outlander, or just plain One-Eye.

		

	
		
			 

			3

			THEY MET IN THE SUMMER OF Maddy’s seventh year. It was Midsummer’s Fair Day, with games and dancing on the green. There were stalls selling ribbons and fruit and cakes; there were ices for the children; Mae had been crowned Strawberry Queen for the third year running and Maddy was watching it all from her place at the edge of Little Bear Wood, feeling jealous, feeling angry, but nevertheless determined not to join in.

			Her place was a giant copper beech, with a thick, smooth bole and plenty of branches. Thirty feet up, there was a fork into which Maddy liked to sprawl, skirts hiked up, legs on either side of the trunk, watching the village through the crook of her left thumb and forefinger.

			Some years before, Maddy had discovered that when she made this fingering and concentrated very hard, she could see things that could not normally be seen. A bird’s nest underneath the turf; blackberries in the bramble hedge; Adam Scattergood and his cronies hiding behind a garden wall with stones in their pockets and mischief on their minds.

			And it sometimes showed her different things – lights and colours that shone around people and showed their moods – and often these colours left a trail, like a signature for any to read who could.

			Her trick was sjón-henni, or truesight, and it was one of the cantrips of the rune Bjarkán – though Maddy, who had never learned her letters, had never heard of Bjarkán, nor had it ever occurred to her that her trick was magic.

			All her life it had been impressed upon her that magic – be it a glamour, a fingering or even a cantrip – was not only unnatural, but wrong. It was the legacy of the Faërie, the source of Maddy’s bad blood, the ruin of everything good and lawful.

			It was the reason she was here in the first place, when she could have been playing with the other children, or eating pies on the Fair Day green. It was the reason her father avoided her gaze, as if every glance reminded him of the wife he had lost. It was also the reason that Maddy alone of all the villagers noticed the strange, dark man in the wide-brimmed hat walking along the Malbry road – walking not towards the village, as you might have supposed, but in the direction of Red Horse Hill.

			Strangers were not often seen in Malbry, even at a Midsummer’s Fair. Most traders were regulars from one place or another – bringing with them glass and metalware from the Ridings; persimmons from the Southlands; fish from the Islands; spices from the Outlands; skins and furs from the frozen North.

			But if he was a trader, Maddy thought, then this man was travelling light. He had no horse, no mule, no wagon. And he was going the wrong way. He could be an Outlander, she thought. She had heard that Outlanders travelled the Roads, where all kinds of people traded and met, but she had never actually seen one for herself; those savages from the islands and the oceans beyond World’s End, so ignorant that they couldn’t even speak a civilized language. Or he might be a Wilderlander, all painted in blue woad; a madman, a leper, or even a bandit.

			She slipped out of her tree as the stranger passed and began to follow him at a safe distance, keeping to the bushes by the side of the road and watching him through the rune Bjarkán.

			Perhaps he was a soldier, a veteran of some far-off war; he had pulled his hat down over his forehead, but even so, Maddy could see that he wore an eyepatch, which hid the left side of his face. Like an Outlander, he was dark, his skin burnt brown by the summer sun, and Maddy saw with interest that although his long hair was going grey, he did not move like an old man.

			Nor were his colours that of an old man. Maddy had found that old folk left a weak trail; and idiots left hardly any trail at all. But this man had a stronger signature than any she had ever seen. It was a rich and vibrant kingfisher-blue; and Maddy found it hard to reconcile this inner brilliance with the drab, road-weary individual before her on the way to the Hill.

			She continued to follow him, silently and keeping well hidden, and when she reached the brow of the Hill, she hid behind a hummock of grass and watched him as he lay in the shadow of a fallen stone, his one eye fixed on the Red Horse and a small, leather-bound notebook in his hand.

			Minutes passed. He looked half asleep, his face concealed by the brim of his hat. But Maddy knew he was awake; and from time to time he wrote something in his notebook, or turned the page, and then went back to watching the Horse.

			After a while, the Outlander spoke. Not loudly, but so that Maddy could hear, and his voice was low and pleasant, not really what she’d expected of an Outlander at all.

			‘Well?’ he said. ‘Have you seen enough?’

			Maddy was startled. She had made no sound; and as far as she could tell, he had not once looked in her direction. She stood up, feeling rather foolish, and stared at him defiantly. ‘I’m not afraid of you,’ she said.

			‘No?’ said the stranger. ‘Perhaps you should be.’ 

			Maddy decided she could outrun him if need be. She sat down again, just out of reach on the springy grass.

			His book, she now saw, was a collection of scraps, bound together with strips of leather, the pages hedged with thorny script. Maddy, of course, could not read – few villagers could, except for the parson and his prentices, who read the Good Book, and nothing else.

			‘Are you a priest?’ she said at last.

			The stranger laughed, not pleasantly.

			‘A soldier, then?’

			The man said nothing.

			‘A pirate? A mercenary?’

			Again, nothing. The stranger continued to make marks in his little book, pausing occasionally to study the Horse.

			But Maddy’s curiosity had been fired. ‘What happened to your face?’ she said. ‘How were you wounded? Was it a war?’

			Now the stranger looked at her with a trace of impatience. ‘This happened,’ he said, and took off his patch.

			For a moment Maddy stared at him. But it was not the scarred ruin of his eye that held her thus. It was the bluish mark that began just above his brow and extended right down onto his left cheekbone.
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			It was not the same shape as her own ruinmark, but it was recognizably of the same substance; and it was certainly the first time that Maddy had ever seen such a thing on someone other than herself.

			‘Satisfied?’ said the stranger.

			But a great excitement had seized hold of Maddy. ‘What’s that?’ she said. ‘How did you get it? Is it woad? Is it a tattoo? Were you born with it? Do all Outlanders have them?’

			He gave her a small and chilly smile. ‘Didn’t your mamma ever tell you that curiosity killed the kitty-cat?’

			‘My mamma died when I was born.’

			‘I see. What’s your name?’

			‘Maddy. What’s yours?’

			‘You can call me One-Eye’, he said. ‘And what makes you think I’m an Outlander?’

			And then Maddy uncurled her fist, still grubby from her climb up the big beech tree, and showed him the ruinmark on her hand.
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			For a moment the stranger’s good eye widened beneath the brim of his hat. On Maddy’s palm, the ruinmark stood out sharper than usual, still rust-coloured but now flaring bright orange at the edges, and Maddy could feel the burn of it – a tingling sensation, not unpleasant, but definitely there, as if she had grasped something hot a few minutes before.

			He looked at it for a long time. ‘D’you know what you’ve got there, girl?’

			‘Witch’s Ruin,’ said Maddy promptly. ‘My sister thinks I should wear mittens.’

			One-Eye spat. ‘Witch rhymes with bitch. A dirty word for dirty-minded folk. Besides, it was never a Witch’s Ruin,’ he said, ‘but a Witch’s Rune: the runemark of the Fiery.’

			‘Don’t you mean the Faërie?’ said Maddy, intrigued.

			‘Faërie, Fiery, it’s all the same. This rune’ – he looked at it closely – ‘this mark of yours . . . do you know what it is?’

			‘Nat Parson says it’s the devil’s mark.’

			‘Nat Parson’s a gobshite,’ One-Eye said.

			Maddy was torn between a natural feeling of sacrilege and a deep admiration of anyone who dared call a parson gobshite.

			‘Listen to me, girlie,’ he said. ‘Your man Nat Parson has every reason to fear that mark. Aye, and envy it too.’

			Once more he studied the design on Maddy’s palm, with interest and – Maddy thought – some wistfulness. ‘A curious thing,’ he said at last. ‘I never thought to see it here.’

			‘But what is it?’ said Maddy. ‘If the Book isn’t true—’

			‘Oh, there’s truth in the book,’ said One-Eye, and shrugged. ‘But it’s buried deep under legends and lies. The End of the World, for instance . . .’

			‘Tribulation,’ said Maddy helpfully.

			‘Aye, if you like, or Ragnarók. Remember, it’s the winners write the history books, and the losers get the leavings. If the Æsir had won—’

			‘The Æsir?’

			‘Seer-folk, I dare say you’d call ’em here. Well, if they’d won that war – and it was close, mind you –  then the Elder Age would not have ended, and your Good Book would have turned out very different, or maybe never been written at all.’

			Maddy’s ears pricked up at once. ‘The Elder Age? You mean before Tribulation?’

			One-Eye laughed. ‘Aye. If you like. Before that, Order reigned. The Æsir kept it, believe it or not, though there were no Seers among them in those days, and it was the Vanir, from the borders of Chaos – the Faërie, your folk’d call ’em – that were the keepers of the Fire.’

			‘The Fire?’ said Maddy, thinking of her father’s smithy.

			‘Glam. Glám-sýni, they called it. Rune-caster’s glam. Shape-changer’s magic. The Vanir had it, and the children of Chaos. The Æsir only got it later.’

			‘How?’ said Maddy.

			‘Trickery – and theft, of course. They stole it, and remade the Worlds. And such was the power of the runes that even after the Winter War, the fire lay sleeping underground, as fire may sleep for weeks, months – years. And sometimes even now it rekindles itself – in a living creature, even a child—’

			‘Me?’ said Maddy.

			‘Much joy may it bring you.’ He turned away and, frowning, seemed once more absorbed in his book.

			But Maddy had been listening with too much interest to allow One-Eye to stop now. Until then she had heard only fragments of tales – and the scrambled versions from the Book of Tribulation, in which the Seer-folk were mentioned only in warnings against their demonic powers or in an attempt to ridicule those long-dead impostors who called themselves gods.

			‘So – how do you know these stories?’ she said.

			The Outlander smiled. ‘You might say I’m a collector.’

			Maddy’s heart beat faster at the thought of a man who might collect tales in the way another might collect penknives, or butterflies, or stones. ‘Tell me more,’ she said eagerly. ‘Tell me about the Æsir.’

			‘I said a collector, not a storyteller.’

			But Maddy was not to be put off. ‘What happened to them?’ she said. ‘Did they all die? Did the Nameless One hurl them into the Black Fortress of Netherworld, with the snakes and demons?’

			‘Is that what they say?’

			‘Nat Parson does.’

			He made a sharp sound of contempt. ‘Some died; some vanished; some fell; some were lost. New gods emerged to suit a new age, and the old ones were forgotten. Maybe that proves they weren’t gods at all.’

			‘Then what were they?’

			‘They were the Æsir. What else do you need?’

			Once again he turned away, but this time Maddy caught at him. ‘Tell me more about the Æsir.’

			‘There is no more,’ One-Eye said. ‘There’s me. There’s you. And there’s our cousins under the Hill. The dregs, girlie, that’s what we are. The wine’s long gone.’

			‘Cousins,’ said Maddy wistfully. ‘Then you and I must be cousins too.’ It was a strangely attractive thought. That Maddy and One-Eye might both belong to the same secret tribe of travelling folk, both of them marked with Faërie fire . . .

			‘Oh, teach me how to use it,’ she begged, holding out her palm. ‘I know I can do it. I want to learn—’

			But One-Eye had lost patience at last. He snapped his book shut and stood up, shaking the grass stems from his cloak ‘I’m no teacher, little girl. Go play with your friends and leave me alone.’

			‘I have no friends, Outlander,’ she said. ‘Teach me.’

			Now One-Eye had no love for children. He looked down with no affection at all at the grubby little girl with the runemark on her hand, and wondered how he could have let her draw him in. He was getting old – wasn’t that the truth? – old and sentimental, and it was likely to be the death of him – aye, as if the runes hadn’t already told him as much. His most recent casting of the runestones had given him Madr, the Folk, crossed with Thuris, the Thunderer, and finally Hagall, the Destroyer, and if that wasn’t a warning to keep moving on—

			‘Teach me,’ said the little girl.

			‘Leave me alone.’ He began to walk, long-legged, down the side of the Hill, with Maddy running after him.

			‘Teach me.’

			‘I won’t.’

			‘Teach me.’

			‘Get lost!’

			‘Teach me.’

			‘Ye gods!’

			One-Eye made an exasperated sound and forked a runesign with his left hand. Maddy thought she saw something between his fingers – a fleck of blue fire, no more than a spark, as if a ring or gemstone he was wearing had caught the light. But One-Eye wore no rings or gems . . .

			Without thinking, she raised her hand against the spark and pushed it back towards him with a sound like a firecracker going off.

			One-Eye flinched. ‘Who taught you that?’

			‘No one did,’ said Maddy in surprise. Her runemark felt unusually warm; once more changing colour from rusty brown to tiger’s-eye gold.

			For a minute or two One-Eye said nothing. He looked at his hand and flexed the fingers, now throbbing as if they had been burned. He looked at Maddy with renewed curiosity.

			‘Teach me,’ she said.

			There was a long pause. Then he said, ‘You’d better be good. I haven’t taken a pupil – let alone a girl – in more years than I care to remember.’

			Maddy hid her grin beneath her tangled hair.

			For the first time in her life, she had a teacher.

		

	
		
			 

			4

			OVER THE NEXT FORTNIGHT MADDY listened to One-Eye’s teachings with a single-mindedness she had never shown before. Nat Parson had always made it clear that to be a bad-blood was a shameful thing, like being a cripple or a bastard. But here was this man telling her the exact opposite. She had skills, he told her, skills that were unique and valuable. She was an apt pupil, and One-Eye, who had come to the valley as a trader of medicines and salves and who rarely stayed anywhere for longer than a few days, this time extended his visit to almost a month as Maddy absorbed tales, maps, letters, cantrips, runes – every scrap of information her new friend gave her. It was the beginning of a long apprenticeship, and one that would change her world picture for ever.

			 

			Now Maddy’s folk believed in a universe of Nine Worlds. The first was the Firmament, the Sky City of Perfect Order.

			Beneath their world was the Fundament, or World Below, which led to the three lands of Death, Dream and Damnation – and from which led the way to World Beyond, to Netherworld and finally, Pan-daemonium; the home of all Chaos and all things profane.

			And between them, so Maddy was taught, lay the Middle Worlds: Inland, Outland and the One Sea, with Malbry and the valley of the Strond right at the centre, like a bull’s-eye on a shooting target. From which you might have concluded that the folk of Malbry had no small opinion of themselves.

			But now Maddy learned of a world beyond the map’s edge; a world of many parts and contradictions; a world in which Nat Parson or Adam Scattergood – for instance – might be driven to madness by as small a thing as a glimpse of ocean, or an unfamiliar star.

			In such a world, Maddy understood, one man’s religion might be another’s heresy, magic and science might overlap, houses might be built on rivers or underground or high in the air; even the Laws of the Order at World’s End, which she had always assumed were universal, might warp and bend to suit the customs of this new, expanded world.

			Of course only a child or an idiot believed that World’s End actually was the End of the World. There were other lands, everyone knew that. Once there had even been trade with these lands – trade, and sometimes even war. But it was widely held that these Outlands had suffered so badly from Tribulation that their folk had long since fallen into savagery, and no one – no one civilized – went there any more.

			But, of course, One-Eye had. Beyond the One Sea, or so he said, there were men and women as brown as peat, with hair curled tight as bramble-crisp; and these people had never known Tribulation or read the Good Book, but instead worshipped gods of their own – wild brown gods with animal heads – and performed their own kind of magic, and all this was to them every bit as respectable and as everyday as Nat Parson’s Sunday sermons on the far side of the Middle World.

			‘Nat Parson says magic’s the devil’s work,’ said Maddy.

			‘But I dare say he’d turn a blind eye if it suited him?’

			Maddy nodded, hardly daring to smile.

			‘Understand, Maddy, that Good and Evil are not as firmly rooted as your churchman would have you believe. The Good Book preaches Order above all things; therefore Order is Good. Glam works from Chaos, therefore magic is the devil’s work. But a tool is only as good or bad as the one working it. And what is good today may be evil again tomorrow.’

			Maddy frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’

			‘Listen,’ said One-Eye. ‘Since the world began – and it has begun many times, and many times ended, and been remade – the laws of Order and Chaos have opposed each other, advancing and retreating in turn across the Nine Worlds, to contain or disrupt according to their nature. Good and Evil have nothing to do with it. Everything lives – and dies – according to the laws of Order and Chaos, the twin forces that even gods cannot hope to withstand.’

			He looked at Maddy, who was still frowning. She was very young for this lesson, he thought; and yet it was essential that she should learn it now. Even next year might be too late – the Order was already spreading its wings, sending more and more Examiners out of World’s End . . .

			He swallowed his impatience and started again. ‘Here’s a tale of the Æsir that will show you my drift. Their General was called Odin Allfather. You may have heard his name, I dare say.’

			She nodded. ‘He of the spear and the eight-legged horse.’

			‘Aye. Well, he was among those who remade the world in the early days, at the dawn of the Elder Age. And he brought together all his warriors – Thor and Tyr and the rest – to build a great stronghold to push back the Chaos that would have overwhelmed the new world before it was even completed. Its name was Asgard, the Sky Citadel, and it became the First World of those elder days.’

			Maddy nodded. She knew the tale; though the Good Book claimed it was the Nameless One that had built the Sky Citadel, and that the Seer-Folk had won it by trickery.

			One-Eye went on. ‘But the enemy was strong, and many had skills that the Æsir did not possess. And so Odin took a risk. He sought out a son of Chaos and befriended him for the sake of his skills, and took him into Asgard as his brother. You’ll know of him, I guess. They called him the Trickster.’

			Again Maddy nodded.

			‘Loki was his name; wildfire his nature. There are many tales about him. Some show him in an evil light. Some said that Odin was wrong to take him in. But – for a time, at least – Loki served the Æsir well. He was crooked, but he was useful; charm comes easily to the children of Chaos, and it was his charm and his cunning that kept him close at Odin’s side. And though in the end his nature grew too strong and he had to be subdued, it was partly because of Loki that they survived for as long as they did. Perhaps it was their fault for not keeping a closer watch on him. In any case, fire burns; that’s its nature, and you can’t expect to change that. You can use it to cook your meat, or to burn down your neighbour’s house. And is the fire you use for cooking any different to the one you use for burning? And does that mean you should eat your supper raw?’

			Maddy shook her head, still puzzled. ‘So what you’re saying is – I shouldn’t play with fire,’ she said at last.

			‘Of course you should,’ said One-Eye gently. ‘But don’t be surprised if the fire plays back.’

			 

			At last came the day of One-Eye’s departure. He spent most of it trying to convince Maddy that she could not go with him.

			‘You’re barely seven years old, for gods’ sakes. What would I do with you on the Roads?’

			‘I’d work,’ said Maddy. ‘You know I can. I’m not afraid. I know lots of things.’

			‘Oh, aye? Three cantrips and a couple of runes? That’ll get you a long way in World’s—’ He broke off suddenly and began to tug at one of the straps that bound his pack.

			But Maddy was no simpleton. ‘World’s End?’ she said, her eyes widening. ‘You’re going to World’s End?’

			One-Eye said nothing.

			‘Oh, please let me come,’ Maddy begged. ‘I’d help you, I’d carry your stuff, I’d not cause you any trouble—’

			‘No?’ He laughed. ‘Last time I heard, kidnapping was still a crime.’

			‘Oh.’ She hadn’t thought of that. If she disappeared, there would be posses after them from Fettlefields to the Hindarfell, and One-Eye put in the roundhouse, or hanged.

			‘But you’ll forget me,’ Maddy said. ‘I’ll never, ever see you again.’

			One-Eye smiled. ‘I’ll be back next year.’

			But Maddy would not look at him, and stared at the ground and would not speak. One-Eye waited, wryly amused. Still Maddy did not look up, but there came a single small, fierce sniff from beneath the mat of hair.

			‘Maddy, listen,’ he told her gently. ‘If you really want to help me, there’s a way you can. I need a pair of eyes and ears; I need that much more than I need company on the Roads.’ 

			Maddy looked up. ‘Eyes and ears?’

			One-Eye pointed at the Hill, where the dim outline of the Red Horse glowed like banked embers from its rounded flanks, ‘You go there a lot, don’t you?’ he said.

			She nodded.

			‘Do you know what it is?’

			‘A treasure mound?’ suggested Maddy, thinking of the tales of gold under the Hill.

			‘Something far more important than that. It’s a crossroads into World Below, with roads leading down as far as Hel’s kingdom. Perhaps even as far as the river Dream, pouring its waters into the Strond—’

			‘So there’s no treasure?’ said Maddy, disappointed. 

			‘Treasure?’ He laughed. ‘Aye, if you like. A treasure lost since the Elder Age. That’s why the goblins are here in such number. That’s why it carries such a charge. You can feel it, Maddy, can’t you?’ he said. ‘It’s like living under a vulcano.’

			‘What’s a vulcano?’

			‘Never mind. Just watch it, Maddy. Just look out for anything strange. That Horse is only half asleep, and if it wakes up—’

			‘I wish I could wake it,’ said Maddy. ‘Don’t you?’

			One-Eye smiled and shook his head. It was a strange smile, at the same time cynical, and rather sad. He pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t think I do. That’s not a road I’d care to tread, not for all of Otter’s Ransom. Though there may come a time when I have no choice.’

			‘But the treasure?’ she said. ‘You could be rich—’ 

			‘Maddy,’ he sighed. ‘I could be dead.’

			‘But surely—’

			‘There are far worse things than goblins down there, and treasures rarely sleep alone.’

			‘So?’ she said. ‘I’m not afraid.’

			‘I dare say you’re not,’ said One-Eye in a dry voice. ‘But listen, Maddy. You’re seven years old. The Hill – and whatever lies underneath it – has been waiting for a long time. I’m sure it can wait a little longer.’

			‘How much longer?’

			One-Eye laughed.

			‘Next year?’

			‘We’ll see. Learn your lessons, watch the Hill, and look out for me by Harvestmonth.’

			‘Swear you’ll be back?’

			‘On Odin’s name.’

			‘And on yours?’

			He nodded. ‘Aye, girl. That too.’

			 

			After that the Outlander had returned to Malbry once a year – never before Beltane or later than Maddy’s birthday at the end of Harvestmonth – trading fabrics, salt, skins, sugar, salves and news. His arrival was the high point of Maddy’s year; his departure, the beginning of a long darkness.

			Every time he asked her the same question.

			‘What’s new in Malbry?’

			And every time she gave him the same accounts of the goblins and their mischief-making; of larders raided, cellars emptied, sheep stolen, milk soured. And every time he said: ‘Nothing more?’ and when Maddy assured him that was all, he seemed to relax, as if some great burden had been lifted temporarily from his shoulders.

			And, of course, at each visit he taught her new skills.

			First she learned to read and write. She learned poems and songs and foreign tongues; medicines and plant lore and kennings and stories. She learned histories and folk tales and sayings and legends; she studied maps and rivers, mountains and valleys, stones and clouds and charts of the sky.

			Most importantly, she learned the runes. Their names, their values, their fingerings.

			How to carve them into fortune stones, to be scattered and read for a glimpse of the future, or bind them like stalks into a corn dolly; how to fashion them into an ash stick; how to whisper their verses into a cantrip, to skim them like jump-stones, throw them like firecrackers or cast their shadows with her fingers.

			She learned to use Ár, to ensure a good harvest –
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			– and Tyr, to make a hunting spear find its mark –
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			– and Logr, to find water underground.
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			By the time she was ten years old, she knew all sixteen runes of the Elder Script, various bastard runes from foreign parts and several hundred assorted kennings and cantrips. She knew that One-Eye travelled under the sign of Raedo, the Journeyman – though his rune was reversed and therefore unlucky, which meant that he had undergone many trials and misfortunes along the way.

			Maddy’s own runemark was neither broken nor reversed. But according to One-Eye, it was a bastard rune, not a rune of the Elder Script, which made it unpredictable. Bastard runes were tricky, he said. Some worked, but not well. Some worked not at all. And some tended to slip out of alignment, to tipple themselves in small, sly ways, to warp, like arrows that have been left in the rain and will rarely, if ever, hit straight.

			Still, he said, to have any runemark at all was a gift. A rune of the Elder Script, unreversed and unbroken, would be too much for anyone to hope for. The gods had wielded such powers, once. Now, folk did what they could with what was left, that was all.

			But bastard or not, Maddy’s was strong. She quickly surpassed her old friend, for his glam was weak and soon exhausted. Her aim was as good as his, if not better. And she was a fast learner. She learned hug-rúnar, mindrunes, and rísta-rúnar, carven runes, and sig-rúnar, runes of victory. She learned runes that One-Eye himself could not work; broken runes and bastard runes with no names and no verses, and still, he found, she wanted more.

			So he told her tales from under the Hill, and of the serpent that lives at Yggdrasil’s Root, eating away at the foundations of the world. He told her tales of standing stones, and of lost skerries, and of enchanted circles, of Underworld and Netherworld and the lands of Dream and Chaos beyond. He told her tales of Half-Born Hel, and of Jormungand, the World Serpent, and of Surt, the Destroyer, the lord of Chaos, and of the Ice People and of the Tunnel Folk and of Mimir the Wise.

			But her favourite tales were those of the Æsir and the Vanir. She never tired of hearing these, and in the long, lonely months between One-Eye’s visits, the heroes of those stories became Maddy’s friends. Thor the Thunderer with his magic hammer; Idun the Healer and her apples of youth; Odin, the Allfather; Balder the Fair; Tyr, the Warrior; falcon-cloaked Freyja; Heimdall Hawk-Eye; Skadi, the Huntress; Njörd, the Man of the Sea; and Loki, the Trickster, who on different occasions had brought about both the deliverance and the dissolution of the old gods. She applauded their victories, wept for their defeat and, unnatural though that might be, felt more kinship with those long-vanished Seer-folk than she had ever had for Jed Smith or Mae. And as the years passed, she longed ever more for the company of her own kind.

			‘There must be more of us somewhere,’ she said. ‘People like us. Fieries’ – family, she thought – ‘if only we could find them, then maybe, perhaps . . .’

			In that, however, she was disappointed. In seven years, she had never so much as glimpsed another of their kind. There were goblins, of course, and the occasional cat or rabbit born with a ruinmark and quickly dispatched.

			But as for people like themselves . . . They were rare, he told her, when she asked, and most of them had no real powers to speak of anyway. A glimmer, if they were lucky. Enough to earn them a dangerous living.

			And if they were unlucky? In World’s End, where Order had reigned for a hundred years, a runemark, even a broken one, usually led to an arrest – and after that an Examination, and then, more often than not, a hanging (or Cleansing, as they preferred to call them in those parts).

			Best not to think of it, One-Eye said, and reluctantly Maddy took his advice, learning her lessons, re-telling her tales, waiting patiently for his yearly visits and trying hard not to dream of what could never be.

			This year, for the first time, he was late. Maddy’s fourteenth birthday was two weeks gone, the Harvest Moon had worn to a sliver and she was beginning to feel anxious that perhaps this time her old friend would not make it back.

			She tried consulting her fortune stones – a handful of pebbles, carved with runes – but found the resulting combination of Raedo, the Journeyman –
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			– with Thuris, the Thunderer, and Naudr, the Binder, in no way reassuring.
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			One-Eye’s runemark. An oncoming storm? And the third rune – the Binder – the rune of constraint. Was he a prisoner somewhere? Or could that final rune be Death?

			And so when Mrs Scattergood had said he was there – there at last, nearly two weeks late – a great relief and a greater joy had swept her up, and now she ran towards Red Horse Hill, where she knew he would be waiting for her as he always waited for her every year – as she hoped he would every year, for ever.

		

	
		
			 

			5

			BUT MADDY HAD RECKONED WITHOUT Adam Scattergood. The landlady’s son rarely troubled her when she was working – it was dark in the cellar, and the thought of what she might be doing there unsettled him – but he sometimes lurked around the tap, awaiting an opportunity to comment or to jeer. He had pricked up his ears at the commotion in the kitchen – wisely keeping his distance from any danger of work to be done – but when he saw Maddy leaving through the kitchen door, his eyes gleamed and he determined to investigate.

			Adam was two years older than Maddy, somewhat taller, with limp brown hair and a discontented mouth. Bored, sulky and doted upon by his mother, already a parson’s prentice and a favourite of the bishop, he was half feared and half envied by the other children, and he was always causing mischief. Maddy thought he was worse than the goblins, because at least the goblins were funny as well as being annoying, whereas Adam’s tricks were only ugly and stupid.

			He tied firecrackers to dogs’ tails; swung on new saplings to make them break; taunted beggars; stole washing from clotheslines and trampled it in the mud, although he was careful to ensure that someone else always got the blame. In short, Adam was a sneak and a spoiler, and seeing Maddy heading for the Hill, he wondered what business she might have there, and made up his mind to spoil that too.

			Keeping hidden, he followed her, staying low to the bushes that lined the path, until they reached the lower slopes of the Hill, where he crept quietly up on the blind side and was in a moment lost to sight.

			Maddy did not see or hear him. She ran up the hill, almost stumbling in her impatience, until she caught sight of the familiar tall figure sitting among the fallen stones beneath the flank of the Red Horse.

			‘One-Eye!’ she called.

			He was just as she had seen him last, with his back to the stone, his pipe in his mouth, his pack on the grass beside him. As always, he greeted Maddy with a casual nod, as if he had been away for an afternoon, and not a twelvemonth.

			‘So. What’s new in Malbry?’ he said.

			Maddy looked at him in some indignation. ‘Is that all you have to say? You’re two weeks late, I’ve been worried sick, and all you can say is What’s new in Malbry? as if anything important was ever going to happen here . . .’

			One-Eye shrugged. ‘I was delayed.’

			‘Delayed? How?’

			‘It doesn’t matter.’

			Maddy gave a reluctant grin. ‘You and your news. I suppose it never occurs to you that I might worry. I mean, it’s only World’s End you’re coming from – and you never bring me news from there. Doesn’t anything ever happen in World’s End?’

			One-Eye nodded. ‘World’s End is an eventful place.’ 

			‘And yet here you are again.’

			‘Aye.’

			Maddy sighed and sat down next to him on the sweet grass. ‘Well, the big news here is . . . I’m out of a job.’ And smiling as she remembered Mrs Scattergood’s face, she told the tale of that morning’s work, of the sleeping goblin trapped in the cellar, and how in her clumsy haste she had summoned half of World Below in trying to capture him.

			One-Eye listened to the tale in silence.

			‘And Laws, you should have heard the noise she made! I could hear it all the way from Little Bear Wood – honestly, I thought she was going to burst—’

			Laughing, she turned to One-Eye and found him watching her with no amusement at all, but with a rather grim expression. ‘What exactly did you do?’ he said. ‘This is important, Maddy. Tell me everything you remember.’

			Maddy stopped laughing and set herself the task of recalling precisely what had happened in the cellar. She repeated her conversation with the goblin (at mention of the goblins’ Captain she thought One-Eye stiffened, but could not be sure); went over every rune she had used, then tried to explain what had happened next.

			‘Well, first of all I cast Thuris,’ she said. ‘And then I just . . . pointed at the hole and sort of . . . shouted at it—’ 

			‘What did you say?’ said One-Eye quickly.

			But Maddy was feeling anxious by now. ‘What’s wrong?’ she said. ‘Did I do something wrong?’

			‘Just tell me, Maddy. What did you say?’

			‘Well, nothing, that was it. Just noise. Not even a cantrip. It happened so fast – I couldn’t remember—’ She broke off, alarmed. ‘What’s wrong?’ she repeated. ‘What did I do?’

			‘Nothing,’ he said in a heavy voice. ‘I knew it was only a matter of time.’

			‘What was?’ she said.

			But now the Outlander was silent, looking out at the Horse with its mane of long grass illuminated in the morning sun. Finally he began to speak. ‘Maddy,’ he said, ‘you’re growing up.’

			‘I suppose so,’ Maddy frowned. She hoped this wasn’t going to turn out to be a lecture, like the ones she sometimes got from well-meaning ladies of the village about growing into womanhood.

			One-Eye went on. ‘Most especially, your powers have grown. You were strong to begin with, but now your skills are coming to life. Of course, you’re not in control of them yet, but that’s to be expected. You’ll learn.’

			It was a lecture, Maddy thought. Perhaps not quite as embarrassing as the womanhood talk, but—

			One-Eye continued. ‘Glam, as you know, may lie sleeping for years. Just as this Hill has lain sleeping for years. I’ve always suspected that when one awoke, the other would not be far behind.’

			He stopped to fill his pipe, and his fingers shook a little as he pressed the smoke-weed into the bowl. A string of geese passed overhead, V-shaped, towards the Hindarfell. Maddy watched them and felt a sudden chill against her skin. Summer was gone, and falltime would soon give way to winter. For some reason the thought almost brought tears to her eyes.

			‘That Hill of yours,’ said One-Eye at last. ‘For a long time it lay so quiet that I thought perhaps I’d misread the signs, and that it was – as I’d first suspected – just another nicely made barrow from the Elder Days. There have been so many other hills, you see – and springs, and stone circles, and menhirs and caves and wells – that showed the same signs, and came to nothing in the end. But when I found you – and with that runemark—’ He broke off abruptly, and signalled her to listen. ‘Did you hear that?’

			Maddy shook her head.

			‘I thought I heard—’ Something like bees, One-Eye thought. A hive of bees trapped underground. Something bursting to escape . . .

			Briefly Maddy considered asking him what he meant by with that runemark. But it was the first time she had ever seen her old friend so nervous and so ill at ease, and she knew it was best to give him time.

			He looked out again over Red Horse Hill, and the rampant Horse in the morning sun. Such a beautiful thing, the Outlander thought. Such a beautiful thing to be so deadly.

			‘Beats me how any of you can live here,’ he said, ‘with what’s hidden under there.’

			‘D’you mean – the treasure?’ breathed Maddy, who had never quite given up on the tales of buried gold under the Hill.

			One-Eye gave his wistful smile.

			‘So it’s really there?’

			‘It’s there,’ he said. ‘It’s been buried there for five hundred years, awaiting its chance to escape. Without you I might have turned my back on it and never thought of it again. But with you, I thought I might have a chance. And you were so young, so very young. With time, who knew what skills you might develop? Who knew, with that rune, what you might one day become?’

			Maddy listened, eyes wide.

			‘And so,’ he said, ‘I tutored you. I taught you everything I knew, and kept a careful watch on you, knowing that the stronger you became, the more likely it was that you might accidentally disturb what lay sleeping under the Hill.’

			‘Do you mean the goblins?’ said Maddy.

			Slowly One-Eye shook his head. ‘The goblins – and their Captain – have known about you since the day you were born. But until now they had no reason to fear your skills. Count on this morning’s escapade to change all that.’

			‘What do you mean?’ said Maddy anxiously.

			‘I mean that Captain of theirs is no fool, and if he suspects we’re after the – treasure—’

			‘You mean the goblins might find the gold?’

			One-Eye made an impatient noise. ‘Gold?’ he said. ‘That old wives’ tale?’

			‘But you said there was treasure under the Hill.’

			‘Aye,’ he said, ‘and so there is. A treasure of the Elder Age. But no gold, Maddy; not an ingot, not a nugget, not even a nickel penny.’

			‘Then what sort of treasure is it?’ she said.

			He paused, ‘They call it the Whisperer.’

			‘And what is it?’ Maddy said.

			‘I can’t tell you that. Later, perhaps, when we have it safe.’

			‘But you know what it is, don’t you?’

			One-Eye kept his calm with some difficulty. ‘Maddy,’ he said, ‘this isn’t the time. This – treasure – may turn out to be as dangerous as it is valuable. Even speaking of it has its risks. And in many ways it might be safer for it to have stayed sleeping and forgotten.’ He lit his pipe, using the fire-rune Kaen, and a clever little flick of the fingers. ‘But now it’s awake, for good or ill, and the greater danger would be if someone else were to find it – to find it and to put it to use.’

			‘What kind of someone?’ Maddy said.

			He looked at her. ‘Our kind, of course.’

			Now Maddy’s heart was beating faster than one of her father’s hammers. ‘Our kind?’ she said. ‘There are others like me? You know them?’

			He nodded.

			‘How many?’ she said.

			‘Does it matter?’

			‘It does to me,’ said Maddy fiercely. There were others, and One-Eye had never mentioned them. Who were they? Where were they? And if he’d known of their existence all this time, then—
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