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Like the first two volumes, Shadowrise is dedicated to our children Connor Williams and Devon Beale, who continue to oppress me with a mighty, mighty love. They are the two coolest kids in the world.
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Author’s Note


Shadowrise was originally meant to be the final volume of the Shadowmarch trilogy. My profound uneasiness with planning and my inability to count beyond the span of my fingers and toes led me to err once again: when I reached the fifteen-hundred-page point of the manuscript, I realized this last volume would have to be split into two parts.


 


Thus you hold in your hand the first half of the end of the story. The second (and last) part, Shadowheart, should follow within a short matter of months. And I swear that one of these days I will learn how to write a last volume that doesn’t need its own zip code.










Synopsis of


Shadowmarch


Southmarch Castle, the last human city in the north, has stood for two hundred years as a bulwark against the immortal Qar – the fairy folk who have twice fought wars against humanity. This is a bad time for Southmarch, a country whose king, OLIN EDDON, is being held for ransom in another kingdom, leaving only his three children, KENDRICK, the oldest, and the twins BARRICK and BRIONY, to watch over his land and people. Making this uncertain time worse, the Shadowline – the boundary between human lands and the foggy, eternally twilit domain of the Qar – has begun to move closer to Southmarch.


Then Kendrick is murdered in his own castle. SHASO DAN-HEZA, Briony and Barrick’s mentor, is imprisoned for the crime and it seems his guilt is undeniable. Briony does not feel entirely convinced but she is distracted by many other concerns, not least the problems of trying to rule alongside Barrick, her sickly, angry twin.


In fact, matters are growing more confused and more dangerous in Southmarch every day. CHERT and OPAL, two Funderlings, a dwarfish folk who live beneath Southmarch, see a child abandoned by mysterious riders from the far side of the Shadowline. The boy is one of the Big Folk – an ordinary-sized human – but they give him the Funderling name FLINT and take him home to their town under the castle. Meanwhile, CHAVEN, the royal physician, finds his own attention absorbed by a mysterious mirror, and the even more mysterious entity that seems to live inside it.


Princess Briony places much of the blame for her older brother’s death on FERRAS VANSEN, the captain of the royal guard, who she thinks should have done more to protect him. Vansen has an affection for Briony Eddon that goes beyond the bounds of both propriety and good sense. He can only accept mutely when, in part as punishment, she sends him out to the site of a reported attack across the Shadowline by the Qar.


YNNIR, the blind king of those same Qar, has initiated a complicated strategy concerning the castle and its ruling family; dumping the boy Flint near Southmarch was only the first part. That act is already having repercussions: at Kendrick’s funeral the Eddon children’s great aunt, DUCHESS MEROLANNA, sees the boy Flint and almost faints. She is positive she has seen her own illegitimate child, whose birth was kept secret but who disappeared more than fifty years earlier.


Ynnir is not the only one of the Qar with complicated plans. LADY YASAMMEZ, one of the most powerful of the fairies, has gathered an army and is marching across the Shadowline to attack the mortal lands.


Meanwhile, Barrick and Briony find themselves in an ever stranger situation. Their chief counselor, AVIN BRONE, tells them that the TOLLYS, the most powerful rival family in the March Kingdoms, have been entertaining agents of SULEPIS, the AUTARCH OF XIS, the malevolent southern god–king whose goal seems to be to conquer the whole of the northern continent as he has already enslaved the south. (We have already seen him and his apparent madness in his treatment of QINNITAN, an innocent temple novice whom he has declared his newest wife and moved into the harem called the Seclusion. Strangely, though, the only attention she receives there is a kind of religious instruction and a series of disturbing potions the priests force her to drink.)


Back in the northern continent, things get worse. Ferras Vansen and his troop find themselves lured onto the wrong side of the Shadowline. Several of the soldiers are killed by various creatures, and before they find their way back to the lands of men, Vansen sees the army that Yasammez has mustered heading for the March Kingdoms.


MATT TINWRIGHT, a Southmarch poet down on his luck, is asked to write a letter to the Eddon family on behalf of an apparently simple-minded potboy named GIL. A chore Tinwright thinks of as easy money instead gets him arrested and brought in front of Avin Brone, accused of treason. Princess Briony takes pity on Tinwright and frees him, even allowing him to stay in the household as a poet. Of all the troubled folk in Southmarch Castle, Tinwright alone seems to have found some luck.


The Qar destroy Candlerstown and Princess Briony decides Southmarch must send an army to halt the fairies’ advance. To her surprise, her brother Barrick is the first to volunteer to ride out against the Qar. He has confessed to his sister that their father Olin suffers from a kind of madness that caused him to cripple Barrick some years ago, and Barrick believes he has the madness as well, so he feels he might as well risk his life defending the kingdom. Briony cannot talk him out of this, so she tasks Ferras Vansen, who has finally made his way back from beyond the Shadowline, to protect her brother at any cost.


Beneath the castle in Funderling Town the strange boy known as Flint has disappeared. With the help of one of the tiny ROOFTOPPERS, Chert tracks him down in the mysterious, sacred place beneath even their subterranean city, the holy depths known as the Mysteries. There Flint has somehow made his way to an island in an underground lake where stands the strange stone figure known as the Shining Man, sacred to the Funderling people. Chert brings the boy home. Later, with the potboy Gil, Chert will take a magical artifact the boy has brought back from the Mysteries and give it to Yasammez, the dark lady who leads the Qar forces camped outside the castle walls.


It is mid-winter and the army has gone out to fight the Qar. Briony is taunted in public by HENDON TOLLY with her family’s failings and she loses her head so badly that she challenges him to a duel. When he refuses to fight her she is humiliated in front of the court, many of whom already feel she is too young and unstable (and too female) to rule Southmarch. Later, when she goes to keep an appointment with her pregnant stepmother ANISSA, she is surprised by the sudden appearance of Chaven the physician, who has been missing from the castle for some time.


Back on the southern continent, Qinnitan, the reluctant bride of the Autarch, escapes the royal palace of Xis and manages to talk her way onto a ship bound for the northern continent.


Meanwhile, the Qar prove too powerful and too tricky for the Southmarch armies: Prince Barrick and the rest are badly defeated. Barrick himself is almost killed by a giant, but Yasammez spares his life. After a short while alone with him she sends him away and he rides toward the Shadowline in a kind of trance. Ferras Vansen sees him, and when he cannot stop or hinder the confused prince, Vansen goes with Barrick to protect him, as Princess Briony had begged him to do.


Meanwhile, Briony’s meeting with her stepmother turns horrifying when Anissa’s maid proves to be Kendrick’s murderer and again uses a magical stone to turn herself into a demonic creature bent on murdering Briony as well. Only Briony’s courage saves her; the creature is killed. In the shock of the moment, Anissa goes into labor.


Leaving Chaven behind to take care of her stepmother, Briony sets out to free Shaso, her mentor, who has now been proved innocent of Kendrick’s death. When she frees him, though, they find themselves outmaneuvered by Hendon Tolly, who has been manipulating events all this time. He intends to make it look as though Shaso has murdered Briony so Hendon can take the throne. Instead, Briony and Shaso fight their way free and escape Southmarch with the help of some loyal SKIMMERS, a water-loving people who also share the castle. But Briony has been forced to leave her home in the hands of her worst enemies, her brother is gone without trace, and Yasammez and the murderous Qar are now surrounding the castle.










Synopsis of


Shadowplay


BRIONY EDDON and her twin brother BARRICK, the last heirs of the Southmarch royal family, have been separated. Their castle and country are under the control of HENDON TOLLY, a murderous and particularly nasty relative. The vengeful fairies known as the QAR have surrounded Southmarch Castle.


After escaping Hendon, Briony and her mentor, SHASO, take refuge in a nearby city with one of Shaso’s countrymen, but that refuge is soon attacked and burned. Only Briony escapes, but now she is friendless and alone. Starving and ill, she hides in the forest.


Barrick, compelled by something he doesn’t understand, heads north through the fairy lands behind the Shadowline in company with the soldier FERRAS VANSEN. They soon gain a third companion, GYIR THE STORM LANTERN, one of the Qar general YASAMMEZ’s most trusted servants, who has a mission from her to bring a mirror – the very object the boy FLINT took down into the depths beneath the castle and to the feet of the Shining Man – to YNNIR, the king of the Qar. But Barrick and the others are captured by a monster named JIKUYIN, a demigod who has reopened the mines at Greatdeeps in an attempt to find a way to gain the power of the sleeping gods.


Briony Eddon meets a demigoddess, LISIYA, a forest deity now fallen on hard times, who leads Briony to MAKEWELL’S MEN, a troop of theatrical players on their way south to the powerful nation of Syan. Briony joins them, telling them nothing of her real name and situation.


Back in Qul-na-Qar, the home of the fairies, their QUEEN SAQRI is dying, and King Ynnir is helpless to do anything more for her. His only hope, it seems, are the machinations taking place around the magical mirror currently in the hands of Gyir the Storm Lantern. That mirror, and the agreement about it called the Pact of the Glass, is the only thing keeping vengeful Yasammez and her fairy army from destroying Southmarch.


At the same time QINNITAN, the escaped bride of SULEPIS, the AUTARCH OF XIS, has made a life for herself in the city of Hierosol, the southernmost port on the northern continent. What she doesn’t know is that the Autarch has sent DAIKONAS VO, a mercenary killer, to bring her back, compelling Vo with painful magic. The nature of the powerful Autarch’s interest in Qinnitan is still a mystery.


Southmarch Castle remains under the strange non-siege of the Qar. Inside the castle, the poet MATT TINWRIGHT has become enamored of ELAN M’CORY, Hendon Tolly’s mistreated lover. Recognizing that Tinwright cares for her, she asks him to help her kill herself. Unwilling to do this, he tricks her by giving her just enough poison to make her senseless, then smuggles her out of the royal residence so that he can hide her from Hendon.


Tolly maintains his hold on power largely because he has named himself the protector of the newborn ALESSANDROS, heir to the missing KING OLIN. Hendon Tolly appears largely uninterested in the besieging Qar or anything else.


Meanwhile, Olin is being held in the southern city of Hierosol, where he catches a glimpse of Qinnitan (working as a maid in the palace) and sees something strangely familiar in her. He does not have long to think about it before the Autarch’s huge navy sweeps up from the south and besieges Hierosol. Olin’s captor sells him to the Autarch to secure his own safety, although why the god-king of Xis should be interested in the monarch of a small northern country is not clear.


In Greatdeeps, Barrick Eddon and the other prisoners of the demigod Jikuyin are slated for sacrifice in a ritual meant to open the way to the land of the sleeping gods, but the fairy Gyir sacrifices his own life, defeating the demigod’s forces with their own explosives. Gyir dies and Vansen falls through a magical doorway into nothingness. Barrick is left alone to fight his way out of the mines and escape, carrying the mirror that Gyir was meant to take to the fairy-king Ynnir. With his companions gone and only the raven SKURN for company, Barrick begins his lonely journey across the shadowlands toward the fairy city of Qul-na-Qar. His only other companion comes to him solely in dreams – the girl Qinnitan, whom he has never met, but whose thoughts can, for some reason, touch his.


Meanwhile Briony and the theatrical troop have reached the great city of Tessis, capital of Syan. She and the other players meet DAWET there, the onetime servant of Ludis Drakava, King Olin’s captor, but they are all surprised and arrested by Syannese soldiers, although Dawet escapes. The players and Briony are accused of spying. To save her companions, Briony declares her true identity – the princess of Southmarch.


Ferras Vansen, who had fallen into seemingly endless darkness, undergoes a strange, dreamlike journey through the land of the dead at the side of his deceased father. He escapes at last only to find himself no longer behind the Shadowline, but in Funderling Town underneath Southmarch Castle. CHAVEN the physician, who is hiding from Hendon Tolly, is also with the Funderlings now.


Far to the south, in Hierosol, Qinnitan is captured by Daikonas Vo, who takes her to the autarch Sulepis, but the autarch has already left Hierosol on a ship bound for the obscure northern kingdom of Southmarch. Vo commandeers another ship and sets out after his cruel master.


The autarch is not alone on his flagship. Besides his faithful minister PINIMMON VASH, he also has a prisoner – the northern king, OLIN EDDON. And Olin’s ultimate fate, Sulepis informs him, will be to die so that the autarch can gain the power of the sleeping gods.










Prelude


‘TELL ME THE REST OF THE STORY, BIRD.’


The raven cocked his head. ‘Story?’


‘About the god Kupilas – about Crooked, as you call him. Tell the tale, bird. It’s pissing down rain and I’m cold and I’m hungry and I’m lost in the worst place in the world.’


‘Us is wet and hungry, too,’ Skurn reminded him. ‘Us has et scarce but a mashed cocoon or two lately.’


That idea didn’t make Barrick feel any better. ‘Just . . . tell me some more of the tale. Please.’


The raven smoothed his blotched feathers, mollified. ‘S’pose us could. What did us tell last?’


‘About how he met his great-grandmother. And she was going to teach him . . .’


‘Oh, aye. Us recalls it. “I will teach you how to travel in the lands of Emptiness,’’ his great-grandmother did tell Crooked, “which stand beside everything and are in every place, as close as a thought, as invisible as a prayer.’’ Be that what us were telling?’


‘That’s it.’


‘Could p’raps find you somewhat to eat, first?’ Skurn was in a good mood again. ‘This part of the wood be full of Whistling Moths . . .’ He saw the look on Barrick’s face. ‘Well, then, Sir Too-Good-For-Everything – but don’t blame Skurn when you comes over all rumbly-stummicked in the night . . .’


 


‘Crooked did spend long days at the side of Emptiness, his great-grandmother, learning the secrets of her land and its roads and growing wiser even than he had been. He learned many tricks traveling in his great-grandmother’s land, and saw many things when no one thought he watched’em. And though his body was crippled and he had one leg shorter than the other, walking rickety-raw, rickety-raw like a wagon with a broken wheel, Crooked could travel faster than anyone – even his cousin Tricker, who men do call Zosim.


‘Tricker was swiftest of all the clan of the Three Brothers, sly master of roads and poetry and madmen. In truth, clever Tricker had figured out some of Grandmother Emptiness’ secrets all on his ownsome, but he also called her “Old Wind in a Well” when he didn’t know she were listening. After that she made sure Tricker never learned anything more about her lands and their weirdling ways.


‘But Crooked she kept close to her heart and taught him well. The more Crooked learned, the more words and powers he gained, the more he felt it unfair that his father should have been killed and his mother stolen and his uncle and all his kin banished into the sky, while the ones who had done it to them, especially the three biggest brothers – Perin, Kernios, and Erivor, as your folk call’em – should live and laugh on the earth, happy and singing. Crooked brooded on this a long while until at last he thought of a scheme – the deepest, craftiest scheme that ever was.


‘Now all of the three brothers were surrounded by guards and wards of frightsome power, so it were not enough simply to come upon them suddenly, looking to do harm. Water Man Erivor had sea wolves swimming all around his throne, and poison jellies, as well as his water soldiers who guarded him all the green day and green night. Sky Man Perin lived in a palace on the highest mountain of the world, surrounded by the rest of his kin, and he carried the great hammer Crackbolt that Crooked himself had made for him, which could break the world itself if he hammered on it long enough. And Stone Man (called Kernios by your folk) had not so many servitors, but lived in his castle deep in the earth among the dead, and was warded round with tricks and words that could burn the eyes from your head or turn your bones to cracksome ice.


‘But one weakness all the brothers had, which is the weakness any man has, and that was their wives. For even the Firstborn, it is said, are no better than any others in the eyes of their own women.


‘Long had clever Crooked grown his friendships with the wives of two of the brothers: Night, who was Sky Man’s queen, and Moon, who had been cast out by Stone Man and then taken to wife by Water Man, his brother. Both of these queens begrudged their husbands’ freedoms and wished that they too could go out and all about in the world, loving who they pleased and doing what they chose. So to these two Crooked gave a potion to put in their husbands’ wine cups, telling them, “This will make them sleep the night long and not wake once. While they slumber you can do as you please.”


‘Night and Moon were pleased by Crooked’s gift, and promised they would do it that very night.


‘The third brother, cold, hard Stone Man, had found Crooked’s own mother, Flower – I think your kind calls her Zoria – when she was wandering alone and heartsick after the war’s end, and had taken her home to be his wife, casting out his own wife Moon to find her luck in the world. Stone Man then gave Crooked’s mother a new name, Bright Dawn, but although he clothed her in heavy gold and jewels and other gifts of the black earth, she never smiled and never spoke, but sat like one of those dead folk Stone Man ruled from his dark throne. So Crooked went to his mother by darkness and told her of his plan. No need did he have to lie to her, either, who had seen her husband killed, her son tortured, and her family banished. When he gave her the potion she still did not speak or even smile, but she kissed Crooked on his head with her cold lips before she turned away and walked back into the endless corridors of Stone Man’s house. He would see her only once more again.


‘His scheme in place, Crooked went firstly to the house of Water Man, deep beneath the ocean. He traveled through the lands of his great-grandmother, Emptiness, as she had taught him, so that no one in Water Man’s house saw him coming. Crooked slipped past the unsleeping sea wolves like a cold current, and although they guessed he was nearby they could not reach him to tear him to pieces with their sharp teeth. Neither could the poison jellies sting him – Crooked passed through them as though they were nothing but floating lily pads.


‘When at last he found Water Man asleep in his chamber, drunken and senseless with the potion that Moon had given him, Crooked paused, a strange mood come upon him. Water Man had not joined in the torture of Crooked like the other two brothers, and Crooked did not feel the same hatred for him that he felt for Sky Man and Stone Man. Still, Water Man had made war on Crooked’s family and helped to make Crooked’s mother a widow, and then joined his brothers in banishing the rest of Crooked’s clan into the sky. Also, while he lived on the earth the line of the Moisture clan, Crooked’s enemies, would survive. Showing a kind of mercy, Crooked did not wake Water Man up to learn his fate, but instead opened a door into a part of the lands of Emptiness where no one had ever gone, a secret place even his great-grandmother had forgotten, and pushed Water Man through as he slept. Then, when Erivor the Water Man was gone from the world, Crooked closed the door again.


‘He passed out of the undersea house again through his secret paths, wondering whether to go next to confront Sky Man or Stone Man. Of the three brothers, Sky Man was the strongest and cruelest, and had made himself lord of all the gods. He ruled them from his palace atop the mountain called Xandos – the Staff – and the godly court protected him more completely than any walls. His sons Huntsman, Horseman, and Shieldbearer were almost as powerful as their father, and his daughters Wisdom and Forest could also best almost any warrior, let alone a cripple like Crooked. It would make sense to wait until last to attack Sky Man in his great fortress.


‘But the truth was that cold, silent Stone Man, not his raging brother, was the one that frightened Crooked most.


‘So he traveled to the Staff on the paths of Emptiness, and all the clan of Moisture felt his passing but could not see or hear or smell him. Only Huntsman of the sharp eyes and Forest of the fleet foot could even guess where he was. Cruel, pretty Forest ran after Crooked but just missed catching him, pulling off a piece of his tunic. Huntsman fired a magical arrow that actually flew into the lost paths where Crooked walked and nicked his ear, so that blood dripped on his shoulder and his hand of ivory. But they could not stop him and soon he was deep in Sky Man’s palace, where the lord of the house slept his drugged slumber. Crooked bolted the door behind him.


‘ “Wake up!” he cried to sleeping Sky Man. He wanted his enemy to know what was happening and who had done it to him. “Wake up, Loud Voice – I bring your ending!”


‘Sky Man was very strong, even after drinking the potion Crooked had created. He sprang from his bed and took down his great hammer Crackbolt, big as a haywain, and swung it at Crooked. He missed and broke his own gigantic bed into splinters.


‘ “That is nothing to worry about,” Crooked told him. “You will not need that bed again. You will sleep in another, soon – a cold bed in a cold place.”


‘Sky Man roared that Crooked was a traitor, then he threw his hammer as hard as his mighty arm could manage. If any other god or man but Crooked had been its target Crackbolt would have smashed him into bits and scorched those bits to charcoal. But the hammer stopped in mid-flight.


‘ “Did you think I would make a weapon for you that you could use against me?” Crooked asked him. “You call me traitor, but you attacked my father – your own brother – and threw him down by treachery. Now you will get what you deserve.”


‘Then Crooked turned Sky Man’s hammer against him, and the clamor of the blows was like the rumbling-tumble-roar of the lightning. Sky Man Perin cried out to his family and servants to save him. All who lived atop the Staff came running to his aid. But Crooked opened a doorway into the lands of Emptiness and before Sky Man could say another word, he struck him again with the great hammer and knocked him backward into that doorway. The lands of Emptiness pulled at Sky Man like a sucking wind, but Sky Man held on to the floor with all the strength that was in his mighty hands. He would not let go, but neither could he pull himself back from the empty lands where Crooked’s great-grandmother reigned. Crooked smiled at that and stepped back. He opened the door of Sky Man’s chamber and hid behind it. All of the other gods of the mountain, Wisdom and Shieldbearer and Clouds and Caretaker, rushed in. Seeing their lord in such danger they ran to help him, grabbing his arms and trying to pull him back, but the magic of Grandmother Emptiness was strong and they could not overcome it. While they struggled, Crooked came out from behind the door and walked up behind scrawny Old Age, who was at the back of the crowd. Old Age could not even reach Sky Man, but he was pulling on Wisdom, who was pulling on Huntsman, who was holding onto Sky Man’s hand.


‘ “I remember how you spat on my father’s corpse,” Crooked said to Old Age, then lifted up his hand of bronze and his hand of ivory and shoved the ancient one in the back. Old Age stumbled forward and fell against Wisdom, who fell against Huntsman, and soon all those who had come from all over the palace to save their lord fell into the land of Emptiness together. That broke Sky Man’s grip and they all tumbled into the cold darkness forever, every last one.


‘Crooked laughed to see them fall, laughed as they shouted and cursed, laughed hardest when they were gone. He had brooded long on the evil they had done him and he felt no pity.


‘One of Sky Man’s kin, though, had not come into the chamber to help his lord. That was Tricker, who never did anything he could let others do. When he saw what had happened, how Sky Man, the strongest of all the gods had been bested and banished, Tricker was afraid. He ran down from the palace of the gods to warn his father, Stone Man.


‘So it was that when Crooked at last came down from the great mountain Xandos and ran toward the house of Stone Man, swift Tricker had run before him. Crooked had no surprise to help him, so when he reached the great gates of Stone Man’s house he found them locked and barred and guarded by many soldiers. This didn’t stop Crooked. He stole around them on the roads only he and his great-grandmother knew, until he found himself outside the chamber of Stone Man himself. Tricker had warned his father and was just sneaking away, but Crooked caught him and they fought. Crooked grabbed him around the throat and wouldn’t let go. Tricker changed himself into a bull, a snake, a falcon, and even a living flame, but still Crooked wouldn’t let go. At last Tricker gave up and resumed his natural shape, a-begging for his life.


‘ “I tried to save your mother,” Tricker whined. “I tried to help her escape. And I have always been your friend! When all the others were against you, I spoke for you. When they cast you out, did I not take you in and give you wine?”


‘Crooked laughed. “You wanted my mother for yourself and would have had her if she had not escaped. You did not speak for me, you took no side – that is always your way, so that you can ally yourself with whoever wins. And you took me in and gave me wine to make me drunk, so that you would learn from me how to make the magical things I gave to Sky Man and the others, but my ivory hand protected me by breaking the cup, and so you failed.” He lifted Tricker up by the neck and carried him into Stone Man’s chamber. Crooked was still afraid of the lord of the dark earth, but he knew that one way or another the end was coming.


‘Stone Man Kernios trusted no one, so he had not drunk the potion Crooked’s mother had prepared for him. He stood ready now in his frightsome gray armor, his awful spear Earthstar in his hand. He was in the greatness of his strength and in his own palace. But he had one other weapon, too, and when Crooked entered by the roads of Emptiness, appearing from the air in front of him, Stone Man showed that weapon to him.


‘ “Here is your mother,” said Stone Man, “who I brought into my house but who repaid me with treachery.” Stone Man had her grasped tight in his arm and held the point of his spear against her throat. “If you do not surrender to me, binding yourself with the same spells of Emptiness that have allowed you to murder my brothers, she will die before your eyes.”


‘Crooked did not move. “Your brothers have been shown more mercy than they showed my kin. They are not dead, but only sleeping in cold, empty lands, as you soon will, too.”


‘Stone Man laughed. They say it were like a wind from a tomb. “How is that better than death? Sleeping forever in emptiness? Well, you shall have no such gift, as you deem it. You will destroy yourself or your mother will bleed out her life, then I will kill you anyway.”


‘Crooked lifted up Tricker, still choking in the grip of his bronze hand. “And what about your son?”


‘Stone Man’s voice was the unkind rumble of the earth shaking. “I have had many sons. If I survive I can make many more. If I do not, I care not what survives me. Do what you will.”


‘Crooked threw Tricker aside. For a long time he and Stone Man looked at each other like wolves over a kill, neither willing to take the first step. Then Crooked’s mother raised her trembling hands to the sharp point of the spear and slashed her own throat with it, falling to the floor of Stone Man’s chamber in a great wash of blood.


‘Stone Man did not wait. Even as Crooked stared at his mother gasping out her life on the floor, the lord of the black earth flung his great spear, still wet with his mother’s lifeblood, at Crooked’s heart. Crooked tried to make Earthstar obey him but Stone Man had laid his own words of power upon it and Crooked could not bend it to his mastery. Crooked only had time to step sideways into the empty lands. The spear flew past him and struck the wall so hard half the palace fell down and all the lands around shook and quivered.


‘When Crooked stepped back out of the roads of Emptiness, Stone Man was on him. They wrestled then for a long time as the palace itself fell around them, their strength so great and their contending so mighty that the very stones of the earth were all broken and crushed, so that what had once been a rocky fastness of peaks above Stone Man’s house fell down into dust, and the land sunk, and the ocean rushed in all around them, so at last they were fighting on an island of stone amid the waters.


‘At last the two of them caught at each other’s throats. Stone Man was the stronger, and Crooked could only step into the ways of darkness, but Stone Man held on and was carried with him. As they fell through emptiness, Stone Man bent Crooked’s back until it was nearly breaking. Crooked could not draw another breath, and neither could he think as Stone Man crushed out his life.


‘ “Now look into my eyes,” Stone Man said. “You will see a darkness greater than anything Emptiness can make or even imagine.”


‘Crooked was almost caught, for if he had looked once into the eyes of the Lord of the Black Depths he would have been pulled down into death, but instead he turned his head away and sank his teeth into Stone Man’s hand. Stone Man was so pained that his grip loosened and Crooked was able to shake him off, then Stone Man fell away and away into the cloudy, cold dark.


‘Crooked wandered a while in the most distant lands of Emptiness, dizzy and confused, but at last found his way back to Stone Man’s house where his mother’s body lay. He kneeled over her but found he could not weep. Instead he touched his hand to the place she had kissed him, then bent and kissed her cold cheek.


‘ “I have destroyed your destroyers,” he told her silent form.


‘Without warning, a terrible pain went through him as Stone Man’s great spear pierced his chest. Crooked staggered to his feet. Tricker stepped from the shadows where he had hidden. The mischief-maker laughed and capered.


‘ “And now I have destroyed you,” Tricker Zosim cried. “All the great ones except for me are all dead, and I alone am left to rule all the world and the seven times seven mountains and seven times seven seas!”


‘Crooked grasped with his hand of bronze and his hand of ivory at the spear Earthstar that had stabbed him. The great weapon burst into flames and burned away to a cinder. “I am not destroyed,” he said, although he was sorely wounded. “Not yet . . . not yet. . .” ’


 


It was only when the pause had gone on so long that Barrick found himself nodding toward sleep that he finally looked up. ‘Bird? Skurn? What happened next?’ His eyes widened. ‘Where are you?’


A few moments later a mostly black shape flapped down out of the perpetual gray sky with a horrid something wriggling in its black beak.


‘Urm,’ it said, while most of the legs were still hanging out, kicking in hopeless protest. ‘Lovely. Us’ll finish the tale later. Spotted a whole nest of these, us has. Taste just like dead mouse’fore it bloats too far and bursts. Shall us fetch you one or two?’


‘Oh, gods,’ groaned Barrick as he turned away in disgust. ‘Wherever you are, alive or dead or sleeping, please give me strength.’


The raven sniffed at his foolishness. ‘Praying for strength be not enough. For us to stay strong, us has to eat.’
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The Sham Crown


‘As far as I can discover, there is no place upon the two continents or the islands of the sea that is without legends of the fairy folk. But whether they once lived in all these places or their memory was brought to the places by men when they came, no one can say.’


—from ‘A Treatise on the Fairy Peoples of Eion and Xand’


THE TEMPLE BELL WAS RINGING for midday prayers. Briony felt a clutch of shame – she was already an hour later than she had promised, in large part because of Lord Jino and his shrewd, seemingly endless questions.


‘Please, my lord,’ she told him as she rose to her feet. ‘I apologize, but I truly must go to see my friends.’ So hard after months of rough living to get the knack of ladylike movement and speech once more – it felt at least as false as any part she’d played for the theater troupe. ‘I crave your pardon.’


‘By friends, you mean the players?’ Erasmias Jino cocked a stylishly plucked eyebrow. The Syannese lord looked like a fop, but that was only the Syannese style: Jino was renowned for his shrewdness and had also killed three men in duels decreed by the Court of Honor. ‘Surely, Your Highness, you are not still pretending that such as you could truly be friends with . . . such as those. They enabled you to travel in secrecy – a clever stratagem when traveling through unsafe country on dangerous roads – but the time for that imposture is over.’


‘Nevertheless, I must go to see them. It is my duty.’ She had to admit that much of what he said was true. She hadn’t treated the players as true friends, but had kept all that was most important about herself a secret. They had opened their lives to her but Briony Eddon had not reciprocated, nor even come close: they had been honest, she had been the opposite.


Well, most of them had been honest. ‘I understand you have released all except Finn Teodoros. He claimed to bear messages for your king from Lord Brone. I am Avin Brone’s true monarch and he would not have them kept from me, I know. I would like to hear those messages.’


Jino smiled and brushed his fingers through his beard. ‘Perhaps you will, but that is for my master King Enander to decide, Princess Briony. He will see you later today.’ The juxtaposition of tides was no accident: Jino was reminding her that she stood below the Syannese king in precedence, and would have even in her own country – but she was not, most definitely not, in her own country.


Lord Jino rose with a smooth grace most women would have envied. ‘Come. I will take you to the players now.’


Father gone, Kendrick gone, Barrick . . . She fought to keep the tears that suddenly trembled on her lower lid from running over. Shaso, and now Dawet. All gone, most of them dead – maybe all of them . . . She tried to steady herself before the Syannese official noticed. And now I must say goodbye to Makewell’s Men as well. It was a strange feeling, this loneliness. Always before she had felt it as something temporary, as something that must be endured until her situation improved. For the first time she was beginning to sense that it might not be temporary at all, that she might have to learn to live this way, tall and straight as a statue, hard as stone, but hollow inside. All, all hollow. . .


Jino led her across the residence and then through one of Broadhall Palace’s great gardens and into a quiet hallway built along the inside of the palace’s great wall. Such a vast dwelling – the palace alone as large as all of Southmarch, castle and city. And she knew not a soul here, had no one to trust . . .


Allies. I need allies in this strange land.


The Southmarch players were sitting on a bench in a windowless chamber under the eyes of several guards. Most of them already looked frightened; the sight of Briony, confirmed now as their ruler and dressed in expensive clothes Jino had provided for her, did not make them any less so. Estir Makewell, whose last words to Briony had been angry and unpleasant, even blanched and hunched her shoulders as though she expected to be struck. Of all the players on the bench, only young Feival did not look cowed. He eyed her up and down.


‘Look at what they’ve got you up in!’ he said approvingly. ‘But stand up straight, girl, and wear it as though you mean it!’


Briony smiled in spite of herself. ‘I’ve lost the knack, I guess.’


The reprobate Nevin Hewney was eyeing her as well, frowning in wonderment. ‘By the gods, they told the truth. To think – had I but tried a little harder, I could have knobbed a princess!’


Estir Makewell, gasped. Her brother Pedder fell off the bench and two guards lowered their halberds in case this might be the start of some general uprising. ‘Blessed Zoria save us!’ Estir cried hoarsely, staring at the fierce blades. ‘Hewney, you fool, you will have us all on the headsman’s block!’


Briony could not help being a little amused, but did not feel she could afford to show too much familiarity in front of the guards and Jino. ‘Be assured that should I take offense,’ she said, ‘it is only Hewney who would pay the price for his ungovernable tongue.’ She fixed the playwright with a stern gaze. ‘And were I to read out the bill of particulars against him I might start with the time he referred to myself and my brother as “twin whelps sired by Stupidity on the bitch Privilege.’ Or perhaps the time he referred to my imprisoned father as “Ludis Drakava’s royal bum-toy.” I think either of those would suffice to put the headsman to work.’


Nevin Hewney groaned, a touch too loud to be convincingly repentant – the man was either almost fearless or stupefied by years of drink. ‘Do you see?’ he demanded of his comrades. ‘That is what comes of youth and sobriety. Her memory is horrifyingly sharp. What a curse – never to forget even the slightest bit of foolishness. Your Highness, you have my pity!’


‘Oh, shut up, Hewney,’ said Briony. ‘I’m not going to hold you responsible for things you said when you didn’t know who I was, but you’re not half as charming or clever as you think you are.’


‘Thank you, Highness.’ The playwright and actor sketched a bow. ‘For, since I think quite highly of myself, that still leaves me with a formidable weight of charm.’


Briony could only shake her head. She turned to Dowan, the soft-spoken giant for whom she had a particular fondness. ‘In truth, I’ve just come to say goodbye. I’ll do my best to get them to let Finn go quickly.’


‘Is it really true, then?’ he asked. ‘Are you really . . . who they say you are, Mistress? Highness?’


‘I’m afraid so,’ she told him. ‘I did not wish to lie to you, but I feared for my life. I’ll never forget the kindness with which you treated me.’ She turned to the others and even found a smile for Estir. ‘All of you. Yes, even Master Nevin, although in his case it was interspersed with lechery and his unending love for the music of his own voice.’


‘Hah!’ Pedder Makewell was sitting up again, feeling better. ‘She has scored another hit on you, Hewney.’


‘I care not,’ said the playwright airily. ‘For the mistress of all Southmarch has proclaimed I am half of the most charming man in the world.’


‘But I am not the mistress of all Southmarch.’ Briony looked over to Erasmias Jino, who had been watching the entire performance with a polite smile on his face, like a theatergoer who had seen better work only the night before. ‘And that is why you must not go back there – not yet.’ She turned to the Syannese nobleman. ‘News of my presence here will reach Southmarch, will it not?’


He shrugged. ‘We will not keep it secret – we are not at war with your country, princess. In fact, we are told that Tolly only protects the throne against the return of your father . . . or, presumably, you.’


‘That’s a lie! He tried to kill me.’


Jino spread his hands. ‘I’m certain you are right, Princess Briony. But it is . . . complicated . . .’


‘Do you see?’ she said, turning back to the players. ‘So you must stay here in Tessis, at least until I know more of what I will do. Play your plays. I’m afraid you’ll have to find another actress to play Zoria.’ She smiled again. ‘It should not be hard to find a better one, I’m sure.’


‘In truth I thought you were coming along quite well,’ Feival told her. ‘Not enough to make them forget me, thanks to Zosim and all the other gods, but nicely.’


‘He speaks true,’ said Dowan Birch. ‘You could still make a grand player someday, if you but worked at it a little.’ He looked around, reddening, as the others laughed.


Briony, though, wasn’t laughing. She had felt a sharp pang at his words, at the glimpse into an impossible other life where things were different, where she could have lived as she chose. ‘Thank you, Dowan.’ She stood up. ‘Don’t fear – we’ll soon find you all a place to stay.’ And in the meantime, Briony could keep the players close by and consider the idea that had come to her. ‘Farewell, then, until our next meeting.’


As the players were conducted out by a pair of guards, Hewney broke away from them and came back to Briony. ‘In truth,’ he whispered, ‘I like you better in this role, child. You play the part of a queen most convincingly. Keep it up and I foresee good reviews for you in future.’ He gave her a quick kiss scented with wine – and where had he gotten any wine, she wondered, while in King Enander’s custody? – before following the others out.


‘Well, by the sweet Orphan,’ Lord Jino said, ‘that was all most . . . interesting. Sometime you must tell me what it is like to travel with such people. But now, you are called to a more elevated performance – a command performance, as such are called.’


It took her a moment. ‘The king?’


‘Yes, Highness. His august Majesty, the King of all Syan, wishes to meet you.’


 


Briony would have been one of the first to admit that the throne room back in Southmarch might be dignified, even impressive, but it was not awesome. The ceiling was full of fine old carvings but they were hard to see in the dark chamber except on festival days when all the candles were set blazing. The ceiling itself was high, but only in comparison to most of the rest of the rooms – there were higher ceilings within many of the great houses of the March Kingdoms. And the colored windows that in her childhood had formed her strongest idea of heaven were not even as nice as those in the great Trigonate temple in the outer keep beyond the Raven’s Gate. Still, Briony had always thought that there could not be much difference between her home and the other royal palaces of Eion. Her father was a king, after all, and his father and grandfather had been kings before him – a line that went back generations. Surely the monarchs of Syan and Brenland and Perikal did not live much more grandly, she had thought. But since she had come to famous Broadhall Palace, Briony had quickly lost her illusions.


From the first hour of her capture, as the coach surrounded by a troop of soldiers had passed through the portcullis and gate and onto the palace grounds, she had begun to feel foolish. How could she have thought her family something other than rustic – the same sort of faded, countrified nobles that she and Barrick had found so amusing back home? And now she stood beside Jino in the throne room itself, the voluminous chamber that for centuries had been the heart of the entire continent, and which still was the capital of one of the most powerful nations in the world, and her own witless pretension was a bone in her throat.


The Broadhall throne room was vast, to begin with, the ceiling twice as lofty as that of Southmarch’s greatest temple, and carved and painted in such wonderful, startling detail that it looked as though an entire population of Funderlings had worked on it for a century. (That was exactly what had happened, she found out later, although here in Syan they called their small people Kallikans.) Each brilliant window stained with sun-bright colors looked as big as the Basilisk Gate back home, and there were dozens of them, so that the huge room seemed to be crowned with rainbows. The floor was a swirling pattern of black and white marble squares, an intricate circular mosaic called Perin’s Eye – famous throughout the world, Erasmias Jino informed her as he led her across it. She followed him past the huge but empty throne and the company of armored knights in blue, red, and gold who stood solemnly against the throne room’s great walls, still and silent as statues.


‘You must permit me to show you the gardens at some point,’ the marquis told her. ‘The throne room is very fine, of course, but the royal gardens are truly extraordinary.’


I take your point, fellow – this is what a true kingdom looks like. She kept her face cheerfully empty, but Jino’s high-handedness griped her. You do not think much of Southmarch or our small problems and you want to remind me what real grandeur and real power look like. Yes, I take your point. You think my family’s crown is no more impressive than the sham crown of wood and gold paint that I wore on the stage.


But the heart of a kingdom is not small just because the kingdom is, she thought.


Jino led her through a door at the back of the throne room, this one surrounded by a group of guards in different, although complementary, shades of blue and red from those lined along the walls of the throne room. ‘The King’s Cabinet,’ said Jino, opening the door and gesturing for her to go in. A herald in a brilliant sky-blue tabard embroidered with Syan’s famous sword and flowering almond branch, asked her name and title, then stamped his gold-topped stick on the floor.


‘Briony te Meriel te Krisanthe M’Connord Eddon, Princess Regent of the March Kingdoms,’ he announced, as casually as if she were the fourth or fifth princess who’d come through the door that day. For all Briony knew, she might have been: two or three dozen guards, servants, and beautifully dressed courtiers filled the richly appointed room, and though many of them watched her entrance, few showed any signs of overwhelming interest.


‘Ah, of course, Olin’s child!’ said the bearded man on the high-backed couch, waving her forward. He was dressed in serious, dark clothes and his voice was deep and strong. ‘I see his face in yours. This is an unexpected pleasure.’


‘Thank you, your Majesty.’ Briony made her curtsies. Enander Karallios was the most powerful ruler in Eion and looked the part. He had gone a little to fat in recent years, but he was a big man and managed to carry it well. His hair was dark, almost black, with only a little gray, and his face, though rounded by age and weight, was still strong and impressive, brow high, eyes wide-set, his nose strong and sharp, so that it was still quite possible to see why as a younger man he had been considered a very dashing and handsome prince indeed. ‘Come, child, sit down. We are pleased to see you. Your father is dear to us.’


‘Dear to all of Eion,’ said the woman in the beautiful pearled gown beside him. This must be Ananka te Voa, Briony realized, a powerful noblewoman in her own right, but also, and far more important, a mistress to kings. Briony was a little shocked to see her sitting at Enander’s side so openly. The king’s second wife had died some years ago, but the gossip Briony had heard among Makewell’s Men suggested that he had only taken up with this woman recently, after Ananka had left her old lover, Hesper, the king of Jael and Jellon.


Hesper the bloody-handed traitor . . .!


Briony, who had been in mid-curtsy, almost lost her balance as she thought of him. There were few men in the world Briony would have seen tortured, but Hesper was one of them. She couldn’t help wondering whether Ananka had been at his side when Hesper had decided to imprison Briony’s father Olin and then sell him to Ludis Drakava. Looking at the woman’s sharp, hard eyes, it was easy enough to believe.


‘You are both very kind,’ Briony said, doing her best to keep her voice even. ‘My father has always spoken of you with the highest regard and love, King Enander.’


‘And how is he? Have you had word from him?’ Enander was toying with something in his lap and it distracted her. After a moment she saw the bright little eyes peering out from beneath his heavy velvet sleeve. It was a small animal, a tiny dog or a ferret.


‘Some letters, yes, but not since I left Southmarch.’ She couldn’t help wondering what the two of them were thinking. They acted as though this was any other audience – did they not know her situation? ‘Your Majesty is doubtless aware that I left my home . . . well, let us say I did not go by choice. One of my subjects . . . no, one of my father’s subjects, Hendon Tolly, has traitorously seized the throne of the March Kingdoms. I suspect he murdered my older brother, as well as his own.’ In truth, Kendrick’s death was the one crime she could not with certainty lay against Hendon Tolly, but he had admitted his role in his own brother Gailon’s death.


‘Lord Tolly says differently, as you probably know,’ said Enander, looking troubled. ‘We cannot take sides – not without knowing more. I’m sure you understand. Lord Tolly claims you ran away, that all he does is protect Olin’s remaining heir, the infant Alessandros. That is the boy’s name, is it not?’ he asked Ananka.


‘Yes, Alessandros.’ She turned back to Briony. ‘You poor child.’ Ananka was handsome, but she used too much powder – it accentuated the lines of her thin face rather than hid them. Still, she was the kind of woman who had always made Briony feel like a clumsy, stupid little girl. ‘How you must have suffered. And we have heard such stories! Is it true Southmarch was attacked by the fairies?’


King Enander gave her an irritated look, perhaps because he did not want to be reminded of Syan’s old debt to Anglin’s line in the fairy wars of the past.


‘Yes, it was, my lady,’ Briony said. ‘And as far as I know, still under siege . . .’


‘But we hear that you hid yourself among a company of peasants and escaped – walking all the way from Southmarch! How clever! How brave!’


‘In truth, it was a company of players . . . ma’am.’ Briony had learned how to swallow an angry reply, but it did not taste good. ‘And I was not escaping the siege, but my own treacherous . . .’


‘Yes, we have heard – quite a story!’ Enander cut her off before she could say more. It was not an accident. ‘But we have had only the barest bones – of course, you must flesh them out for us soon. Ah-ah,’ he said, lifting his hand when she might have spoken again. ‘But no more talk now, my dear – you must be exhausted after your ordeal. Time enough for everything when you are feeling stronger. We will see you tonight at supper.’


She thanked him and made another curtsy. So, she wondered, am I a guest? Or a prisoner? It wasn’t entirely clear.


As Lord Jino led her out of the King’s Cabinet, Briony fought against anger and unhappiness. Enander had received her kindly and courteously, and so far the Syannese had treated her as well as she could have hoped. Had she expected that the king would stand up, declare undying loyalty to the blood of Anglin’s line, and immediately equip her with an army to go back and overthrow the Tollys? Of course not. But she also had the distinct feeling from the king’s mien that such a thing wasn’t only to be delayed, it was never going to happen at all.


Briony was so immersed in her thoughts that she nearly walked into a tall man coming across the throne room, headed toward the chamber she had just left. As she started back he reached out a strong hand to keep her upright.


‘Apologies, Mistress,’ he said. ‘Are you well?’


‘Your Royal Highness,’ said Jino. ‘You are back before we looked for you.’


Briony straightened her clothes to cover her confusion. Royal Highness? Then this young man must be Eneas, the prince. She felt her breath getting a little short as she looked up. Was this truly the boy she had thought about so much during that year of her childhood? He was certainly as handsome as the prince she had imagined, tall and slender but wide-shouldered, with a tangled mass of black hair like a horse’s mane after a long, fast ride.


‘There is much to tell,’ the prince said. ‘I rode fast.’ He looked at Briony, puzzled. ‘And who is this?’


‘Highness, allow me to present Briony te Meriel te Krisanthe . . .’ Jino began.


‘Briony Eddon?’ The prince interrupted him. ‘Are you truly Briony Eddon? Olin’s daughter? But what are you doing here?’ Suddenly remembering his manners, he grabbed her hand and lifted it to his lips, but his eyes never left her face.


‘I will explain all later, Highness,’ Jino said. ‘But your father will want to hear your news about the southern armies. Did everything go well?’


‘No,’ Eneas said. ‘No, it did not.’ He turned back to Briony. ‘Are you dining with us tonight? Say yes.’


‘Y-yes, of course.’


‘Good. We will speak more then. It is astounding to see you here. I was just thinking about your father – I admire him greatly, you know. Is he well?’ He did not wait for an answer. ‘Jino is right, I should go. But I look forward to our conversation later.’ He took her hand, kissed it again, a mere brush of his dry, wind-chapped lips, but looked at her as though he meant to memorize her every feature. ‘I told them you would grow up a beauty,’ he said. ‘I am proved right.’


Briony watched Eneas go, staring after him for several moments before she realized her mouth must be hanging open like that of some Dalesman sheepherder getting his first view of a real city. ‘What did he mean by that?’ she said, half to herself. ‘He couldn’t have even known I existed!’


Jino was frowning a little, but he did his best to turn it into a smile. ‘Oh, but the prince would never lie, Highness, and certainly he would not stoop to flattery.’ He gave a rueful laugh. ‘He means well, and he is of course a splendid young man, but in truth his courtly manners leave a bit to be desired.’ He straightened and extended his arm. ‘Let me show you back to your rooms now, Princess. We all look forward to the honor of your company again at supper, but you really should rest after your terrifying journey.’


Briony’s own courtly manners might be a touch rustic by Syannese standards but she understood what Erasmias Jino was saying well enough: Please, child, get out from under my feet so I can see to more important business – the business of a true kingdom, not a back-water like yours.


It was another reminder that Briony was at best a distraction for these Syannese, and more likely an annoying problem. Either way, she had no power here, or any friends she could count on. She let herself be led back across the gleaming, echoing throne room, through groups of staring courtiers and more discreet but just as interested servants, already thinking about how that balance might be changed for the better.
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A Road Beneath the Sea


‘According to Rhantys and other scholars from the years before the Great Death, the fairies themselves claim they were not created by the gods, but that rather they “summoned” the gods.’


—from ‘A Treatise on the Fairy Peoples of Eion and Xand’


FLINT PICKED UP THE BROKEN, bone-white disk in his fingers and waved it at Chert. ‘What is this?’ he demanded, but his adoptive father was several paces ahead and couldn’t see what the boy had found.


‘Are we walking all the way to Silverside, old man?’ Opal asked as she came up from behind them, then she saw what Flint was holding. ‘What do you have there, boy?’ She took it from him and carefully rubbed off the dust, then held the pale half-circle up to the light of her coral-lamp. ‘Why, look, Chert, it’s part of a sea imperial. What’s it doing down here instead of on a beach? Did someone drop it, do you think?’


‘Must have.’ Chert carefully examined the rock above their heads but it looked reassuringly solid and dry. ‘Nothing dripping here. Besides, the sea doesn’t just dribble if it finds a way in. All that water, all that weight, it’d fill the place in a heartbeat.’ He could not help remembering the terrible stories his father had told him about the tragedy on Quarrymen’s Bank, named after the guild that had been extending their living quarters there.


The first law of Funderling Town was, and always had been, that no serious digging of any kind should ever be undertaken beneath the waterline, since one mistake would be enough to bring the sea flooding into the depths, destroying the district of the Mysteries and the temple of the Metamorphic Brotherhood, as well as everything else in the lower caverns. But on that morning sixty or seventy years earlier the Quarrymen’s Guild crew had lost track of how deep they’d dug. It was discovered later that they had also cut too far out toward the edge of the great stony island of Midlan’s Mount on which Southmarch stood.


That day, a rumble of dislodged stone had been followed by a shocking spear thrust of chilly seawater that knocked Funderling diggers head over heels. Within moments the tremendous flow of water began widening the crevice; the thin spurt quickly became a barrel-wide gush. The quarrymen labored fruitlessly to close the hole, fighting the overwhelming power of the sea god himself, but the excavated rooms were already beginning to fill. One of the workers defied his foreman and fled to an upper level to let people there know what was happening. Such members of the guilds as were available hurried to the spot and a decision was made by the Highwardens to seal off the entire bank. A dozen Funderlings were pulled out of the flooded level, but almost twice that number had been cut off in other side passages by the rising water and there was no time to search for them. It had been a choice, Chert’s father had told him with a kind of sour satisfaction, between twenty-three men doomed by an idiot foreman or the hundreds more below sea level in all the rest of Funderling Town.


It was fortunate, in a terrible way, that the Stonecutter’s Guild had recently allowed the judicious use of black powder in some particularly difficult diggings: if folk had needed to shift the stone by hand, Chert’s father had said, there would have been no saving the lower depths at all. The trapped men must have heard a single loud thump like the very hammer of the Lord of Endless Skies as the black powder brought down the roof of the chamber next to the bank diggings. After that they would have heard nothing but their own terrified voices and the water rising to cover them.


The thought of their dying moments had given Chert nightmares throughout his young life, and even today Funderling children talked in hushed whispers about the haunted, hidden depths of Quarrymen’s Bank.


‘No-no, there is no hole here,’ Chert told his family, shaking his head at childhood memories that still made his heart flutter in his chest. He summoned a smile. ‘And a good thing, since we are well beneath the water and I prefer not to get damp.’


‘Still, that is a sea imperial the boy’s found, without doubt.’ Opal handed it back to Flint and tousled the boy’s hair. Opal knew her shells. She had always enjoyed going up to the surface during the cold season with the other Funderling women to gather mussels in the tidepools along the edge of Brenn’s Bay, then bringing them home and boiling them with a hot rock. Chert loved them – they were even sweeter than the many-legged korabi, the crevice-crawlers that scuttled over the damp rocks along the Salt Pool – and Opal loved them too, but she hadn’t gone out to gather any for a long time. Not since they’d had Flint to care for.


‘Imperial . . .?’ the boy said, squinting at the disk.


‘That’s right – because it looks like a coin, see? But it’s a shell, the skeleton of a little sea beast.’ Chert tugged gently at the boy’s elbow. ‘Come along and I’ll tell you something about this place.’


‘I hope you’re going to tell us that we’re almost done walking,’ said Opal. ‘Who would make such a track so deep and so long? Mad folk is my guess.’


Chert laughed. ‘Yes, we’re almost done, my old darling – almost.’ He reached around and patted the bundle on his back. ‘And remember, I’m carrying the pack.’


Opal scowled. ‘I hope you’re not saying that this sack I’m carrying is light. Because it isn’t.’


‘Of course not.’ He had told her not to bring half of what she’d put in it, of course, but that was like telling a cat to leave its tail and whiskers behind. How could Opal go anywhere without at least a few pots? And her good spoons, a wedding present from her mother? ‘Never mind,’ he said, as much to himself as to his family. ‘Just walk and I’ll tell you about this track – why it’s here and who made it.


‘Now, back in the days of the second King Kellick, if my grandfather told me the tale rightly, there was a great Funderling named Azurite of the Copper clan, but in those days the more common name for azurite crystals was “Stormstone,” and that’s what everyone called him. Now, as I said, Stormstone Copper was a great man – a rare man – and that was good, because he was born into difficult times.’


‘How long ago?’ Flint asked.


Chert frowned. ‘Well before my grandfather’s day – over a century. The first King Kellick had been good to the Funderlings, honoring them in all his dealings with them, treating them no worse than any other member of his kingdom, and sometimes better, because he valued their craftiness.’


‘You mean craftsmanship,’ said Opal, puffing a little.


‘I mean craftiness, which means more than just the laying of chisel to stone. It has to do with knowing. The first Kellick had been one of the few kings that valued what our folk knew. He was the only king that fought against the fairy folk but didn’t treat our people like goblins escaped from behind the Shadowline.’ Chert shook his head. ‘But you’re getting me distracted, woman. I’m trying to explain about these passages we’re in.’


‘Oh! The cheek of me for interrupting you, Master Blue Quartz! Speak on.’ But he heard a hint of a smile in her voice. They had been walking a good part of the morning and they were all tired: the distraction was very welcome.


‘So after the first Kellick died everyone thought that things would go well under his son, Barin, who seemed much like his father. And so he was, except in one way – he hated fairies and he didn’t much like Funderlings, either. During his reign most of the Eight Gates of Funderling Town were sealed, leaving us only one way to go up to the surface and back – the same one we use today. And there were king’s guards who stood there at that gate, day after day, searching our people’s wagons and troubling them for no reason except to remind them that they were not as important as the Big Folk. It was a great shock to all the Funderlings, especially after the long and happy partnership we’d enjoyed with Barin’s father.


‘Well, as it turned out, Barin reigned even longer than the first Kellick, almost forty years, and although we were still given work in Southmarch, they were not happy years. Many of our people left and spread out to other cities and countries, especially here in the north where the Qar armies had burned and broken so much.


‘When Barin finally died and his son came to the throne – the second Kellick, named after his grandfather – wise old Stormstone Copper met with the other leading Guildsmen and asked them, “Do you know how the Big Folk kill rabbits? They stop up all their burrow entrances but one, then they put ferrets down the one entrance left and let them run every member of the warren to ground – does and kittens and all.”


‘When the other Funderlings asked him why he was taxing them with questions about rabbits when there was a new king being crowned and much to be discussed, Stormstone laughed a scornful laugh. “Why do you think King Barin stopped up the entrances to all our burrows?” he said. “Because that way, if they ever want to rid themselves of us they have only to send down soldiers with spears and torches, just like they send ferrets down the rabbit holes, and that will be the end of Funderling Town. We were fools to let them do it and we are fools if we do not do something about it as soon as we can.”


‘Needless to say, there was a great deal of argument – many of the others in the Guild could not believe that the Big Folk would ever harm them But Stormstone said, “This Kellick is not like the first Kellick, just as his father Barin was not, either. Have you not seen the way the Big Folk look at us now, the way they whisper about us? They think us little different from the fairies who are besieging the city. If they grow any more frightened, who knows what the Big Folk may do in their fright and anger?”


‘ “But what can we do?” one of the guildsfolk asked. “Do we beg the new king to change the law and allow us to reopen the other seven gates?”


‘Stormstone laughed again. “What, does the fox ask the hound for permission to run away? No. We will do what we need to do and tell no one.” And so they did what he suggested.’


Chert cleared his throat. ‘See, we are starting to climb up again. That means we will be there soon. I admit it was a roundabout way to go, but a safe one.’ He put his arm on Flint’s shoulder, felt his heart go a little cold when the boy quickly pulled away. ‘If you like, I will tell you the rest. Do you want to hear the rest?’


At first he thought the boy was ignoring him again, but then he saw a just perceptible nod.


‘The Stonecutter’s Guild did as wise Stormstone told them. They took money from the treasury and over the next dozen years found a few of the Big Folk who liked gold more than questions, and so secretly bought a number of houses in the poorest neighborhoods on the edges of Southmarch. Then they began to dig tunnels down from just beneath these properties and connect them to passages on the outer reaches of Funderling Town, out at the far ends of certain nameless roads which the Big Folk knew nothing about, and that they could not have found if they did, even with a map. At last the roads were ready. A group of our people who had permission from King Kellick the Second to be aboveground after sunset because they were working in a royal granary that was in use during the day, brought an extra-large crew to work, mainly by confusing the uplander guards with much coming and going. After nightfall half of them left the granary and made their way by back alleys to the houses the Guild had secretly bought and there broke through the last cubits of earth and stone to the tunnels below. When they were finished they covered the holes in the earth with flagstone floors, each with a stone that could be lifted to reveal a doorway to distant Funderling Town.


‘Not all these new passages ended in the outer keep, although that is where many were located. Some even led directly under the water to houses and other places on the mainland.’ He could have mentioned that he himself had traveled such a road to the Qar camp when he had taken Flint’s mirror to the Twilight folk, but didn’t for fear of upsetting Opal. ‘In fact,’ he went on, ‘it is said Stormstone even had one tunnel built that came up somewhere in the inner keep – on the grounds of the Throne hall itself!


‘By the end of a few months, when our folk were finished with rebuilding the granary, they had also finished all the entrances to these New Gates, as the Guild elders called them in whispers. And ever since there have always been secret ways in and out of Funderling Town. The fairy folk stayed quiet for a hundred years or more after that, so many of the hidden passages fell into disrepair, but I’m told we have kept the houses and other places aboveground that hide them.’


‘You had better not be telling us this because you plan to make us walk all the way upground from here,’ Opal warned him.


‘No. We’re almost there, my love. The reason I’m telling you all this is that we’re in one of those passages right now.’


‘Almost where?’ asked Flint.


‘The place we’re going – the Metamorphic Brothers’ temple.’


‘But why did we walk so far?’ Flint didn’t sound like he minded much: he was just curious.


‘Because soldiers from upground are waiting at the regular gate and on some of the main roads of Funderling Town itself,’ Chert explained. ‘And they’re all looking for a fellow called Chert and his wife Opal, as well as a big boy named Flint who stays with them.’


‘Those are our names,’ said Flint seriously.


Chert wasn’t sure if he was joining in on the joke or not. ‘Yes, that’s what I’m saying. It’s us they’re looking for, son – and they don’t mean us anything good.’


 


Brother Antimony was waiting for them in the middle of the path across the wide expanse of the temple’s fungus gardens, his young, broad face creased with unfamiliar worry. Behind him other worried faces peered out of the shadows of the pillared facade of the Temple of the Metamorphic Brothers.


‘The brothers aren’t happy,’ Antimony told Chert. ‘Just to let you know. Grandfather Sulphur’s been up all night bellowing that the Days of Inundation are coming soon.’ He nodded to Opal. ‘Greetings, Mistress, and the Elders’ blessings on you. It’s good to see you again.’


Chert looked around for Flint, who had wandered off, following a cave cricket’s erratic path across the garden. ‘Is it the boy they’re worrying about?’


Antimony shrugged. ‘I would guess it’s the other two Big Folk causing them the most fret, wouldn’t you?’ He laughed, but not too loud: faces were still peering out at them from the facade. ‘Not to mention what’s happening upground, the war with the fairies and the idea we might be drawn into it. Still, some of us don’t mind things being stirred up a little.’ He nodded vigorously. ‘It might surprise you, Master Blue Quartz, but the temple is not always the most exciting place to live. Not complaining, mind you, but you have certainly brought us a few welcome distractions over the last season or two.’


‘Thank you . . . I suppose.’


Opal had finally recaptured the boy. Chert beckoned them both toward the temple’s front door. His wife’s eyes were wide as she looked up at the columned facade. ‘I’d forgotten how big it is!’ Her pace slowed as she neared it, as if she fought a strong wind. In a sense, she did, Chert thought: the centuries of unspoken tradition that insisted the temple was only for the Metamorphic Brothers themselves and a few important outsiders.


Although Chert had been here twice before, he had not yet seen the inside, and as Antimony led them through the portico and into the pronaos hall he had to admit he was impressed by the size and craftsmanship of the temple’s fixtures. The ceiling of pronaos was almost as far above their heads as the famous carved ceiling of Funderling Town itself, although not half so intricate. The temple’s creators had instead taken austerity as their watchword, striving to make every line as clean and simple as possible, as had been the custom during their long-ago era. So the groined vault was decorated not with leaves or flowers or animals, but with broad lines and beautifully rounded edges. It made the hall look like something liquid that had been suddenly frozen, as if the Lord himself had poured the temple from a vast bucket of molten stone that had cooled in an instant.


‘It’s . . . beautiful,’ Opal whispered.


Antimony grinned. ‘Some like it, Mistress. Me, I find it a bit . . . stern. Day in, day out, it’s nice to have something to look at that holds your gaze, but I find my eyes sort of slipping and sliding . . .’


‘Antimony,’ someone said sharply, ‘have you nothing better to do than prattle?’ It was the sour-faced Brother Nickel, Chert remembered from his first visit, not looking any sweeter than before.


The young monk jumped. ‘Sorry, Brother. Of course, yes. Better things to do . . .’


‘Then go and do them. We will call you if we need you.’


Antimony, looking sad now – not so much at having been caught having a pointless conversation, Chert guessed, as at having that conversation curtailed – gave a little bow and lumbered off.


‘He’s a good lad,’ Chert said.


‘He’s a noisy one.’ Nickel frowned. He nodded briefly toward Opal and ignored Flint completely. ‘I suppose he told you the sort of uproar the place is in.’ He led them to a door in one wall of the great hall and through into a side corridor lined with alcoves. The shelves were empty but the smudged dust suggested something had rested in each and been recently moved. ‘We had more peaceful times before we met you, Chert Blue Quartz.’


‘The blame is not all mine, surely.’


Nickel scowled. ‘I suppose not. Unpleasant things are happening all over, that is certain. These are the worst days since Highwarden Stormstone.’


‘Yes, I was just telling my family about him . . .’


‘It is a pity that the Big Folk cannot simply leave us alone. We do them no harm,’ Nickel said angrily. ‘We wish only to follow our old ways, to serve the Earth Elders.’


‘Perhaps the Big Folk are part of the Earth Elders’ greater plan,’ Chert said mildly. ‘Perhaps they are only doing what the Elders wish of them.’


Nickel looked at him for a long moment. ‘You shame me, Chert Blue Quartz.’ He didn’t sound happy about it. A moment later Nickel stopped and pushed open a door. The walls of the room behind it were covered with little baskets filled with glowing coral, so that by comparison to the dark hallway it seemed positively to blaze with light. ‘Come in and join your friends. They are here, in the library office.’


It was certainly a modest room compared to the great main chamber, and that made the two men in it – Big Folk, not Funderlings – seem all the more grotesquely oversized. The physician Chaven smiled but did not get up, perhaps because he was worried about banging his head on the ceiling. Ferras Vansen, who was half a head taller than Chaven, rose into an awkward crouch and took Opal’s hand. ‘Mistress, it is good to see you and your family again. I will never forget the meal you made for me on the night I returned – the single best thing I have ever eaten.’


Opal’s laugh threatened to become a girlish giggle. ‘I can’t take much credit for that. Cooking for a starving man, well, that’s like . . . like . . .’


‘Catching a sun-dazzled salamander?’ suggested Chert, then wished he hadn’t: Opal looked hurt. ‘You do yourself too little credit, woman. Everyone knows your table is one of the best.’


‘Yes, she certainly has fed me grandly,’ said Chaven. ‘I never thought I could grow to admire a well-cooked mole so much.’ He smiled at Flint, who was watching the physician with his usual serious stare. ‘And hello to you too, boy. You’re getting tall.’ Chaven turned back to Chert. ‘We wait only on the arrival of our last guest . . .’


The door creaked open. A worried-looking acolyte stuck his head in. ‘Brother Nickel?’ the newcomer said. ‘One of the magisters from the town is here and he wants to use your study in the charterhouse for his council room!’


‘My study?’ squawked Nickel, then hurried out to defend his territory.


‘. . . And that would be him,’ Chaven finished. ‘Ah, well. Magister Cinnabar and Brother Nickel will never be friends, I fear.’


Chert pulled his old, blunt carving knife out of his pocket and gave it to Flint along with a chunk of soapstone to keep the boy occupied. ‘Let’s see what you make of this,’ he said. ‘Take good care and think a little before you cut – that’s a nice clean piece.’


The door opened again and Cinnabar Quicksilver walked in, Nickel’s strident voice echoing behind him. ‘He thinks he is the abbot already, that one,’ Cinnabar said, frowning. ‘Chert Blue Quartz, it is good to see you – and Mistress Opal! Have the brothers treated you well?’


‘We just arrived,’ said Opal.


‘You and the boy are welcome to wash away the road dust,’ Cinnabar said. ‘But I’m afraid I must steal your husband for a while, Mistress. Although you would be welcome, also. My Vermilion usually sees through problems in a moment that would take the Highwardens an hour.’


Nickel appeared now, scowling like a man who has come home to find a stranger sitting in his favorite chair. ‘Have you started without me? Have you begun to talk without me? Do not forget, the Metamorphic Brotherhood is the host here.’


‘Nobody has forgotten you, Brother Nickel,’ said Cinnabar. ‘After all, we’re going to move this council to your study, remember?’


As the monk gave the magister a look that could have powdered granite, the physician stirred beside him. ‘Our talk will take much of the afternoon, I fear, and Captain Vansen and I have waited some time already. Is there a chance we could find some refreshment?’


‘You may eat with the brothers at the appointed time,’ said Nickel stiffly. ‘The evening meal is only a few hours away. We agreed with Master Cinnabar to treat you as our own while you guest with us. Our fare is simple, but healthy.’


‘Yes,’ said Chaven with a touch of sadness. ‘I’m sure it is.’


 


‘. . . And so I suddenly found myself here – no longer leagues behind the Shadowline but standing in the center of Funderling Town atop a great mirror.’ Vansen frowned, his eyes troubled. ‘No, there was more to the journeying between there and here than that . . . but the rest has slipped away from me . . . like a dream . . .’


‘It is a gift to have you with us, Captain,’ said Chaven, ‘and a gift to learn that when last you saw him Prince Barrick was alive and well.’ But the physician looked troubled. Chert had noticed him beginning to frown when Vansen talked of finding himself atop the mirrored floor in the Guildhall council chamber, between twin images of the glowering earth god Kernios.


‘Alive – that he certainly was,’ the soldier said. ‘Well? I am not so sure . . .’


‘Your pardon,’ Cinnabar said, ‘but now you must hear my news, for it touches on the young prince. A few of us are still allowed upground into the castle to work on tasks for the Tollys, and one of those, at great risk, brought news of your arrival here to Avin Brone.’


‘The Lord Constable,’ said Vansen. ‘Is he well?’


‘He is Lord Constable no longer,’ said Cinnabar, ‘but for the rest, you will have to discover for yourself. He sent this for you and my man smuggled it back to me.’


Vansen looked over the letter, lips moving soundlessly as he read. ‘May I read it to you?’ he asked. Cinnabar nodded.


 


‘ “Vansen,


‘ “I am pleased to hear that you are safe and even more pleased to hear news of Olin’s heir. I do not understand what happened or how you got here – this little man has brought a letter from another little man . . .” ’


 


‘I apologize for the count’s manners,’ Vansen said, coloring.


Cinnabar waved his hand. ‘We have been called worse. Continue, please.’


‘ “. . . But I can hardly make sense of it. What is important is that you must not come up from below the ground. T.” – that would be Hendon Tolly, of course – “has men watching me at all times, and only the fact that the soldiers still trust me and many have remained as my loyal guards has prevented T. from making an end of me.


‘ “The fairy folk, may the gods curse them, have fallen quiet, but I think only to plan more evil. We can withstand a siege because they have no ships, but they have more weapons than those that one can see. They bring a great weight of fear against everyone who fights them, as you no doubt know . . .”


‘And I do,’ Vansen said, looking up. ‘Fear and confusion – their greatest weapons.’


He turned back to the letter. ‘ “There is still no word . . .”’ For a moment he hesitated, as though something stuck in his throat. ‘ “. . . Still no word about Princess Briony, either, although some claim she was taken as a hostage by Shaso in his escape. It does not bode well that he has been so long gone and we have still heard nothing, though.” ’ Vansen took a deep breath before continuing. ‘ “So that is our position. T. rules Southmarch in the name of Olin’s youngest, the infant Alessandros. The fairies are at our walls and as long as they remain a threat he dares not kill or imprison me. You must stay hidden for now, Vansen, though I hope one day soon to be able to greet you, man to man, to hear the whole of your story and thank you for your many services . . .” ’


He cleared his throat, a little embarrassed. ‘The rest is unimportant. You have heard all that matters. The Qar have gone silent, but remain. Still, the walls should protect us for a long time, even against fairy spells . . .’


‘If the Qar want to get into the castle, they will not bother with the walls,’ Chert said. ‘They will come through Funderling Town . . . and through the temple here, where we sit.’


Vansen stared as though he had lost his mind. ‘What do you mean by that?’


‘What?’ Nickel stood up, trembling. ‘What are you saying? Why would they care about us or our blessed temple?’


‘It has little or nothing to do with the temple,’ Chert said with a scowl.


‘What has it to do with Funderling Town, though?’ Cinnabar asked. ‘Once they are over the castle walls why would they single us out?’ He stopped and his eyes went wide. ‘Oh! By the Elders, you are not speaking of an attack from upground at all . . .!’


‘Now you understand me, Magister.’ Chert turned to Vansen. ‘There is much you still do not know about us and our city, Captain. But perhaps it is time to tell you . . .’


‘You have no right to speak of such things!’ Nickel said, almost shrieking. ‘Not in front of these . . . Big Folk! Not in front of strangers!’


Cinnabar raised his hands. ‘Calm yourself, Brother. But, Chert, he may be right – this is no ordinary matter and the Guild alone should decide . . .’


Chert banged his fist on the table, startling almost everyone. ‘Don’t any of you understand?’ Chert was truly angry now – at the Big Folk’s intrigues that had dragged Funderling Town into someone else’s wars, at Nickel and the others for their craven unwillingness to see the truth. He was even mad at Opal, he realized, for bringing home Flint, the strange quiet boy who had started all this nonsense in Chert’s life. ‘Don’t you see? Nothing is ordinary anymore! Nickel, we cannot hide secrets like Stormstone’s roads anymore. We cannot pretend that things are as they used to be. I have met the fairies myself – nearly as closely as Captain Vansen. I spoke to their Lady Yasammez, and she’ll frighten the spit right out of your mouth. Nothing ordinary about her! My boy there brought the very magic mirror here across the Shadowline in the first place that Vansen said Prince Barrick might be taking back to the great city of the Qar. Is that ordinary? Is any of this ordinary?’


He stopped, panting. Everyone at the table was staring at him, most with amazement, Opal with concern, Chaven with a kind of enjoyment.


‘I think Captain Vansen is still waiting for an answer to his question,’ Chaven said. ‘And so am I. Why do you think Funderling Town is in danger? How could the Qar come here without breaching the walls of Southmarch?’


‘Chert Blue Quartz,’ Brother Nickel said in a hoarse, angry voice, ‘you have no right. We offered you sanctuary here.’


‘Then throw me out and I’ll take these people somewhere else and tell them. Because the Qar already know, so everyone else needs to know as well. Hush, Opal – don’t you start on me. Someone has to take the first step, and it might as well be me.’ He turned to Chaven. ‘But don’t think I will protect your secrets, either, Doctor. I’ll let you tell the story if you prefer, but if not I’ll tell them what you told me.’


Chaven’s look of amusement faltered. ‘My story . . .?’


‘About the mirror. Because that’s what got me into this latest trouble, isn’t it, with Big Folk guards swarming all over our town? And it was another mirror that brought my boy down here the first time – that same mirror that Captain Vansen’s fairy friend carried, the one he gave to Prince Barrick. So if we’re going to talk about Stormstone’s roads then we’re going to talk about mirrors. I’ll go first. Everybody listen.’


For the second time that day, he began the story. ‘A century or more ago, during the time of the second Kellick, there was a very wise Funderling named Stormstone . . .’


 


By the time Chert had finished, Brother Nickel had fallen into a sullen silence and Ferras Vansen was listening with his jaw hanging slack. ‘Incredible!’ said Vansen. ‘So you’re saying we could even use these hidden paths to cross under the water?’


‘More likely the cursed fairies will use them to invade Southmarch,’ Cinnabar told him. ‘And we Funderlings will have to meet them first.’


‘Yes, but a road goes two directions,’ Vansen pointed out. ‘Perhaps in dire need we could escape the castle that way – is that truly possible?’


‘Yes, of course.’ Chert was tired now and hungry. ‘I have done it myself. I took the half-fairy called Gil on one of the old, secret roads, right under Brenn’s Bay and to the very foot of the dark lady’s throne.’


‘So this whole rock is honeycombed with secret ways – passages I did not know about even when I was captain of the royal guard!’ Vansen shook his head. ‘This castle is even more a-crawl with secrets than I guessed. And this very boy was sent here across the Shadowline with a magical mirror as some kind of spy for the Qar, no doubt – but right under all our noses?’


‘He’s no spy!’ Opal said. ‘He’s just a child.’


Vansen stared hard at Flint. ‘Whatever he is, I still can make no sense of it all. What is happening? It is like a spiderweb, where every strand touches another.’


‘And all are sticky and dangerous,’ said Chaven.


Ferras Vansen turned and gave him a sharp look. ‘Ah, yes. Do not fear I have forgotten you, sir. Chert talked about you and mirrors – now it is your turn. Tell us everything you know. We can no longer afford to keep secrets from each other.’


The physician groaned softly and patted his much-shrunken paunch. ‘My story is a long and distressing one – distressing to me, anyway. I had hoped we could find something to eat before I began, just to strengthen myself.’


‘I’ll confess that I’m hungry too,’ said Cinnabar, ‘but I think you will talk better and more to the point, Ulosian, if you know you will not get fed until you finish. It seems there are many stories still to be told before this evening ends – so, Chaven, you first, then supper.’


Chaven sighed. ‘I feared you’d say that.’










3


Silky Wood


‘Another story, related by the Soterian scholar Kyros, is that an old goblin told him “the gods followed us here” from some original homeland beyond the tracks of the sea.’


—from ‘A Treatise on the Fairy Peoples of Eion and Xand’


‘I HAVE A PLAN, BIRD.’ Barrick Eddon unwound another strand of prickly creeper from his arm, hook by barbed, painful hook. ‘A very clever plan. You find me a path that doesn’t take me through every single thornbush in Fairyland . . . and I won’t flatten your nasty little skull with a rock.’


Skurn hopped down to a lower branch, but prudently remained out of Barrick’s reach. He fluffed his blotched feathers. ‘It all do look different from up in sky, don’t it?’ The raven’s tone was sullen. Neither of them had eaten since the middle of the day before. ‘Us can’t always tell.’


‘Well, fly lower.’ Barrick stood up and rubbed at the line of small, bleeding holes, then pulled his ragged shirtsleeve back down.


‘ “Fly lower,” says he,’ Skurn grumbled. ‘Like he were the master and Skurn the servant, ’stead of equable partners as us’n be by agreement.’ He flapped his wings. ‘By agreement!’


Barrick groaned. ‘Then why does my . . . partner keep leading me through all the pointiest bits of territory? It’s taken us a day to go a few hundred paces. At this rate, by the time we bring the . . .’ It suddenly occurred to Barrick that perhaps a dark forest, filled with who knew how many or what kind of listening ears, might not be the best place to talk about Lady Porcupine’s mirror, the object he was sworn to carry all the way to the throne of the Qar. ‘At this pace, by the time we find them even the immortals will have died.’


Skurn seemed to soften a bit. ‘Can’t see the ground from high because trees be too thick, ’special them hartstangle trees. But us daren’t fly no lower. Don’t you see? Silks be strung in the high branches and some even wave above the treetops, just to catch fine fellows like us.’


‘Silks?’ Barrick began to trudge forward again, using the ancient, corroded spearhead he had found beside the road out of Greatdeeps to clear his way when the undergrowth became too dense. This was not the thickest forest he’d seen since he’d been behind the Shadowline but it was full of stubborn, grasping creepers that made each step hard as wading through mud. Combined with the unchanging twilight of these lands it was enough to make even the boldest heart despair.


‘Aye. This be Silky Wood, hereabouts,’ the raven croaked. ‘Where them silkins live.’


‘Silkins? What are those?’ They didn’t sound particularly threatening, which would be a nice change after dealing with Jack Chain and his monstrous servants. ‘Are they fairies?’


‘If you mean be they High Folk, nay.’ Skurn fluttered ahead to another branch and waited for Barrick to make his monotonous, slow way after. ‘They speak not, nor do they go to market.’


‘Go to market?’


‘Not like proper fairy folk, no.’ The bird lifted its head. ‘Hist,’ he said sharply. ‘That sounds like somewhat small and stupid a-dyin’. Suppertime!’ The raven sprang from the branch and flapped away through the trees, leaving Barrick alone and bewildered.


He cleared himself a place where the thorny branches seemed thinnest and sat down. His bad arm had been throbbing for hours so he was not entirely unhappy with the chance to rest, but for all the annoyance the bird caused him, Skurn was at least something to talk to in this place of endless shadows and gray skies and forbidding trees hung with black moss. With the bird gone, the silence seemed to close in like a fog.


He put his arms around his knees and squeezed hard to keep from shivering.


 


Barrick supposed that more than half a tennight had passed since Gyir and Vansen had fallen and he had escaped the demigod Jikuyin’s twisted underground kingdom. It was always hard to guess at time’s passage in the endless Shadowline twilight, but he knew he had slept more than half a dozen times – those long, heavy, but somehow enervating sleeps that were almost all he ever had here. Kerneia had come and gone in the outside world while they had been held underground – Barrick knew that because it had been the monstrous Jikuyin’s intention to celebrate the earth lord’s day by sacrificing Barrick and the others. Since he knew that he and the others had left Southmarch in Ondekamene to fight the fairy armies, that meant he had not seen his home in over a quarter of a year. What could have happened in so much time? Had the fairies reached it? Was his sister Briony under siege?


For perhaps the first time since that terrible day at Kolkan’s Field, Barrick Eddon could plainly see the divide in his own thoughts: he still felt a mysterious, almost slavish loyalty to the terrifying warrior woman who had plucked him from the field and sent him across the Shadowline (although he still could not remember why, or what she had charged him with) but at the same time he knew now that the dark lady was Yasammez the Porcupine, war-scourge of the Qar, single-minded in her hatred of all Sunlanders . . . Barrick’s own people. If the Qar were now laying siege to Southmarch, if his sister and the rest of the inhabitants were in danger, or even murdered, it was by that lady’s pale and deadly hand.


And now he had inherited a second mission for Yasammez and the Qar. He could not recall the first, which she had given him the day she spared him on the battlefield: it felt as though Yasammez had poured it into him like oil into a jug, then pushed the stopper in so tight that he himself could not take it out. The other mission he had accepted solely on the word of her chief servant Gyir, who had sworn it was for the good of humans as well as fairies, shortly before the faceless fairy had sacrificed his life for Barrick’s. So now that he was finally free, instead of doing what any sensible creature would do – which would be to make his way as swiftly as possible to the borders of the Shadowlands and back into the light of the sun – Barrick was instead plunging deeper and deeper into this land of mists and madness.


Mists, he could not help noticing, that appeared to be returning. The world had grown colder since the bird had flown away and curls of the stuff were now rising from the ground. Barrick seemed to be sitting in a field of swaying, ghostly grass; in a few moments the mist would be as high as his head. Barrick didn’t like that thought, so he scrambled to his feet.


The fog was thickening along the ground, swirling around the trunks of the gray trees like water – even climbing the trunks themselves. Soon the mist would be everywhere, below and above. Where was that cursed bird? How could he simply fly off and leave a companion this way – what kind of loyalty was that? When was he coming back?


Is he even going to come back?


The thought was a cold fist clutching his heart in midbeat. The old bird had not made a pledge to Gyir as Barrick had. Skurn cared little for the desires of either the Sunlanders or the Qar – little for anything, in fact, except cramming his belly with the disgusting things he liked to eat. Perhaps the raven had suddenly decided he was wasting his time here.


‘Skurn!’ His voice seemed weak, fluttering out like an arrow from a broken string and disappearing into the eternal, murky evening. ‘Curse you, you foul bird, where are you?’ He heard the anger in his voice and thought better of it. ‘Come back, Skurn, please! I’ll . . . I’ll let you sleep under my shirt.’ He had forbidden this before when the weather had turned cold: the thought of having that stinking old carrion bird and whatever lived in its feathers against his chest had been enough to make his skin crawl and he had told the raven so – told him very sternly.


Now, though, Barrick was beginning to regret his bad temper.


Alone. It was a thought he had not dwelled on, for fear of it overwhelming him. He had spent his entire childhood as half of ‘the twins,’ an entity his father and older brother and the servants had spoken of as though they were not two children but one tremendously difficult, two-headed child. And the twins had also been surrounded at nearly all times by servants and courtiers, so much so that they had been desperate to escape and find time alone; much of Barrick Eddon’s childhood had been spent trying to find hiding places where he and Briony could escape and be alone. Just now, though, a crowded castle seemed like a beautiful dream.


‘Skurn?’ It suddenly occurred to him that perhaps shouting his solitude was not the best idea. They had met almost no other creatures in the past days of travel, but that had been largely because Jikuyin and his hungry army of servants had emptied the area of anything bigger than a field mouse for miles in all directions. But he was far from the demigod’s diggings now . . .


Barrick shivered again. He knew he should stay in one place, but the mist was rising and he kept thinking he saw signs of movement in the swirling distance, as though some of the pearly white strands moved not by the pressure of the wind but through some choice of their own.


The breeze quickened, chilled. A mournful whisper seemed to pass through the leaves above his head. Barrick clutched the spearhead by its broken haft: and began to walk.


The mist limited his vision, but he was able to walk without too much stumbling, although from time to time he had to test with his spear to make sure a dark place in the undergrowth at his feet was not a hole into which he might step and wrench his ankle. But the path before him seemed surprisingly clear, easier to travel by far than the choked and tangled way of the past hours. It only occurred to him after he had traveled a few hundred paces that he was no longer choosing a path, he was following one: because the way was clear, he walked where he was led.


And what if someone . . . or something . . . wants me to do just that . . .?


The question and its implication had only just sunk in when something darted past the edge of his sight. He whirled, but now the space between the trees was empty except for a tendril of mist swirling in the breeze of his own movement; as he turned back something the color of fog flitted across the path in the distance before him, but was gone too quickly for him to make out its shape.


He stopped. Hands trembling, he raised the pitted head of his spear. Things were definitely moving in the mist between the farthest trees, shapes tall as men but pale and maddeningly hard to see. The whisper passed over him again, sounding now less like the wordless voice of the wind and more like the hissing of some incomprehensible, breathy language.


A rustle behind him, the dimmest, softest pad of footfall on leaf – Barrick spun, and for a moment saw a thing that made no sense: the figure was nearly as tall as a man but crooked as a mandrake root, wrapped from head to foot like a royal corpse in threads and tatters white as the mist – perhaps it even was the mist, he thought in superstitious horror, taking on some vaguely human shape. In places the mist-wrappings did not quite cover, and what was beneath them bulged and oozed a shiny gray-black. Although it had no visible eyes the apparition seemed to see Barrick well enough; an instant after he saw it the pale thing vanished back into the mist beside the path. More whispers floated past and echoed above his head. Barrick wheeled toward the front again, fearing to be surrounded, but for the moment the creatures of tangled thread had dropped back into the shrouding fog.


Silkins. That was what the bird had called them, and he had named this poisonous place Silky Wood.


Something thin and clinging as a cobweb brushed his face. He clawed at it but it somehow snarled his arm. Instead of reaching up his other hand to be caught and bound the same way, Barrick ripped at the prisoning strands with the blade of his spear, sawing at them until they parted with a sharp yet silent snap. Another strand floated toward him as though drifting on the wind, but then curled around him with terrifying accuracy. He ripped at it with his spear, felt it snag and grow tense, and looked up to see one of the white-wrapped creatures crouching in the branches above him, dangling silk threads like a puppeteer. With a startled cry of disgust and fear he jabbed at the thing with his spearhead and felt the tip sink into something more solid than mist or even silk thread, but nonetheless not quite like any normal animal or man: it felt as though he had stabbed a bundle of sticks wrapped in wet pudding.


The silkin let out a strange, fluting sigh and scrambled up into the branches where it vanished behind swirls of fog and a pall of silky strands strung between limbs. Barrick risked a look ahead and saw that the path that had seemed so wide and inviting only moments before narrowed now into something scarcely wider than he was, a tunnel of white filaments like the den of a hunting spider. They were trying to force him into this trap, to drive him deeper and deeper until he could not turn back, until his limbs were ensnared and he would be as helpless as a trapped fly.


How had this all happened so fast? Blood pounded in his head. Only moments before he had been sitting, thinking of home – now he was going to die.


Something moved on his left. Barrick swung his spear in a wide arc, desperate to keep the creatures at a distance. He felt a gossamer touch on his neck as another one flung down waving strands from above. Barrick shouted in disgust, flapping his hand in an effort to dislodge the sticky tendrils.


Standing in the middle of the path like this, he knew, would mean his doom. ‘Get inside a wall or put your back against something,’ Shaso had always told him. Barrick abruptly plunged off the path and began kicking his way through the undergrowth. He knew he couldn’t get clear of the trees entirely, but at least he could pick his own spot to make a stand. Dodging the wisps floating toward him, he fought his way through to a small clearing with a single massive tree with plate-shaped, reddish-gold leaves and a broad gray trunk at the center of it; the tree’s bark was quirked and knotted as a lizard’s hide. Barrick put his back against it. Whatever he was fighting wouldn’t get up into those branches easily, since the tree did not seem to touch its neighbors on any side.


Mist eddied around his feet, reaching waist high in places as he peered out into the thickening murk. His crippled arm already burned like fire in the places it had been broken so long ago, but he held his broken spear tightly with both arms, terrified the weapon might be knocked from his grasp.


They were coming toward him out of the murk now, pale, ghostly shapes that seemed little more than mist themselves. These silkins were real enough, though: he had felt it when he pushed the tip of his spear into one. And if they were real enough to stab, they were real enough to kill.


Something tickled his face. Barrick, intent on the shapes moving toward him, unthinkingly reached up to brush it off before he realized what it was and jumped away. Another of the things had crept around behind him to fling its strands of silk, and as he stepped around the wide trunk and confronted it, the not-quite-human shape tipped its silk-wrapped, all-but-featureless knob of a head in almost comic surprise, like a dog startled in some forbidden behavior. Barrick thought he saw a hint of wet darkness that might have been eyes peering between swaths of its elaborate tangle of threads. He jabbed hard at the creature’s belly with his spear, shoving in most of the corroded metal of the spearhead. It squelched so deeply into the thing he felt sure he had killed it, but when he yanked the spear back he almost could not pull the broken haft free, and when it did come only a little viscous, dark gray fluid bubbled from the hole in the silk wrappings. Still, the silkin stumbled back in obvious pain before it turned and scuttled away into the mist.


Barrick turned just in time to find another of the things coming toward him across the clearing, tendrils of silk trailing from its fingers. Barrick ducked and the threads stuck to the bark beside his head, and for a moment the creature was trapped by its own weapon. It jerked back its crooked hand, snapping the silk, but even as it did so Barrick shoved his spear into its chest. He did not have a chance to put his strength into the stab, so the spearhead did not pierce very deeply, but he slid his hand up the handle for a better grip and then dragged the spear downward, tearing at the thing’s midsection and ripping a great, shallow gout from chest to waist. To his astonishment, this time the wound almost vomited gray ooze, and even as the silkin’s silent fellows slunk forward out of the mist, the wounded one slid to the ground and lay twitching like a beheaded snake, wheezing and bubbling.


The things were almost entirely wet inside, like the marrow of cooked bones. Perhaps the wrappings were not clothing, he thought, but more like a shell or hide – something that kept their soft bodies protected. If so, then a spear was almost the worst way to fight them. He needed something with a long, sharp blade – a sword, or even a knife – but he had neither. If any of the half-dozen coming now caught hold of him, they would quickly drag him down. In only moments after that they would be wrapping him just like a captured insect in a spider’s web . . .


He thought of Briony, who doubtless believed him dead by now. He thought of the dark-haired girl of his dreams, a vision who might not even be alive herself. How few would miss him! Then he thought of Gyir and of the mirror the brave, faceless fairy had put into his hand, and even of Vansen, who had fallen down into darkness and death in an effort to save him. Would Barrick Eddon let himself be taken, then, like some stupid brute of an animal? Beaten by these . . . mindless things?


‘I am a prince of the house of Eddon.’ His voice was quiet and shaky at first but grew louder. He held his spear up so the things could see it. ‘The house of Eddon!’ Then he set it down by the roots of the tree, digging the spearhead into the bark, and stepped down hard, breaking off most of the haft behind the pitted metal. He picked the spearhead up and held it in his good hand like a dagger. ‘And if you wretched ghosts think a pack of things like you can bring down the house of Eddon,’ he cried, his voice rising to a shout, ‘then come to me!’


And come they did, silks waving. If they had moved on him together, attacking from above as well as the front, he would certainly have died: their movements were swift and silent and the mist made it hard to distinguish them. But they did not seem to have the minds of men and came at him instead like hungry beggars, first one and then another grabbing at him and trying to trap him in clinging silk. Barrick managed to use those sticky tendrils to pull one of the attackers toward him, and then ripped out the silkin’s middle with what remained of his spear. The hideous thing tumbled to the ground near the corpse of the first one he had killed, bubbling gray from its belly and moaning like a distant wind.


The rest of them rushed toward him then. Barrick did his best to remember the lessons Shaso had taught him so long ago – back when the world had still made sense – but the old Tuani master had never taught them much about knife fighting. Barrick could only do the best he could, struggling to retain his weapon at all costs. He fought as in a dream, with strands of sticky white clinging to his arms and legs and face and obscuring his vision. He grappled with the silkins, holding them with their own threaded, leaf-tangled coverings as he tore at them with his blade. Each time he threw one down another came forward to take its place; after a while he could see nothing except what was just before him, as if all the rest of the world had gone dark. He slashed and slashed and slashed until every bit of his strength was gone, then he fell down at last into utter senselessness, not certain whether he was alive or dead and not caring.


 


‘Nry nnrd nroo noof?’ the voice kept asking him – a question for which he did not have an immediate answer.


Barrick opened his eyes to find himself face to face with a nightmare – a thing like a rotting apple-doll. He shrieked, but the sound barely hissed out of his parched throat. The raven flew up and away with much flapping of wings, then settled down a short distance away, dropping the ghastly thing that had dangled from his beak onto the soft ground.


‘Why did you move?’ Skurn asked Barrick again. ‘Told you to stay waiting, us did. Said us were coming back.’


Barrick rolled over and sat up, staring around in sudden panic, but there was no sign of his attackers anywhere. ‘Where are they, those silky things? Where did they go?’


The raven shook his head as though dealing with a sadly stupid fledgling. ‘Exactly, just as us said. This be silkin land, and no place for you to go wandering.’


‘I fought them, you idiot bird!’ Barrick staggered to his feet. He ached in every muscle but his crippled arm felt a hundred times worse than that. ‘I must have killed them all.’ But even the silkin corpses were gone. Did things just evaporate after they were dead, like dew?


Barrick saw something and bent to pick it up on the end of his broken spear. ‘Aha!’ He jabbed it triumphantly in the direction of the raven, even his good arm trembling with weariness. ‘What’s that then?’


The raven eyed the glob of black goo tangled in broken strands of dirty white. ‘The dung of somewhat that were sick.’ Skurn examined the mess with interest. ‘That be our guess.’


‘It’s from one of those silk-things! I stabbed it – I ripped them open and they bled out this foul stuff.’


‘Ah. Then we should get on,’ Skurn said, nodding. ‘Eat this quick-like. Silkins’ll come back with more of their kind soon.’


‘Ha! Do you see! I did kill some!’ Barrick paused in sudden confusion. ‘Hold,’ he said. ‘Eat what?’


Skurn nudged at the thing he had dropped on the ground. ‘Follower, it is. Young one, but cursed heavy to carry.’


The dead Follower was about the size of a squirrel, its round little head dominated by a jagged, wide mouth so that it looked like a melon broken under someone’s heel. The knobs of bone protruding through its greasy fur, hardened into gray lumps on the adult specimens Barrick had seen the day they found Gyir, were still pink and soft on this young one. It did not add to the thing’s beauty. ‘You want me to . . .’ Barrick stared. ‘You want me to eat that . . .?’


‘You’ll get no nicer treat today,’ the raven said crossly. ‘Trying to do you a favor, us was.’


It was all Barrick could do not to be immediately and violently ill.


After he had gathered his strength, he got back onto his feet. In one thing, anyway, the raven was undoubtedly right – it would not be wise to remain too long in this place where he had killed silkins.


‘If you’re going to eat that horrid thing, eat it,’ Barrick said. ‘Don’t make me look at it.’


‘Bring it along, us will, in case you change your mind . . .’


‘I’m not going to eat it!’ Barrick raised his hand to smack at the black bird but did not have the strength. ‘Just hurry up and finish it so we can go.’


‘Too big,’ said the raven contentedly. ‘Us has to eat it slow, savory-like. But it’s too big for us to carry far, either. Can you . . .?’


Barrick took a deep, slow breath. Much as it shamed him, he needed this bird. He couldn’t forget the loneliness that had surrounded him only an hour before when he thought the raven was gone. ‘Very well! I’ll carry it, if you can find some leaves or something to wrap it in.’ He shuddered. ‘But if it starts to stink . . .’


‘Then you mought get hungry, us knows. Never fear, us’n’ll find a place to stop before then.’


 


When they had covered enough ground that Barrick felt a little safer, they settled into a hollow where he would be sheltered from the worst of the wind and mist by a large rock jutting from the side of the dell. Barrick would have given almost anything for a fire, but he had lost his flint and steel in Greatdeeps and he did not know how to make flame any other way.


Kendrick would have been able to do it, he thought bitterly. Father would, too.


‘At least we seem to be leaving the silkins’ territory,’ he said out loud. ‘We walked for hours without seeing any.’


‘Silky Wood goes a long way,’ the raven said at last. ‘Us doesn’t think we’re even halfway to the middle.’


‘Blood of the gods, you’re joking!’ Barrick felt despair slide over him like a thundercloud blotting the sun. ‘Do we have to walk straight through it? Can’t we go around it? Is this the only way to go to . . .’ he wrestled with the throaty, alien words, ‘to Qul-na-Qar?’


‘We could go round the wood, us guesses,’ Skurn informed him, ‘but it would take a long time. We could go Sunward of it and then pass through Blind Beggar lands instead. Or withershins, and then we’d be traveling Wormsward. Either way, though, us’ll still find trouble on the far side.


‘Trouble?’


‘Aye. Sunward, in the Beggar lands, us’ll have to look out sharp for Old Burning Eye and the Orchard of Metal Bats.’


Barrick gulped. He didn’t want to know anymore. ‘Then let’s go the other way around.’


Skurn nodded gravely. ‘’Cepting that if we go withershins, us’re in a swampy place us heard is called Melt-Your-Bones, and even if we miss the woodsworms we’ll have to look smart so we don’t get caught by the Suck-down Toothies.’


Barrick closed his eyes. He was finding his way back to prayer, he had discovered, although having met the demigod Jikuyin he still had difficulty believing the gods always had his best interests in mind. But with a choice between the murderous silkins, something called Metal Bats, and Suck-down Toothies, it couldn’t hurt to pray.


O Gods . . . O Great Ones in Heaven. He tried to think of something to say. Only a few short days ago I discovered I would have to travel across all this fearful, unknown land of demons and monsters with only two companions, a fairy warrior and the captain of my royal guard. Now I still must make that same journey with only one companion – a dung-eating, insolent bird. If you meant to ease my burdens, great ones, you could have done better.


It wasn’t much of a prayer, Barrick knew, but at least he and the gods were talking again.


‘Wake me up if something’s going to kill me.’ As he stretched out on the uneven ground he could hear the wet sounds of Skurn starting on the dead Follower. Barrick’s ribs ached; his arm felt like it was full of sharp pieces of broken pottery. ‘No, on second thought, don’t bother waking me. Maybe I’ll be lucky and die in my sleep.’
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Without a Heart


‘The eminent philosopher Phayallos also maintained that the fairy words meaning “god” and “goddess” were very close to their words for “uncle” and “aunt” . . .’


—from ‘A Treatise on the Fairy Peoples of Eion and Xand’


THE CHILD TOOK HER HAND and placed it against his narrow chest, a gesture Qinnitan knew meant, ‘I’m frightened.’ She pulled him closer, held him as the movement of the Xixian ship rocked them both. ‘Don’t worry, Pigeon. He won’t hurt you. He only brought you to make sure I don’t dive over the side and try to swim back to Hierosol.’


He gave her a reproachful look: it wasn’t just for himself that he was frightened.


‘Truly, we’ll be well,’ she said, but they both knew she was lying. Qinnitan lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘You’ll see – we’ll find a chance to get away before we catch up with the autarch.’


Their cabin door abruptly swung open. The man who had snatched them from the streets of Hierosol stared at them, his eyes and face devoid of expression, as if he were thinking of something else entirely. While disguised as an old woman he had mimed feelings quite convincingly, but now he had thrown that aside as if human nature were only a mask he had been wearing.


‘What do you want?’ she asked. ‘Are you afraid we’re going to sneak out the locked door? Climb the mast and step off onto a cloud, perhaps?’


He ignored her as he walked past. He yanked hard at the bars on the window, testing them, then turned to survey the tiny cabin.


‘What is your name?’ Qinnitan demanded.


His lips twitched. ‘What does it matter?’


‘We will be together on this ship until we reach the autarch and you can be paid your blood money. You certainly know my name, and much more – you must have spent weeks following me, watching everything I did. By the Sacred Hive, you even dressed up like an old woman so you could spy on me! The least you could do is tell me who you are.’


He didn’t respond, and his face remained as expressionless as a dead man’s as he turned and left the cabin, every movement as precise and fluid as those of a temple dancer. She might have almost admired it, but she knew it would be like a mouse admiring the murderous grace of a cat.


She felt something damp on her arm. Pigeon was crying.


‘Here, here,’ she said. ‘Shh, lamb. Don’t be afraid. I’ll tell you a story. Do you want to hear a story?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Have you heard the true story of Habbili the Crooked? I know you’ve heard of him – he was the son of the great god Nushash, but when his father was driven into exile, Habbili was treated very badly by Argal and the rest of the demon-gods. For a while it seemed there was no chance he would survive, but in the end he destroyed his enemies and saved his father and even Heaven itself. Do you want to hear about that?’


Pigeon was still sniffling, but she thought she felt him nod.


‘Some of it is a little frightening so you have to be brave. Yes? Then I’ll tell you.’ And she told him the tale just as her father had taught it to her.


 


Long, long ago, when horses could still fly and the great red desert of Xand was covered with grass and flowers and trees, the great god Nushash was riding and met Suya the Dawnflower. Her beauty stole his heart. He went to her father, Argal the Thunderer, who was his half brother, and asked to marry her. Argal gave permission, but he had a cruel, dishonorable trick in mind, because he and his brothers were jealous of Nushash.


When Nushash had taken Suya away to meet his family, Argal called his brothers Xergal and Efiyal and told them Nushash had stolen his daughter. The brothers then assembled all their servants and warriors and rode to Moontusk, the house of Xosh, brother of Nushash and Lord of the Moon, where Nushash and his new bride were staying.


The war was long and terrible, and during the years it lasted a son was born to Nushash and Suya. His name was Habbili, and he was a brave, beautiful child, the treasure of his parents, wise and kind beyond his years.


Bright Nushash and his kin were defeated at last by the treachery of his half brothers. Suya Dawnflower escaped the destruction of Moontusk, but was lost in the wilderness for many years until Xergal, the Lord of the Deep, Argal’s brother, found her and made her his wife.


Xosh the Moonlord was killed in the fighting. Great Nushash was captured, but he was too powerful to destroy, so Argal and the others cut him into many pieces and scattered those pieces over all the lands. But young Habbili, son of Nushash, was tortured by Argal, his own grandfather, and all the rest of that demon clan. They tormented him and lamed him, then at last they cut out his heart and burned it on the fire and left him dead in the ruins of Moontusk.


But a mother serpent came into the ruins looking for a place to lay her egg, and so when she birthed it she hid it in the hole in Habbili’s chest. With the poisoned egg in his chest he came to life once more, consumed with anger and vowing revenge.


‘How can you do this to me?’ the mother snake said. ‘I have brought you back to life, but my child is in your breast and cannot hatch. If you go away now to attack your enemies you will have returned evil for good.’


Habbili thought about this and saw that what she said was true. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I will trust you, although my own family has betrayed me more times than I can count. Take back your egg, but go and draw a coal from the fires burning in the rubble and put that in my chest instead.’ And Habbili reached into his chest, pulled out the serpent’s egg, and then fell down dead once more.


The mother snake was honorable. She could have left him then, but instead she went and drew a coal from the fire burning in the ruins of the tower and brought it back, although it burned her mouth badly, which is why ever since all snakes have hissed instead of spoken. She placed it in his chest and he came back to life. He thanked her and went on his way, limping so badly from his many injuries that the mortals who met him named him ‘Crooked.’


For years he wandered and had many adventures and learned many things, but always he thought of the evil done to him by his grandfather and uncles. At last he felt he was ready to resume the sacred feud and to bring his father, Nushash, back to life. But his father’s body had been cut in pieces and scattered up and down the lands of the north and the lands of the south so Habbili had to search long and hard to find them. At last he had recovered all but his father’s head, which was kept in a crystal casket in the house of Xergal, the god of deep places and the dead, whom northerners call Kernios. Habbili went to Xergal’s stronghold and, with the use of charms and spells he had learned, made his way past the guards and into the heart of the house. And as he stole through that dark place, the wife of Xergal came upon him. Crooked did not at first recognize her, but she recognized him – for she was, after all, his mother Suya Dawnflower, whom Xergal had captured and forced into marriage.


‘You must run away, my son,’ she told him. ‘The Earthlord will be back soon, and when he returns he will be angry and destroy you.’


‘No,’ Habbili said. ‘I have come to steal my father’s head, so that I can bring him back to life.’


Suya was frightened, but she could not change his mind. ‘Dark Xergal keeps your father’s head in the deepest cellar of his house,’ she said at last, ‘in a crystal casket that cannot be broken without the hammer of Argal the Thunderer, his brother. But you cannot steal the hammer without the net of Efiyal, Lord of the Waters, who is brother to both. All three brothers are together on a hunting trip and their treasures are unguarded, so you must go now to steal them, for soon they will return to their houses and then you will never succeed.’


So Habbili the Crooked fled from Xergal’s house and followed his mother’s instructions, diving into the great river and swimming down into its depths to the house of Efiyal. There by his skill he overcame the crocodiles that guarded the river god’s throne and stole the net. Next he climbed high to the top of Xandos, the great mountain, to Argal’s house on its peak. He threw Efiyal’s net over the one hundred deadly warriors there so that they slept at his command, then took the great hammer down from the place where it hung by the door. Then Habbili reclaimed the magic net and climbed down Mount Xandos. He went down into the ground, back to the house where Xergal his uncle, lord of the deep places, kept his throne and all his treasure.


‘Please be careful, son,’ his mother Suya told him. ‘If Xergal finds you here he will destroy you. He is the god of the dead lands. He will drag you into the shadows and you will stay there forever.’ But Habbili went down the stairs into the deepest part of the Deathlord’s castle and found his father’s head in a box of gold and crystal, floating in a pool of quicksilver. When Habbili picked it up his father’s eyes opened. But since he had eyes and a mouth but no heart, he did not recognize his own son, and so Nushash’s head began to cry, ‘Help! Xergal, great lord! Someone is trying to steal me!’


At that moment Xergal was returning from his hunting trip. He heard the cry of Nushash’s head and hurried down the tunnel toward the deep vault, his footsteps booming like thunder. Habbili was frightened despite the coal burning hot in his breast – he knew that with his crippled legs he could not outrun the Deathlord – so he set the head of his father down on the floor, took up the Hammer of Argal and the Net of Efiyal, and waited. When Xergal burst into the room, his beard and robes black as a starless, moonless night, his eyes flashing red like rubies, Habbili threw the net over him. For a moment Xergal was slowed by his own brother’s sea magic and stopped, amazed. In that moment, Habbili threw the hammer at him and it knocked Xergal the Earthlord to the ground. Habbili picked up the hammer, took the head of his father in its crystal casket, and ran up the stairs with Xergal right behind him, getting closer all the time.


Suya, Habbili’s mother, grabbed at the cloak of Xergal as he ran past. ‘Husband,’ she cried, ‘you must come and eat your supper before it is cold.’


The Earthlord tried to pull away from her, but she held on. ‘Woman, let go of me. Someone has stolen what is mine.’


Suya clung to him. ‘But I have turned back the bed. Come and lie with me before the bed is cold.’


Still Xergal fought to get away. ‘Let go of me! Someone has stolen what is mine!’
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