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PRELUDE


THE WOLF TASTED THE BABE’S FACE WITH THE TIP OF HIS tongue and pronounced her sweet, and the fox licked the back of her head to see if it was so. For the rest of her life, when this child grew into a faerie with bright eyes and a laugh as loud and unladylike as a crow’s, that spot on her hair would never lie flat. And though she wouldn’t remember the night the creatures had gathered round to look at her and taste and smell her, she would call those unruly hairs her foxlick without knowing why.


The branches overhead thrummed with birds. They would wait their turn, but they wouldn’t be quiet about it. No matter. The creatures weren’t worried about being interrupted by faeries. The imp had smuggled the babe far from home, floating her down Misky Creek on a linden leaf so that this unusual starlight gathering would draw no unwanted notice. The creatures had her for the night, and by morning she would be back snug in her cradle with no one the wiser.


‘Shall we begin?’ asked the imp, nuzzling the babe’s pink cheeks with her whiskers and making her laugh. ‘Who’ll go first?’


They all clamored to go first. Fur brushed against hide, tusks clashed with horns as they pressed nearer, eager and gentle. Most of these creatures would be long dead by the time this babe had grown up and taken her place in the world. But they would give her their blessings in turn and hope they helped her make her way.


There would never be another chance. So much depended on this tiny faerie whom dreams had at last made real.
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‘DEVILS!’ SCREAMED THE FISHERMEN, POINTING AT THE SKY.


Magpie Windwitch didn’t know many human words, but she knew this one, devil, in more than twenty of their languages, though this was the first time she’d been called one herself.


‘Foolish mannies!’ she scoffed, looking down at them from the sky where she was circling their fishing boat amid a swirl of crows.


‘Aieeee!’ the humans wailed, dropping to their knees to pray.


Certainly it was strange to see crows this far out over the open ocean, but to call them devils, that was going a bit far. Magpie shook her head and signaled to the crows to turn away. This wasn’t the boat they sought anyway. The boat they sought would be empty, forsaken by its fishermen and left to drift.


The boat they sought had met a real devil.


The crows rose up, and the West Wind gathered them again into his arms and surged across the sky. Behind them the fishermen lay slouched and gasping against the rails of their boat, their turbans unwinding in the wind. They were right to fear devils. Magpie had a hunter’s respect for fear: it sharpened the senses. But those fishermen, she didn’t doubt, for all their prayers and worry, wouldn’t hesitate to uncork any strange bottle they fished out of the ocean, just to see what was inside. It happened all the time these days, and the devils were just delighted.


She fixed her eyes fiercely on the sea and scanned its breadth between identical horizons, back and forth. It had been days since her grandfather, the West Wind, had heard the albatross’s rumor of an abandoned boat adrift at sea. In the time it had taken him to find her and bring her here, it could have drifted anywhere. The sea was a vast hunting ground, and she was getting nervous. Though the wind held the crows aloft in his airy arms, they weren’t made for such long flight and would still grow tired in time. They needed to find that boat.


‘How you holding up, my feather?’ she asked the crow she rode upon, stroking his sleek head with both hands.


‘Like a leaf on a breeze,’ he answered in his singsong voice. ‘A champagne bubble. A hovering hawk. A cloud! Nothing to it!’


‘So you say. But I’m no tiny sprout anymore, Calypso, and sure you can’t carry me forever.’


‘Piff! Ye weigh no more than a dust mouse, so hush yer spathering. ’Twill be a sore day for me when I can’t carry my ’Pie.’


Magpie went back to scanning the sea, her chin resting on Calypso’s head. Ever since she was a tiny thing, she’d loved riding him, but as she grew up she did so less and less, generally flying alongside him instead. Her own dragonfly wings were sleek as blades, many-paned like stained glass and as swift as any wings under the sun or moon. But she was tired, still drained from a two-day chase in the desert. That scarab devil had given her a time, to be sure, so she hadn’t put up a fuss when Calypso insisted on carrying her.


As far as her keen eyes could tell, the surface of the sea spread out empty all around them. They flew on, deeper into the vastness of it.


An hour passed before at last Magpie spotted a listing, slack-sailed boat. The crows circled, heaving and panting, and dropped out of the arms of the wind to go in for a closer look. Magpie stood up on Calypso’s back. She took one step into thin air and plummeted some thirty feet straight down before flicking her wings open like a fan and coming in for a sharp landing on the boat’s rail. She crouched, paused, then prowled forward like a creature, ready to spring into the air if surprised.


The boat seemed empty. Magpie waved, and all seven crows came in to land. Seeing nothing amiss on deck, they cautiously descended into the fishing boat’s small cabin. There they found signs of recent human habitation: tobacco, dirty tin cups, a backgammon board open on the table. On the same table Magpie found just what she was looking for and had hoped not to find. She had hoped this would turn out to be some human mystery of no interest to herself or any of her kind. But that was not the case.


Lying on its side on the table was a tarnished silver flask with a long neck and elegant scrolled handle. Its wax seal had been broken and lay in two pieces beside it. She and Calypso exchanged a somber look.


‘Might just be a coffeepot,’ the crow offered hopefully. He had a chip in the left side of his beak that made him seem perpetually to grin.


Magpie’s eyes swept over the table and settled on the two halves of the seal. She took it up in her hands, and her face paled. ‘It’s no coffeepot,’ she said.


‘What is it, ’Pie?’ Calypso asked, hopping toward her. The other crows crowded in, curious.


‘What ye got, Mags? Eh, Mags?’ asked the smallest one, Pup, in a quiver of spasmodic energy.


Magpie held the pieces together. Emblazoned in the wax was a hand in the center of a flame. ‘It’s the Magruwen’s seal,’ she said in a hushed voice.


‘The Magruwen?’ they all squawked, puffing up their feathers.


‘The Djinn King?’ gasped Pup’s brother, Pigeon.


‘B-but …’ Calypso stammered, ‘I never heard of him trifling with devils!’


‘Nor I.’ Magpie was solemn, looking around the small cabin. Aside from the seal, there was no evidence a devil had even been here. The odor was usually overwhelming when a devil had freshly been freed from thousands of years stewing in its own stench, but she smelled nothing. She sat back on her heels.


She’d caught quite a few devils since she got started hunting them eight years ago. The scarab devil had made twenty-three, which was, as far as she knew, twenty-three more than any other living faerie had caught. That was twenty-three ancient bottles fished up by humans and twenty-three broken seals. None of those had borne the sigil of the Magruwen. Magpie knew the legends of the devil wars better than anyone, and in none of them did the great Djinn King himself stoop to wrestling snags into their prisons. That had always been the work of his champion, Bellatrix, the greatest faerie of all legend, and the champions of the other six Djinn.


‘What grim beast could need so strong a seal?’ Calypso whispered, peering around the cabin. ‘Think it’s still aboard?’


‘Neh,’ Magpie said. ‘It’s gone.’ She felt no devilish presence. In fact, but for the missing fishermen there seemed nothing at all wrong. She had seen the aftermath of plenty of devil escapes, and they all had two things in common: blood and stench. Here were neither of those, and yet a shiver gripped her spine. For here was something she had never expected to see: the Magruwen’s seal upon a snag’s prison. It shivered her to think what could have been inside it.


Something on the floor caught her eye, and she leapt down to it. ‘Flummox me …’ she said. The crows swooped down, too.


Four pairs of battered canvas shoes were arranged around the table with their toes pointed inward, as if the fishermen had gathered here to open the bottle they’d pulled up in their nets. Whatever had been inside, it had been there for a long, long time, and it had come out hungry. Calypso whistled low. ‘Snatched ’em right out of their slippers,’ he said.


‘Why’d they let it out?’ Pup wanted to know. ‘Why do they always?’


‘I reckon they heard the story about the wishes,’ replied Swig.


Magpie sighed. One devil, just one in all of devil history, had granted three wishes to the human who freed it. Magpie had caught that troublemaking snag five years ago and put him back, but the damage was already done. The mannies had a mania for it now, and every chance they got they freed some wicked thing back into the world, and they surely didn’t get wishes for their trouble.


What had these fools gotten? Just their shoes left behind, and no one to spread that story. ‘Poor dumb mannies,’ she muttered.


‘Curiosity killed the eejit.’ Calypso replied with a shrug.


Magpie frowned at him. Usually pity was the last emotion humans inspired in her, but something about those empty shoes tugged at her heart. She reached toward the frayed fabric of the nearest slipper, forming pictures in her mind as she did so. Glyphs – symbols drawn in one’s thoughts – were the basic element of faerie magic. The simplest were mere shapes that every sprout mastered while learning to read. Making light and fire, floating, hiding, protection from trespass, basic healing, and housework: these things were as easy as the alphabet. Real magic came with more complex glyphs and fusing multiple glyphs together in precise ways – being able to conjure them from memory and ‘vision’ them, hold them burning in one’s mind with perfect concentration.


The glyphs Magpie visioned now were for ‘memory’ and ‘touch,’ and no sooner had she laid her fingers on the human’s slipper than a jolt surged up her arm and she was engulfed in darkness. It went as soon as she jerked her hand away, but the shock drove her to her knees, and she gasped.


‘’Pie!’ squawked Calypso. ‘’Pie, darlin’, what is it?’


Her fingers were still tingling from the jolt. She said, ‘Darkness.’


‘Eh? That all?’


The mannies’ last memory, seared into the last thing they’d touched, was of darkness. This spell for memory touch, learned from faeries in the high Sayash Mountains, had become a valuable snag-hunting tool, more than once showing Magpie the face of the devil she was seeking as glimpsed in its victims’ last moments. But these mannies had seen only darkness. Or had there been something else?


She hesitated and touched the shoe again. This time, braced for it, she didn’t let it knock her to her knees, but she couldn’t stop the gasp it forced from her lips. She drew her hand hastily away and said, ‘Hunger.’


‘Hunger?’


‘Aye. Mad hunger.’ She shivered and with one last quick look around said, ‘Let’s go,’ and they flew back up on deck, several crows lugging the devil’s bottle between them. ‘Rest awhile,’ she told them. ‘It’s a long sky till landfall, and I don’t want to feed any crows to the sea.’


Calypso stretched his wings and yawned. ‘Just a catnap, then. Wake us when it’s time to go, ’Pie.’ He tucked his head against his breast and closed his eyes.


Magpie stretched, too, and looked around. Her grandfather had conjured his faerie skin and was waiting for her in the midst of a clump of napping crows, looking just like a jolly old codger with whiskers, broad-chested and lively. Elementals like the winds or the Djinn could put on skins and enjoy a taste of mortal life, which was how Magpie came to have the West Wind for a grandfather. Six hundred years ago, he’d taken one look at a lovely lass named Sparrow, fallen head over heels for her, and gone to craft himself a faerie skin handsome enough to woo her in.


Sparrow had fallen in love back, and he’d swept her off to a life in the sky, to travel always cuddled to his chest as he soared above the world. It was a bold, wild life for a faerie – most never even left their forests – but she was a bold, wild lass, and so were her daughter and granddaughter after her, and their place in the world was everywhere and nowhere, like gypsies on wing. No home had they but their caravans and campfires, and no family but the one they’d cobbled together of crows, creatures, and kindred souls they’d met on their endless journey round and round the world.


‘Ach, Grandpa, it’s what you thought,’ Magpie said, plopping down next to him and resting her glossy head on his shoulder.


‘Jacksmoke!’ the old fellow cursed, cradling her to his side and absently smoothing down the foxlick that stood up like a tuft from the top of her wind-whipped head. ‘Another loose devil? Skiving plague of meddlesome mannies, can’t leave a bottle well enough alone!’


‘Aye, that’s six in as many months. They keep on like this, the world’ll be crawling with snags like it was before the devil wars! I can’t keep up all on my own.’


‘Maybe you shouldn’t try, love. Leave ’em free! There are too many mannies anyway, neh?’


‘Ach, and what of everyone else? It wasn’t mannies that scarab devil killed, but faeries!’


‘And what of this one? Got away?’


‘Aye.’ She scowled. ‘And Grandpa, there’s something mad strange about this one … its bottle, it was sealed by the Magruwen.’


‘Eh? Impossible!’ he declared. ‘That old scorch never dirtied his hands on devils.’


‘You never heard of anything, then, during the wars? Some lost story?’


‘Neh, and sure I’d remember, no matter it was twenty-five thousand years ago. I remember Bellatrix clear as yesterday. What a sight she was in battle! ’Twas she and the other champions who caught all the snags.’


‘Aye, I always thought so, but what of this seal?’


He took it and examined it, frowning. ‘Jacksmoke. It’s his, all right. Ancient and true.’ He handed it back. ‘No idea what was in the bottle?’


‘Neh, none. There’s no smell, no drool, no blood. Nothing at all.’


‘And what of the fishermen?’


‘Ate them, I reckon.’


‘Ate them? I thought you said there was no blood.’


‘Nary a drop,’ Magpie admitted.


‘Ach, there would be! You ever know a devil to chew with its mouth closed?’


‘Neh …’ she said. But she could still feel that hunger tugging at her through the manny’s left-behind memory. ‘If it didn’t eat them, what did it do to them?’


He shrugged. ‘Could be they launched a skiff and got away.’


‘Maybe,’ Magpie murmured skeptically, thinking of the shoes left so suddenly behind. ‘But I don’t think so.’


‘We’ll put the word out,’ the West Wind said. ‘Split up and ask around in the ports. You’ll find its trail soon enough. You always do, love.’


‘I reckon. But this one … it shivers me, Grandpa.’


‘Mmm. Always listen to your shivers. They’ll save your life sometime.’


When the sun touched the sea, Magpie rousted the crows, and the wind shed his faerie skin and became, once again, a force of nature. Carrying the devil’s empty bottle with them, they took to the sky and traveled on through twilight and starlight, back toward land.
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ACROSS THE WATER IN THE HIDDEN PLACES BENEATH A VAST city, a new thing was taking possession of the darkness. Legions of lesser devils had made their home here for centuries in the underbelly of the human world. Now they fled in panic on their cloven hooves and splayed toes.


A furious wind howled in the underground passages. Those creatures who paused to look back over their shoulders found themselves swept up by a terrible hunger and scarcely had time to wonder what was happening before they ceased to exist. Rats, imps, low devils, and quavering translucent spirits roiled up and out of the sewer grates and made for whatever scraps of shadow they could find in the world above.


Soon the catacombs were empty, and the hungry one prowled on, hunting something far greater than this snack of devils. Dust spun and churned as the wind struggled in his grip, but he dragged it along, merciless. He could feel its panic, but it was powerless against him, for he wielded the one weapon it could never resist: he knew its secret name. He had chanted the elementals’ secret names like a song in his prison, plotting this moment. Vengeance had never been far from his thoughts all the thousands of years of his imprisonment, and now his time had come at last.


Doom dawned.


He seeped like a fog through the stacks of skulls lining the corridors. These were the skulls of a species who had not yet walked the world when he had last been abroad in it. So long had he drifted in the sea that in that time, a new species had risen, built cities, fought its own wars, and been dying long enough to overflow its cemeteries. So many years, so many bones. And through the thick stink of dead humans, he scented something else, deeper, older. Faerie bones. He followed the smell and found the way.


Skeletons slumped silent under years of dust, but the hungry one scarcely noticed them. He had found what he sought. He almost couldn’t believe it: an ember within a circle of dull stones. A mere ember? How the mighty had fallen! What had come to pass, he wondered for the hundredth time since bursting from his bottle, that doom might prove such a simple matter after all?


He savored the moment. As soon as he commanded the wind to expend its final fury in snuffing that dim ember, a new age would begin, an age of unweaving. An age of endings. The hungry one laughed and began to speak.
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‘SKIVE,’ MAGPIE CURSED.


‘Trail’s cold as cold,’ said Calypso.


‘What trail?’ she grumbled. ‘If we even found a trail, that’d be something. But unless Maniac and Mingus come back with news, this snag’s good and gone.’


They stood on the head of a ruined monument to some long-dead human, eyes sweeping restlessly over the olive groves that sprawled down the hillside from their hunting camp. ‘They should’ve been back this morning at the latest,’ said the crow.


‘Aye. If it was Pup and Pigeon I wouldn’t fret, they dither about so, but Maniac and Mingus are never late. I don’t like it.’


‘Nor I, pet.’


A devil leaves no footprints upon the ocean, so Magpie and the crows had split into pairs to search the coastlines that touched all sides of the Surrounded Sea. For a week, she and Calypso had questioned gulls, wharf rats, and low snags in the ports of North Ifrit. Had any new devils come to town, fresh from their bottles? Again and again they’d asked, paying in wine and trinkets for this greasy gossip of devil life, but they hadn’t learned a thing. Neither had Swig and Bertram or Pup and Pigeon, who had arrived back to their island camp the previous day as arranged. Only Maniac and Mingus were yet to return, and as the day passed in a slow scorching arc, Magpie paced and cursed.


When the sun sank from sight with no sign of them winging up the hillside, Magpie swooped down from her perch to where the other crows sat smoking. ‘Come on, birds,’ she told them. ‘We got to go find Maniac and Mingus.’


The crows stubbed out their cheroots and rose in unison to follow her.


They left their brightly painted caravans behind on the small island and traveled light, flying high above the masts of ships and later above the towers and battlements of cities. Magpie looked down on the moon-washed rooftops and thought, This is not my world. It was some other idea of the world laid atop the geography of her own, smothering it.


It was the humans’ world.


In her hundred years, she had seen their towns swell into cities and blacken from the fumes of their foul fires. They dammed rivers, gouged minerals from mountains, built stout ships for murdering whales, chopped down whole forests just to build roofs and cradles for all the new people they daily made.


And the faeries in their wild places knew little of it.


They hadn’t paid much attention when the once-monkeys had come down from the trees. They’d laughed at their crude clothing and the fires sparked by sticks instead of spells and gone on dancing, turning their backs on the land outside their forests. When next they peered out and saw how much of the world had been plowed into fields or crushed under cities, it had come as a great surprise. In fact, the word human meant ‘surprise’ in Old Tongue, the language of the ancients. No one knew where they came from, only that the Djinn who made every other creature had not made them. They hadn’t even predicted them. And there was the rub.


Many thousands of years ago, when the faeries had at long last won the wars, the seven champions had captured the devils in bottles and cast them into the sea. They had crafted elaborate magicks so that nothing could ever free them from their prisons – nothing then alive in the world, anyway. Not faerie nor dragon, elemental, snag, creature, imp, or finfolk could break those seals. But humans? Humans didn’t exist. And then one millennium along they came, fishing the world’s oceans, pulling up ancient bottles in their nets and uncorking them to see what was inside.


Now devils were creeping back into the world, faster and faster all the time, but the age of champions was long past, and little Magpie Windwitch found herself alone against them.


Sometime in the night, they met a breeze who carried a message for them. ‘Those two crows are waiting for you in Rome,’ said the breeze, an air elemental of slight power. ‘They’re all atwitch and atwitter about the news.’


‘What news?’


‘There’s some telling of a wind gone underground, missy, down where the mannies stack their skeletons.’


‘Neh!’ Magpie declared.


‘I hope it’s not true,’ said the breeze.


‘And I,’ Magpie said, knowing how air elementals loathe close spaces. None would ever willingly venture underground. Something strange was at work there. ‘I thank you, cousin,’ Magpie said. She adjusted her course for Rome, that king of human cities. Beneath its majestic domes and spires it was rotting from the roots, its catacombs and cellars a snug home to multitudes of dim snags. These were the ones faeries had never taken the trouble to capture because they were no more dangerous than dogs. Such creatures dwelled in the dark places wherever there were humans, living off garbage and unwary cats and the occasional stray child, but few cities were as infested with them as Rome.


Magpie and the crows flew most of the night, getting a push from whatever wind or breeze they encountered, and they reached the city before the earliest gleams of dawn. They descended into the catacombs through a grate in a bakery cellar, pausing to steal bread while the baker’s back was turned. They had to hop up and down on the loaves to wedge them down through the narrow grate, but after all that trouble they never did get to eat them.


For when Magpie dropped into the underground passage, she knew something was wrong. She peered down the darkened corridor and found no sign of Maniac and Mingus or of anything else. It was utterly silent.


‘Where’ve all the snags got to?’ whispered Pup.


‘Flummox me …’ she whispered back.


Their whispers seemed to boom in the unnatural hush of the catacombs.


‘Something’s mad wrong,’ Pigeon breathed with an anxious flutter.


‘Aye,’ Magpie agreed. There should have been snags here. She had come before to buy their gossip, and though she’d hated the stink of their hidden world, she’d never feared them, as now she feared their absence.


Magpie frowned and began to form glyphs in her mind, but before she was even finished, she was flooded with a powerful memory touch. Darkness. Hunger. She stumbled, and each step brought a new burst of the same terrible memory. Many memories, many creatures, suffering the same terrible fate: darkness. Hunger. Again and again. Finally she leapt to her wings, drawing her feet away from the memories seared into the floor. She shook off the visions, her breath coming fast.


‘Mags! Ye okay, Mags?’ the crows were demanding, crowding round her, unable to feel the magic that had so shaken her. Their bread lay forgotten in the shadows for some rat to retrieve once they’d gone.


Only there were no rats.


There was nothing at all.


‘He’s been here,’ Magpie said. ‘The hungry one.’


The crows puzzled over this. ‘But there en’t any tracks,’ observed Bertram.


Magpie looked down at the dirt. Bertram was right. Every time they’d hunted a devil it had left a ripe trail of some kind to follow, be it drool or destruction or at least rooster tracks. It is a strange fact of magic that a devil, no matter what its feet are shaped like, will always leave rooster prints in soft ground, but though Magpie knew a horde of snags had fled this way, there were no tracks at all. The whole corridor seemed swept clean. Violently so, perhaps. ‘Looks like that wind came through here, my feathers.’


‘Why, Mags?’ Pigeon fretted. ‘Why would it come down here? It en’t natural.’


‘Neh, it isn’t. We’ll keep on this way,’ she said, pointing down the passage. They flew along slowly and listened for life as Magpie’s light gleamed off the stacks of yellowed skulls. Nothing slunk in the shadows or whispered among the bones. Every word the crows spoke echoed. Every wing beat stirred plumes of dust. Magpie had never felt a place so desolate. Even the forsaken temples of the Djinn, so long ago left to crumble into ruin, had not this feeling of death. Of stolen life. Of absence.


Something profound had happened here, she knew, something far deeper than a wind’s rampage or the disappearance of a ragtag population of sad snags. The further she went along the skull-lined passage, the more the feeling stole over her, the sense of a warp in the world where something had been and now was not.


‘Mags,’ croaked Swig. ‘A passage.’


They might easily have walked right past it, for it was barely a passage at all, just a place where the skulls had recessed enough for something to slide past.


‘I don’t like the look of it,’ whispered Pigeon. ‘’Tis sneaky, like.’


Magpie motioned the crows to fall silent. She listened, sniffed, then moved through the crevice in a sinuous prowl. When Magpie Windwitch was on the hunt, a creature nature awoke in her. She moved like a lynx one moment, a lizard the next, a raptor after that, gliding smoothly between them as if she weren’t one creature but all, her faerie self temporarily misplaced in the spaces between. She’d been born to it like a fox kit, a natural tracker with hearing mysteriously sharp, nose unusually keen, and vision clear as a hawk’s or owl’s, by day or night regardless.


But none of these senses propelled her forward now. She saw no tracks, smelled no scent, heard no sound. As on the fishing boat, there was nothing. No blood, no stink. And still something kept her moving and guided her right or left when the narrow passage began to fork, then fork again. It was a sense she had learned not to speak of, for words failed her and she’d grown tired of the blank stares.


It was an awareness of a force that pulsed beneath the skin of the world, unseen and unknowable but as real to her as the blood under the white skin of her own wrists. Her parents didn’t feel it, or her grandmother. No one did. She was alone in it. And sometimes, sometimes … the pulse caught her up in its flow and carried her along, and when that happened, the way ahead felt as clear as a path paved with light.


It carried her now, and she went forth on her wings, the crows hurrying behind her until the passage spilled them all into a chamber. The echoes of their wing beats fluttered like living creatures in the high-vaulted space, and they all fell still. Magpie was the first to see what lay in the center of the room.


Skeletons. Faerie skeletons, many, and so old everything had disintegrated but the white bones themselves. The bones, and the knife that protruded from the nearest one’s spine.


Magpie didn’t linger long over this sight however, for something else caught her notice – a door in the far wall, engraved with a symbol – and her eyes widened in shocked recognition. ‘Neh …’ she whispered, and her wings lifted her toward it, right over the skeletons, her eyes never leaving the symbol. ‘Can it really be … ?’


‘’Pie!’ squawked Calypso suddenly, and at that moment her senses throbbed a warning and she felt something coming at her, plummeting from the shadowed reaches above. She thrust herself backward, twisting in air and reaching in one fluid motion for the knife handle she’d seen, wrenching it free of its sheath of bone and spilling the skeleton asunder. As she spun toward her attacker all sound was lost in the ruckus of crow squalls and their echoes, and she came face-to-face with … the oldest faerie she had ever seen.


Quickly she stayed the knife and hung in the air before him, staring. She had never beheld so ancient a member of her race. The skin of his face sagged like melted wax and his long white beard was woven round him into a cloak that fell to the floor. He wore a crested helm and brandished a sword, and he snarled the word Devil! as he lunged at her. She easily dodged him, seeing as she did that his eyes were clouded – probably blind – and sunk deep in bruise-colored sockets, staring and wild. Never had she seen a soul so blighted by terror.


He raised his sword to swing it again.


‘Sir!’ she cried. ‘I’m no devil! I’m a faerie and a friend!’


Hearing her words, he dropped his sword with a clatter and fell to his knees. He reached out gnarled hands, his blind eyes rolling, seeking her. She set aside the knife and stepped forward, placing her palms flat against his in the greeting that had become custom in wartimes when devils had been wont to masquerade as faeries. Their fingers had ever given away their disguise, having either too many joints or too few, and this meeting of hands was proof of kinship – or the lack of it. Though all faeries still used it, few remembered its grim origin. Something told Magpie this one did.


‘Blessings …’ the old warrior whispered, then closed his hands tight over Magpie’s. She tried to ease her fingers away, but his grip was surprisingly strong.


Alarmed, she wrenched free and drew back from him. ‘Old uncle,’ she said warily. ‘All these faeries who lie here dead – was it you who slew them?’


He answered in a hoarse voice, ‘Nay, ’twas Skuldraig murdered them all. They never learn to leave him lie.’


‘Skuldraig? Who—?’


He cut her off. ‘’Tis of no consequence now. The devil is returned!’


‘Which devil, uncle?’


‘The worst of them all … the hungry one,’ he said with a violent shudder.


‘The hungry one?’ Magpie demanded. ‘What is he?’


‘I couldn’t stop him …’ he whispered, a look of horror on his face.


‘Stop him from what?’


‘He should have killed me, too,’ he went on.


‘Killed? Whom did he kill?’


‘He laughed at me …’ the old faerie whispered, seeming to sink in on himself. ‘He left me alive. I outlived my master,’ he choked. ‘I failed.’


‘Who’s your—?’ Magpie started to ask, but the answer seized her with icy fingers, and she turned back to the door with the symbol engraved on it. ‘The Vritra,’ she whispered. A numbness came over her mind. ‘It’s not possible,’ she said. ‘It’s not possible.’


The Vritra was a Djinn, one of the seven fire elementals who had leapt through the blackness of the beginning to light the forge fires of creation. They had wrought the world, every stick and stone of it, each lightning bolt and firefly, aurora and sunrise, firedrake and fox, onyx and oryx, lemon tree and poison frog, and every frizz of Spanish moss. They had even made the faeries.


And four thousand years ago, they had disappeared without a trace.


With one sweep of his great arm, so the legend said, the Magruwen had knocked his temple at Issrin Ev down the mountainside and vanished, and within days the other six had gone from their own temples as well, never to be seen again. If there was a reason, it was lost in the swirling dusts of the past. Generations of faeries had lived and died since then and the Djinn were all but forgotten. Some said they’d never existed at all and others believed they’d returned to the blackness whence they came. But Magpie and her parents and her grandmother Sparrow believed something else, and here was the proof they were right.


Excavating the ruined temple of the Iblis – one of the Djinn – they had uncovered a symbol in an ancient scroll in which the Iblis’s sigil intertwined with the glyph for dream. A similar symbol had been uncovered in scrolls at the Ithuriel’s temple, and Magpie’s folk had come to believe the seven fire elementals had withdrawn deep into the earth to sleep and dream. But though they had searched, they had never yet found the symbols carved in stone. Magpie stared at the inner door. They had never found a Djinn’s dreaming place or any sign of a Djinn. Until now.


‘Mags!’ said Pup at her elbow. ‘Listen – Maniac and Mingus!’


Indeed, crows could be heard squawking frantically on the other side of the engraved door, but Magpie barely heard them. She could think only of what else might be behind that door. She darted forward and strained against it. Swig joined her and together they pushed it open. Maniac and Mingus fluttered out, croaking and cawing. Strong, stoic Mingus said only, ‘Thanks, Mags, fine to see ye,’ but Maniac had worked himself into one of his rages.


‘Where’s that dastard codger?’ he fumed. ‘He shut us up in the dark to die! Let me at ’im!’


‘Neh,’ said Magpie, grabbing his wing tip. ‘You don’t understand what’s happened—’


‘Don’t I? We came a-hunting that wind and the old prune trapped us here!’


‘Maniac!’ she said sharply. ‘Show some respect to the guardian of a Djinn!’


‘Guardian? That gristle?’ He paused then, realizing what Magpie had said, and repeated, ‘Djinn?’


‘Aye, now hush,’ said Magpie, turning toward the inner chamber. With a sickening feeling, she saw it was utterly dark. A fire elemental’s cave devoid of fire? She swept past the crows and flared her spelled light. Its orange glow fell over the eight sacred pillars that graced all Djinns’ temples, and Magpie knew she was right about this place. On the ground she spotted a small circle of blackened stones. She flew to it and hovered above it. Inside it was nothing but ash.


‘I outlived my master,’ the old faerie had said. Magpie stared at the pit of ash. A Djinn had been dreaming here.


A Djinn was dead.


Her mind revolted. That old faerie was blind – he couldn’t know what had happened, but Magpie could, if she dared. Slowly she stretched out her hand, drew the glyphs in her mind, and ever so gently touched a fingertip to the ashes.


The force of the Vritra’s last memory seemed to scour her hollow. She crumpled over, clutching her arms round herself, choking for air that didn’t come. She could feel the Djinn’s mind screaming inside her as he was unmade. Smoldering flame giving way to a curl of dying smoke. Darkness, and the desperate dying wail of a second creature – a wind – as it was forced to use its own great power to snuff out its creator and spend its own life in the process.


There came a dry crust of a laugh at the very end and a terrible voice that whispered, ‘The fire that burns its bellows can only fall to ash. What poetry in a traitor’s death!’ Then the Vritra knew no more, and Magpie was released from the memory to collapse sobbing to the ground.


It was only after many minutes of crow hugs and rocking and soothing that she began to come back from the depth of unfathomable loss and think about what she’d seen. A wind … it hadn’t been her grandfather, of that she was sure, but kin nonetheless. The devil had commanded a wind to extinguish the Djinn, and the wind had been powerless to resist. The devil had known its secret name. What devil could wield such power? Only the Djinn knew the elementals’ secret names!


The shiver that had gripped Magpie on the fishing boat had long since deepened to dread, and now it deepened further into something approaching despair. What had the humans loosed on the world this time?


‘The devil is returned …’ That was what the old faerie had said. He knew what the beast was! Magpie struggled to her feet and returned to the antechamber where she’d left him.


He was still slumped on his knees, but his haggard face was uplifted in a posture Magpie had seen before, and he was muttering words in Old Tongue.


‘Wait!’ she screamed, darting toward him.


But she was too late. She reached him just as the light left his clouded eyes, and he slumped forward, dead. He had released himself to the Moonlit Gardens, leaving his sad old body behind.


‘Neh neh neh …’ she said frantically, trying to shake him awake, knowing it was futile. ‘Not yet, not yet,’ she whispered. But he had gone.


The Moonlit Gardens were the faeries’ next world, a calm silvered land they traveled to on a day of their own choosing – unless some violence chose the day for them – and from which there was no return. This old warrior – for such he surely was, of the legendary Shadowsharp clan who had guarded the Vritra in ancient days – had long outlasted his life. Faeries could live a thousand years, more if they were stubborn, but never this much more. Magpie had thought the Shadowsharp clan long dead. She couldn’t even guess what will had enabled this one to hold on for centuries past his time. He must have been the last of his clan, unwilling to leave his master alone in the world. What a cruel fate then to fail and live on, all those tired, lonely centuries for naught.


This was a new kind of wickedness in a devil, to recognize a fate worse than death and inflict it. But now the old warrior had let go, and so died the last of another great clan. So many bloodlines had ended without heirs – like Bellatrix’s, to the world’s lasting sorrow. Many others might as well have. With the sad state of magic in this age, faeries bore little resemblance to their glorious forebears. Magpie mourned for bygone days more than most of her folk, because she knew better than they what had been lost. Much had been lost, was being lost every day. That loss was the shape of her life: the struggle against it, the hunt, the unending journey, the hollowness of suspecting that ultimately her family’s work was in vain. That they were as ants trying to stop a landslide by catching one pebble at a time.


The greatness of her folk was past.


Magpie laid her hand over the wizened fingers of the old warrior, closed her eyes, and blessed him in silence. But she cursed him, too. A few more moments, she thought. If he had only waited, he could have told her what manner of devil this hungry one was! Whom could she ask now? She could track the invisible trail of death memories until she added her own to it. Or …


She began to chew her lip, and a sharp focus gradually came back into her eyes.


‘What ye pond’rin’, ’Pie?’ asked Calypso, who knew her looks.


‘Whatever this snag is,’ she said, ‘it’s like nothing we’ve fought before.’


‘Nothing in the world,’ he agreed.


‘Nor nothing we’ve heard or read of.’


‘Neh.’


‘And the only soul we’ve found that’s seen him just took himself where we can’t follow.’


‘Aye, and hasty.’


‘So there’s only one thing to do.’


‘Aye … eh?’ He squinted at her. ‘What?’


‘We got to find the Magruwen, neh? Ask him about it.’


Calypso gaped, his feathers instantly puffing up. ‘Find the Magruwen? Jacksmoke, ’Pie! Ye tetched?’


‘Neh, feather, listen. Now we know we been right about the Djinn – they’re alive, and they’re in the world! My parents have been hunting this proof all my life!’


‘Let’s tell them, then! Let them decide what to do!’


‘There’s no time for that! They’re halfway round the world, and there’s a devil on the loose – a bad, strange beast that’s eating every low snag in its path and sure every faerie too. How many more will he get whilst I ask my parents’ permission? I’m not a sprout anymore!’


‘Ye’ll be a sprout till I say ye’re not!’ Calypso cried. ‘Look at ye, twig of a lass! Scarce gone a hundred and jaunting off to find the Djinn King? Tetched, I tell ye!’


The other crows had gathered round. ‘The Djinn King?’ repeated Pup in an excited chirp. ‘Mags, ye going to find the Djinn King? Eh, Mags?’


‘I’m going to try,’ she said defiantly, her eyes not leaving Calypso’s.


‘But Mags,’ worried Pigeon, who had a glorious imagination for doom. ‘En’t he a fierce old scorch, though? He’ll toast ye up like a dragon’s hankie!’


‘That’s if ye can even find him,’ added Calypso.


‘Aye,’ said Bertram, blinking at her through the thick eyeglasses perched on his beak. ‘And sure he don’t want to be found! Maybe ye don’t remember it – ye were just a babe then, but we seen his temple at Issrin Ev, neh? What he left of it, anywhich, and that weren’t much. Even Bellatrix’s statue got its head knocked clean off, and weren’t she his own champion?’


‘Aye,’ said Calypso. ‘Whatever made him leave his temple, it weren’t a happy business. And he’s stayed gone all these years, ’Pie. He’s through with the world!’


‘You don’t know that!’ she protested. ‘No one knows what happened then! Ach … don’t you see, birds?’ She gestured toward the Vritra’s cave. ‘Suppose this is only the start! Suppose he goes after all the Djinn?’ The crows blinked at her. She added, ‘Who knows whether the world could survive that?’


The crows closed their beaks and shuffled their feet and considered. At last, reluctantly, Calypso said, ‘Put it like that, maybe we ought to try to warn him,’ and the other crows agreed one by one.


Magpie nodded. ‘Right. To Dreamdark, then.’


‘Dreamdark …’ they murmured. ‘Been a long old time.’


‘Aye, Mags, been scores of years since ye been home.’


‘Home? Piff!’ she replied. ‘You’re my home, my feathers. Dreamdark’s just some place I was born.’


‘Just some place?’ repeated Calypso with a short hoot. ‘Dreamdark? Been too long since ye seen it, if ye can say that.’


She scowled. ‘This is no sightseeing trip. Now come on, let’s give this brave codger a decent burial before we go.’


As she turned away, she thought she heard something, a faint pure ringing of crystal, and her eye fell on the knife she had earlier wrenched from the skeleton’s spine. She hesitated, knelt, and picked it up. The sound was gone, and she wondered if she’d heard it at all. The dagger showed no signs of all the years it had lain here. Its blade shone like a sunlit mirror as Magpie slowly turned it, seeing faint arabesques and spirals etched into its steel. A pretty, deadly thing. She searched around until she found, strapped to a skeleton’s thigh, a fine scabbard equally untouched by age. With a feeling of unease, she loosed it from the bone and strapped it to her own leg.


She didn’t recognize the designs engraved in the blade as runes or she would have looked it over more carefully. Most were symbols long fallen from knowledge, but the glyph for curse, at least, would have been familiar. As for the graceful letters that spelled out Skuldraig, they were writ in the alphabet of a forgotten time and to her eyes seemed only an elegant design.
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WITH THE VULTURES EGGING HIM ON, THE IMP THRUST HIS nose out into the world. It was the least ratlike part of him, his nose – flesh while the rest was fur, and quite spectacularly large, with each nostril spacious enough to fit his big toes into, which he frequently did. But though large, it was dainty in its way, and it flushed a delicate crimson as soon as he caught the scent of humans.


He thrust his head further and peered out through the hedge. He saw human lasses leaping about with butterfly nets, dancing near the woods then shying back, fascinated and terrified. Such was the lure of Dreamdark.


The humans had their own name for this most ancient of forests, and their school sat at its very edge, separated from it by only the hedge. But what a hedge! It was an evil bramble, taller than tiptoes and dense as a mermaid’s braid, and it encircled the great wood in an unbroken band. Meddling mannies had found their torches wouldn’t set it ablaze, and those who tried to chop it down would feel the axe seized from within and wrenched from their hands. They stayed away, called it haunted, claimed beasts and fey creatures lurked within.


They were right.


‘Jenny Greenteeth and Nellie Longarms!’ chanted the lasses, daring each other near.


‘Old Rawhead and Hairy Jack!’


‘All the bogeymen together, sitting down to tea!’


Batch Hangnail, the imp, shifted impatiently in the hedge, brambles poking at his meaty backside. Ordinarily the sight of new mannies from whom to scavenge would have excited him, but today he was a pawn in a bigger game.


Once the lasses had raced away in pursuit of a butterfly, he made a crude gesture to the vultures and shoved his bulk through the hedge. He dashed across the rutted path toward the school’s formal garden, following his whim to the strange unkempt place at its edge. Though the rest of the gardens were blooming and bonny, pruned and tidy, this spot was dreary, a tree-shaded circle of weedy bricks with a well at its center.


He climbed the mossy stones and peered down into the darkness, feeling a little flutter in his belly. He wasn’t afraid of the dark, certainly. The dark was his favorite. And wells, he’d been down many. He’d found his best diamond ring in a well, and a number of gold-capped teeth still clinging to their jaw, and the monogrammed handkerchief he wore tied satchel style over his shoulder. He clutched it against him now to ease his aching heart.


His treasures – ah, his treasures! His wheelbarrow full of treasures was so far away now in Rome, and unless he did just as he was told, he might never see it again! He still had his rings, for he wore them on his bristly tail. But all the eyelashes he’d gathered from the cheeks of sleeping children, the hanks of their unwashed hair, the belly button lint, the baby teeth – ah, the baby teeth! – as good as lost, and why? Because an ill-timed feast of rancid kidneys had made him sleepy, and while others fled the catacombs, he snored, to awaken to the terrible voice …


An ancient reek wafted up from inside the well, and Batch breathed deeply, excited in spite of himself. Perhaps this task would have its own rewards, he thought. Then, with scuttling grace, he climbed in and began his long descent. Down he went, and down and down. And down some more! ‘Munch,’ he muttered. ‘’Tis devious deep.’ No ordinary well was this deep, but Batch already suspected this was no ordinary well.


Some time passed, and his little arms and legs grew tired, and the stones became slimier and slipperier. He began to fret. He was already down so deep now he didn’t know if he could climb back out. He imagined his wheelbarrow lying unclaimed forever in the dusty pelvis of that human skeleton back in the catacombs. The thought was so wretched it made him twitch just as he reached for a slimy handhold … and he missed! His arms windmilled as down, down, down he fell, until with a squelching thud he met mud and was buried up to his nose in it, with just those grand pink nostrils poking up. He snuffled deep breaths of rank, sulfurous air through them, letting the good bad smell clear his head. Then he began to fumble about for a toehold in the muck.


By the time he had floundered his way out of it, Batch was a dirtier and richer imp than he had been moments before. Filth-crusted from the top of his head to the tip of his tail, he admired his new silver coins – tossed here, he knew, by silly mannies trying to buy wishes – and one old rusty key. He shoved the key into his satchel along with the coins, trusting his gift enough to know that when he found a thing, there was likely a use for it around the bend.


He padded around the pit of the well until he found a deep-set door. A door that had not been opened for centuries. At his push it creaked inward, and the air from the well shaft flowed in and over a lake of smoke, finding and feeding a low smoldering ember in the depths of the cavern.


The ember glowed brighter.


Batch took one slinking step over the threshold.


Suddenly the ember sparked into flame and reared like a waking beast. Salamanders leapt from stalactites and scurried away as it flared and spun and stretched limbs of fire. Its bright dance seared the eyes, too hot to look upon. Batch flung his hands over his face.


He had found what he sought. He always did.


The fire turned slowly toward him. It didn’t know how long it had slept. Long. It didn’t know if it wanted to wake. The old malice had awoken with it, and also a dull awareness of a new presence in the fabric of the world. Or a new absence. Or both.


‘Who comes?’ it hissed.


Batch stumbled forward. ‘M-m-my Lord Magruwen,’ he stammered, eyes downcast. ‘Forgive my intrusion. I bring you a riddle!’


Once, the Magruwen had cherished riddles. In the long-gone days of visitors, he had traded treasures for them. There were no more visitors now – he had gone deep where no one would find him. And yet here was an imp, smelling of graveyards and drains. The Magruwen started toward him, then paused. He hadn’t worn his head for a very long time. He sucked himself together out of the swirling vapors of his cavern and funneled himself into an ancient skin, buttoning it up and settling the head on last. His eyes burned through vertical slashes in the mask, and where the skin was worn thin, flames could be seen dancing inside it.


‘Who are you?’ he demanded in a voice to scald the ears.


Trembling, Batch answered, ‘I am Batch, Lord. Just a lowly imp. A low creature …’


‘Low creature?’ repeated the Magruwen. ‘You insult the craft of the Djinn who shaped your kind. We made no creature low. If you are low, it is because you choose to creep. Are you low?’


Batch froze. His master had schooled him in just what to say, and he’d already botched it. What was he to answer? Was he low or wasn’t he? No ideas came to him, so he blurted, ‘The riddle, it’s new!’


Fume hissed from the Magruwen’s mask like a sigh. ‘Ask,’ he said.


With relief Batch straightened up, cleared his throat, and recited:


I have a dozen wings to rake the sky,


a dozen eyes to find the dead,


A thousand souls within my guts,


a single will in many heads.


I’ve drifted in the ocean’s womb,


I’ve prowled through catacomb and tomb.


I’ve swept the cobwebs from the clouds,


I’ve wiped my talons clean on shrouds.


I’ve soul of shade and heart of smoke,


I’m ink and stain and clot and cloak.


I’m what you’ve never dreamed about.


I’m tongues gone dumb and fires put out.


What am I?


Fires put out? The Magruwen gave a snort that sent fireworks and salamanders streaming from his eyes and buttonholes. This was an audacious imp, to come before a Djinn and speak of putting out fires! But the Magruwen ceased thinking of the imp when the answer to the riddle brushed his mind like the wing tips of a moth. He flicked it away. It was impossible, just a fancy, and one he was only too glad to ignore. After all, he didn’t care about riddles anymore.


The fireworks subsided. He wanted only to fall back to sleep. ‘Choose a treasure, imp, and be on your way,’ he said wearily.


Batch’s eyes lit up. He’d won. He’d won! ‘Ha ha HA!’ he cackled. He capered about. The Magruwen didn’t even ask the riddle’s answer but simply cleared the smoke from the floor with a languid sweep of his arm. Batch stopped when he saw what lay beneath it. It was too much, too much for a scavenger to bear.


‘You may choose one thing,’ said the Magruwen.


Batch swallowed hard. He’d been in treasure chambers before – he was a scavenger imp, after all. He’d wallowed in gold ingots and pried gems from the eyes of icons with a shrimp fork. He’d plundered robbers’ caves rigged with booby traps and pyramids riddled with curses. He’d even napped in a mummy’s armpit! But nothing had prepared him for this.


The cavern floor glimmered as opals, amethysts, and moonstones caught the glow of the Magruwen’s flame and held it burning in their bellies. There were chalices and lyres and mirrors framed in pearls, broadswords and tiaras and bolts of wondrous cloth. Quite forgetting the reason he’d been sent here, Batch flexed his toes and waded in.


He caressed a clockwork hummingbird that could be wound up to collect nectar in a teacup in its belly. He trailed his fingers over a cauldron of sapphires and paused at a ruby-crusted scimitar. The Magruwen watched. That blade had a nasty habit of turning to smoke at the moment of need. Such dark treasures lay among the bright, and one could not always tell from looking which was which. That paring knife lying there so plain beside the scimitar, for example, could cut through any metal ever forged.


Batch moved on, a pendulum of drool swinging from his lower lip. He didn’t know what he wanted until he saw it, but as soon as he did, desire gripped him by the guts, and a new obsession began to take root in his soul. There upon stacks of folded lace lay a little pair of silver bat wings, just his size. Of all the absurd dreams an imp can harbor in his secret soul, Batch’s was the silliest. He had always longed to fly! To twirl like a faerie in the shimmering forest light. To swoop. To soar! He had a vision of himself fluttering back up the deep shaft of the well and gliding over the world. His fingers reached trembling for the wings.


But he jerked his hand back and wailed. The terrible voice had surfaced inside his head. ‘The pomegranate,’ it had said, and he remembered why he had come. Snuffling, he turned from the wings and faced the Magruwen.


‘My lord,’ he said, ‘the treasure I desire is not here.’


‘What is your desire?’ the Magruwen asked.


‘Your pomegranate, my lord, is my desire.’


The Magruwen’s flames quieted, clenching into a white-hot ball at his very core. ‘What did you just say?’ he asked in a low, dangerous tone.


‘The pomegranate,’ cried Batch. ‘The pomegranate!’


Belatedly, the Magruwen hissed, ‘What was the answer to your riddle?’


‘The answer is my master! Escorted through the sky by vultures! He said you must give me what I want if you don’t guess it!’


‘I must? Your master seeks to bind me to the Djinn’s honor?’


Batch nodded uncertainly.


The Magruwen laughed. It started low as a cat’s yowl but grew to raging, and the old skin burst open and fell away in tatters. Uncloaked, he stood before Batch as a tornado of fire, frenzied and churning, and the imp cringed away from the dazzle. Smoke crept back in like a tide to swallow the treasures.


At last the Magruwen’s awful laughter subsided. ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘since honor requires it.’ And while Batch crouched with his face in his hands, the Magruwen stretched out long arms of smoke. They grew longer and longer until they disappeared through the ceiling of the cave. Up they reached, across strata of earth and rock and root, through the bleached ribs of a dragon and a dark spring swum by water elementals and their imps, through layers of rabbit warrens and forgotten plague cemeteries, finally reaching the school vegetable garden. Smoke fingers plundered among the roots until they found what they were looking for.


In the garden a human lass sat back with a gasp as a turnip top was tugged right out of her hand to disappear in the soil. Gophers, she thought, and moved down the row with a nervous glance at the smoke curling up from the hole.


‘Here’s your pomegranate,’ said the Magruwen, tossing Batch the scorched turnip. ‘Send your master my regards.’
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