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KHAZATHDAUR


The Masts of Shadow
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Pale rings of smoke come floating through the trees, 

Clear voices thread like silver on the breeze, 

And as I look towards the west I grieve, 

For in my heart, Im crying out to leave.

Made by Llewell, songmaker of Auralonde

The rain was without beginning and without end. It 
pattered on incessantly, a drumming of impatient 
fingers. There was only the sound of the rain and 
the rasp of breathing while the girl, mute, amnesiac, 
shorn, and wasted, climbed out over the brink of 
the mine-shaft. She was alone, with no concept of her 
own identity, no memory of how she had come to this 
place. In subterranean darkness she crawled blindly, 
until, reaching an opening, she tumbled out among 
javelins of rain. Over levels of harsh stone and through 
dripping claws of vegetation she drove herself on limbs
emaciated by weeks of the Langothe and days of starvation 
in the wilderness and lack of appetite for the 
food of Erith after the sight and fragrance of Faran 
fare. Sometimes she slept momentarily, or perhaps lost 
consciousness.

Pleasantly, even the Langothe had been forgotten 
then.

With stiffening limbs she moved slowly through the 
mud and wet stone of the abandoned mines, oblivious 
of their beauties or horrors, blind to obstacles that tore 
at her. Reaching level ground, she rose onto trembling 
legs and walked, an action her limbs seemed to remember 
by some instinct of their own.

The little dog was gone. The girl had lain a long time 
underground after the cave-in, at whiles licking at water 
droplets that oozed from the rock. Buried alive, she 
was presumed dead. The Hunt had been abandoned 
because the hunters had not known who she was, 
believing her to be merely some foolish spy, some 
unlucky wanderer or thief, now punished by death 
beneath the rock fall. Yet, she had survived, whether 
due to the Lady Nimriels mysterious gift or some 
inherent strength, or something else, unfathomable.

The ground had emptied from beneath her feet. She 
hurtled downward, to be brought up on a spear-point 
of agony. Her bracelet had snagged on a dead twig. She 
released the catch and fell into a thicket of Hedera 
paradoxis.

Hours passed.

Later, lying ivy-poisoned by the roadside, the shorn-haired 
waif in tattered masculine attire had been 
discovered by a passing carter. He had stolen her
Faran cloak and delivered her into the hands of 
Grethet.

Much had happened since then . . .


Now, as memories flooded back like sap rising in 
Spring, a strange euphoria blossomed within the 
damsel lying in a semitrance beneath the night-bound 
woods near Huntingtowers. The experience of recall 
imbued her with power. She felt like a winged being 
looking down on the world from an impossible height, 
while a light of glory crayoned her pinions in gold. So 
expanded was she in this virtual form that if she held 
out her hand she could cup the rain. Clouds brushed 
her cheek with cold dew, and should she raise her arms 
she could catch the sun like a golden ball. Mankind 
moved like beetles around her feet, and nothing could 
touch her. She had endured it all and been borne 
through, shining. She was winning.

So far.

Her shoulder hurt. It was being shaken in an iron 
claw. Her entire body quaked. She thrust off the claw, 
uttering an inarticulate groan.

Rohain! Mistress! Hazel eyes in a rounded, dimpled 
face appeared, framed by bobbing yellow curls with 
brown roots.

Sitting up, the dreamer took a swig from the water-bottle. 
Like any warrior, she rinsed her mouth and spat, 
then wiped her lips on her bloodstained sleeve.

Via, I told you not to call me that. And cut your 
fingernails. She rubbed her shoulder. Are we alive?

Yes, all three. You saved us.

I would like to agree, but I have this ornament on 
my finger which is responsible for our current state of 
health. Her hands wandered up to her face, lightly 
touching the forehead, the nose, the chin. She 
examined a strand of dark hair. Am I as I was? Am I 
ugly or beautiful? Boy or girl?

Viviana and Caitri exchanged meaningful looks.

Your experience at Huntingtowers has unsettled you 
 er, Tahquil, said Caitri. Come, let us help you to your 
feet. We must get away from here. We are still too close 
to that place.

As they stood up, the one they called Tahquil 
swayed, clutching at her heart. Leaning against a linden 
tree she closed her eyes and grimaced.

Zooks, maam, what is amiss? asked Viviana, full of 
concern.

Ah, no, it cannot be. Alas, it has me again. This, 
then, is the price.

What has you?

The Langothe. Theres no salve for it. The sufferer 
gulped down her pain. Let us go on.

I must endure the unendurable.

She wondered how long it would take to destroy 
her.


It was the second of Duileagmis, the Leafmonth, viminal 
last month of Spring. In the woods, every leaf was 
a perfect spearblade chipped from lucent emerald, 
fresh from the bud. As yet the new foliage was 
unbitten by insect, unparched by wind, untorn by rain.

The travellers walked through a glade striped with
slender silver-paper poles marked at spaced intervals 
with darker notches that accentuated the clean smooth 
paleness of the bark. The tops of the poles were lost 
overhead in a yellow-stippled haze of tenderest green.

The damsel called Tahquil twisted the golden leafcircle 
on her finger. Her thoughts fled to he who had 
bestowed it upon her. I miss thee. I have come full 
circle. Here I am once more. And thee, my love, shall I 
ever see thee again?

The damsel, Tahquil. Her insides ached. Yearning 
chewed at them.

Thus she thought: I am a thousand and seventeen 
and a half years old. I am Ashalind na Pendran, Lady 
of the Circle. I come from a time before the shang, 
before Windships and sildron. The kingdom of my birth 
has crumbled to nothing. One of the most powerful 
Faran in Aia pursues me  but why? Is it simply 
because I committed the crime of eavesdropping and 
survived his vengeance, or does he guess I have found a 
way back to the Realm? Is he after my life or my knowledge? 
And all the while the other powerful Faran, his 
royal brother, sleeps forever amongst a great company 
of knights beneath some unmarked hill.

One Gate to Farie remains passable: the Gate 
of Oblivions Kiss. Only I may enter it, only I might 
recognise it, if I could recall. But the past has returned 
imperfectly to me. The most important recollection of all, 
that of the Gates location, is still hidden in oblivions 
mists  mayhap tis hidden forever. Indeed, some other 
events surrounding my time in the Gate-passage lack 
clarity.

If I could return to the Fair Realm with the Password
elindor, the Keys could be released from the Green 
Casket. The Gates might be opened once more. The 
Faran would be able to send a discreet messenger to 
where their High King lies  for surely they could guess 
where he would be, or find him by means of gramarye 
 to tell him to return in all haste and secrecy to the 
Realm. Yet, if the Raven Prince discovers that the Gates 
are open and enters the Fair Realm before his brother, 
he might use his second boon to close them again and 
condemn the High King to continuing, everlasting exile.

Back and forth shuttle my thoughts, my confusion. 
This is like playing a game of Kings-and-Queens: if this, 
then thus, but if that, then the other.

Nonetheless, many matters are now clarified. Now I 
understand truly who it is that hunts at my heels  it is 
not the Antlered One, after all. Huon is only one of 
Morragans minions. Huons powers are naught by 
comparison with his masters. Now I understand whose 
henchman noticed my Talith hair in the marketplace of 
Gilvaris Tarv, and who lost track of me after the attack 
on the Road Caravan, and who found me again when 
Dianella and Sargoth betrayed me. I understand who 
it was that ordered the Wild Hunt to assail Isse Tower, 
who sent the Three Crows of War through the Rip of 
Tamhania. I know who pursues me with destruction 
wherever I may go: the Raven Lord, Morragan, Fithiach 
of Carnconnor, Crown Prince of Farie.

Sombrely, as she walked through the birch woods, 
the traveller with the dark-dyed hair and the festoons 
of thyme dwelled again on the moment she had first set 
eyes on him in the Halls of Carnconnor under Hobs 
Hill.

With eyes as grey as the cold southern seas, he was 
the most grave and comely of all the present company. 
Hair tumbled down in waves to his elbows, and it was 
the blue-black shade of a ravens wing . . . he regarded 
her, but said nothing.

I dismiss that personage from my contemplation, she 
said to herself. He brings sorrow. The Faran! I have 
met with them, spoken with them! Sorrow they bring to 
mortals but delight also, and they are so joyous and 
goodly to behold as I would not have believed possible. 
Again she caressed the golden ring on her finger, smiling 
sadly, her eyes misted with reflections. Indeed, had 
I not seen with my own eyes Thorn wielding cold iron 
in his very hand, I would have said he must be of 
Faran blood. Beloved heartbreaker! I am fervently glad 
he is no Faran  but I must banish thoughts of him 
now.

When I walked from the Geata Poeg na Danainn, it 
was my thought to embark on a quest to restore the 
Faran High King to his Realm. I wonder  how long 
had he reigned in the Fair Realm, the High King of all 
Immortals, bearded with his pride, swollen with power, 
overripe with glory in his failing years? For how many 
centuries did he sit upon his hoary throne in Farie, toying 
with the lives of mortals, before he met his own exile? 
And would it truly matter to me if this ancient King and 
his dormant warriors were to lie forever entombed 
under Eriths eroding mountains?

She sighed. She already knew the answer.

Yes, it would matter. Those who sleep might waken, 
one day.

In this era, I have heard more tales of the Faran
than I knew in the past. Those tales have illustrated a 
race that is dazzling, but callous and cruel. Like all 
mortals I am drawn to them, but now that I recall history, 
my abhorrence is confirmed. I dislike the Faran, 
almost as heartily as the Raven Prince hates mortalkind. 
I could not endure it if Faran warriors should awaken 
and, undying, walk in my Erith. It is the fault of the Fair 
Ones and their quarrels, and their heartless laws, that I 
am here now in this perilous place, separated from those 
I love. I am fully aware of the trouble they may wreak, 
if they rouse from their enchanted sleep.

She who I once was, Ashalind of my memories  she 
loved them. I, her future incarnation, am wiser. Oh, 
they are beauteous, fascinating  it is impossible not to 
be attracted by them. But I, Tahquil-Rohain, loathe and 
fear their alien ways, their weird morality, their 
immutable laws, their arrogant use of power. Tis true 
that sometimes, when it suits them, they may behave 
with kindness, but the tales reveal them to be haughty, 
proud, contemptuous and cruel. They are users and 
punishers of my race. Rightly do folk name the Faran 
the Strangers. Strange indeed are they, scorching 
flames of gramarye. They ought to be shut out of our 
world.

This is my conclusion: that the Sleepers must awaken 
and depart. They must go back to where they belong. 
Every Faran now in Erith must be repatriated.

If the Langothe is not too swift in its deadly work, I 
shall go back to Arcdur and seek the Gate. Then I shall 
return through it to the Perilous Realm and use the 
Password to unlock their Casket of Keys so that the 
Faran of the Realm may go forth and find the hill in
Erith where their King sleeps. Some shall waken him 
and his noble company, and take them away. Others 
shall take away the beautiful Raven Prince who frets 
and rails so passionately against his exile. When they 
and all their shadowy, sparkling, fair and terrible kind 
are gone, then the Gates must truly be locked forever. I 
shall not rest until that is accomplished.

This is my predicament and my undertaking.


Coloured spindles of lupins, as high as a mans knee, 
marched between the boles of the silver-birches. Each 
one flaunted a different hue, ranging from salmon, 
peach and apricot to mauve, maroon and lavender. 
Clusters of flower-turrets sprang from their own green 
coronas of frondescence. Now at the height of 
their blossoming they stood so erect, so tapered and 
symmetrical, each petal so crisp and painted and perfect, 
that they seemed artificial. Their petals brushed the 
garments of the travellers as they passed.

Where are we going? asked Caitri, not unreasonably.

Northeast. Then north. Nearer to Thorn, in fact. Yet 
never shall I seek thee my beloved, never shall I bring my 
hunters upon thee.

Did you find what you wanted at Huntingtowers?

I did. Tonight, if we find a safe place to rest, I shall 
tell you everything.

Tonight you shall sleep, admonished Viviana in a 
motherly manner, since you did not do so last night. 
We thought you were in a trance. We believed you 
were bewitched.

Why are we heading north? Caitri wanted to know.

The region called Arcdur lies to the north. I must 
find something there  a Gate. The first time we see 
Stormriders overhead, you must wave them down and 
go with them, feigning that you have not seen me. You 
two have suffered enough. This new quest of mine is 
not for courtiers.

Your words insult us, said Viviana.

I am sorry, but it is true.

In silence they walked on.

We will not see Relayers, said Caitri. We are travelling 
far from the lands over which the Skyroads run, 
which are their usual routes. Besides, they have 
searched this coast already. They shall believe us lost, 
and they will not return.

Is there any road to Arcdur from here? Viviana 
queried.

Not that I know of. The Kings High Way used to go 
there, but it has long since been swallowed by the 
forest, or fallen into the sea. I know only that Arcdurs 
western shores lie along the north-west coast of 
Eldaraigne.

Then we ought to keep to the seas margins, 
Viviana said. If we keep the ocean to our left we will 
be sure to come to Arcdur eventually.

It would be impossible, said Tahquil-Ashalind, once 
Rohain. The cliffs along here are rugged, pierced by 
deep inlets thrusting far back into the land. Without a 
boat we cannot go that way.

Viviana stopped by some low tree ferns. She 
plucked out some whorls of fiddle-heads, tightly coiled, 
like pale green clockwork springs. Other greenery and
assorted vegetation hung on lengths of twine from her 
waist, her shoulders and her elbows, obscuring the 
articles swinging and clanking from her chatelaine.

You have not eaten since the day before yesterday, 
auradonna, the courtier reminded Tahquil from 
behind her matted, bleached curls. Tis little wonder 
your belly pains you.

The euphoria dissipated. Tahquil looked at the dead 
and wilting leaves she herself carried, and the dirty, 
worm-eaten tubers. A forgotten tendril of something 
akin to hunger stirred within her. One could not live on 
memories. The three companions sat beneath the 
lissom poles of the birches and kindled a fire. Viviana 
unbound bunches of edible roots, seedpods and 
herbage.

Via has become adept at finding food, explained 
Caitri with a touch of reproach, especially since you 
went off on your own. Shes remembered all youve 
taught us. She has an eye for it.

Even courtiers can learn, said Viviana haughtily, to 
be useful.

Then let me teach you how to cook, offered 
Tahquil. It would be a distraction from the hurt within.


These wooded, gently undulating hills were named 
the Great Western Forest, but, more innocuous than a 
forest, they were actually one vast woodland of beech, 
budding birch, oak and rustling, new-leafed poplars, 
hung with leafy creepers. The trees were interspersed 
with brakes of hazel and wild currant bushes veiled 
with a diaphanous lace of blossoms. Rivulets chuckled
through leafy dells. Bluebells sprang in a lapis lazuli 
haze, attractive and perilous.

Directed by a dim, smoke-bleared sun glimpsed 
through the woodland canopy, the travellers walked on 
through the reddish-brown smog of the day, and at 
evenfall, when weariness threatened to sweep Tahquil 
from her feet, they climbed to shelter in a huge and 
ivied weather-beech, pulling themselves up on vegetable 
cables to rest in a scoop at the junction of three 
great boughs.

Twittering like sparrows in the undergrowth and 
fallen leaves, a gaggle of small wights came tumbling 
and capering over the knotted roots below. They were 
grigs. No more than eight inches tall were they, apple-cheeked, 
their eyes dark brown with no whites, their 
small mouths grinning. On their heads perched fungus-red 
caps, terminating in tasselled points. Their knee-breeches 
were bark-brown, their coats the fern-green 
of trooping wights. In this typical eldritch attire they 
performed cartwheels and other acrobatic feats which 
they apparently considered hilarious, and which in 
their audiences opinion were tediously uninspired.

I should like to throw something at the little 
uncouthants, said Viviana peevishly.

Nestling into the spoon of the tree, Tahquil slept. 
Oblivion descended, total again. She slept through the 
shang wind when it came, but Viviana, watching, 
pulled her mistresss taltry over her head lest she 
dreamed. In the unstorm, the cindery air transmuted to 
minuscule sequins.

I shall have to inform her soon, said Caitri.


*


A putrid drizzle of stagnant daylight announced dawn, 
struggling to pierce Tamhanias airborne, incinerated 
detritus. The travellers stretched their limbs stiffly.

By the powers! exclaimed Tahquil, snapping into 
wakefulness. Were lucky to be alive  we didnt set a 
night watch!

You did not, said Caitri primly, crushing stytchel-thyme 
leaves to release their pungent oils. We did.

Tahquil smiled through encrusted ash-mud. It is 
well that I have you both with me.

She rubbed more thyme leaves over her limbs and 
clothing, and they breakfasted on water. As she 
stoppered the water-bottle, Caitri looked up at her 
mistress. Her deep-lidded eyes seemed huge, liquid; 
her cheeks were paler than usual.

It is the season to endure, she said, obscurely.

What is it, child? Your eyes tell me a terrible tale. I 
recall, now, you have been trying for some while to 
impart some tidings to me. Suddenly I burn to know. 
This time you must out with it  for it is something that 
concerns me deeply, I feel.

Caitri swallowed. It is this. I should have told you 
earlier, but I could not. Even now

Go on! Give me the words, quickly, or I shall go 
mad with the waiting!

The reprobate Sargoth, he who was once the Royal 
Wizard

What of him?

He escaped from the palace dungeons and roams 
freely through Eldaraigne. He seeks you, and has sworn 
to take terrible vengeance upon you.

The weather-beech stretched its arms upwards to the
sombre sky. Talium-coloured butterflies puppeted 
through the leaves, like primrose petals on strings.

How do you know this, Caitri?

I overheard, at Tana, the day after the last Watership 
came bearing news. It was too odious. I could not tell 
you, and besides, it was forbidden.

Whom did you overhear?

They were holding converse in the adjacent chamber, 
Prince Edward and the Duke of Ercildoune. I was 
arranging flowers in a vase for you  burnet roses, they 
were. I did not intend to listen. I could not help it  
their words carried clearly. The Prince seemed agitated 
and sorrowful. He was saying that he wanted to leave 
the island, to go north to the war. He said he felt like a 
merlin in a cage, pent up, when what he wanted to do 
was to fly free to fight alongside the other warriors. He 
said it was not manly to hide on Tamhania when he 
should be on the battlefields slaying wights, his sword 
black and smoking with their blood. The Duke, he tried 
to persuade the Prince otherwise, saying he was too 
young yet for battle. The Prince replied that at the very 
least he should be scouring Eldaraigne for the escaped 
wizard, Sargoth, who by his tricks had slain the soldiers 
that pursued him, and who had vowed to do all in his 
power to bring about the downfall of the Lady Rohain, 
against whom he held a bitter grudge.

Caitri was biting her lip, uneasy about conveying ill 
tidings. And then the Duke, he told Prince Edward to 
hush, not to speak so loudly, for doubtless the wizard 
would soon be recaptured and it would not do to cause 
undue alarm by revealing this threat, which in fact was 
no threat at all, because my lady dwelt in security on
the Royal Isle. And the Prince after a time, he said yes, 
he knew that. They did not say more, after.

Are you certain of what you heard?

Yes. There was no mistaking it. I am so sorry, but I 
thought it best to warn you . . .

Tahquil-Rohain stared at the cinnamon rind of the 
weather-beech. A brightly enamelled ladybird walked 
across it, a tiny hemisphere of scarlet and black on 
barely perceptible feet. The fragile insect teetered along 
the edge of a crevasse in the bark.

Gramercie, Caitri, she said. It is well done, to 
inform me that yet another enemy seeks my blood. 
Nay, I do not mock! I mean every syllable in earnest. 
Those who know their enemies are better prepared 
to defend themselves. The disagreeable Sargoth, 
wherever he might roam, shall not catch me unawares!

But, having allowed recollections of Tamhania to 
return, Caitri was weeping now. Poor Edward! she 
sobbed. And dear Thomas! Her tears were a catalyst. 
Memories of all they had ever loved and lost sprang 
clearly to the forefront of the damsels minds. The 
impetus of Tamhanias tragedy, postponed during their 
scramble for survival, now returned to them in full 
force. Together, they wept inconsolably, until no more 
tears would come.

As aftermath, a deep tranquillity pooled within them.


Ultimately, Tahquil swung out of the tree, scrambling 
down the woody creepers to the ground. She landed 
hard and did not glance up.

Come. Her throat rasped. Tis time we were away.

Above the leaf canopy, rain clouds gathered. They 
let down their silver hair to wash away the grieving ash, 
the corrosives.

The next morning the air struck clear, wincing, 
sparkling like polished crystal.


Northeast they walked, keeping about two miles inland 
from the coastline. A northerly breeze brought the 
savage scent of the sea. The sounds of wights bubbled 
all around, especially at night: footsteps, rustlings, occasional 
bursts of manic laughter or screams, that sense of 
unseen presences that raised hairs, prickling, on the 
scalp, and choked the throat with a cold hand and 
hammered at the heart. Either their tilhals or the shining 
ring or good sense or luck or all four had, so far, 
kept safe these three inexperienced wayfarers.

From time to time, Caitri and Viviana continued to 
anoint Tahquil with oil of stytchel-thyme to prevent 
recognition by her scent, because there were, in the 
world, things that would not be barred by charms and 
good fortune. Tahquil showed her companions the 
gold enamelled bracelet and told them all that had 
returned to her as she sat in the shadow of the caldera. 
They were left awestruck.

After all that has transpired, my lady is in fact a 
lady, Viviana said, with a courtiers consciousness of 
rank. A right rare one, if I may say so!

How is it, my lady, wondered Caitri as they 
travelled, that you are not dust? In the tales, when mortals 
return from many years in Farie, they crumble 
away after setting foot on Erithan soil.

Ashes to dust. I know not, unless it were part of the 
Lady Nimriels gift, or a property of the Gateway in 
whose shelter I spent a thousand years.

But can you not remember the exact location of this 
Gateway?

I cannot. Yet I think that if I set eyes on it I shall 
know it.

To search for it  that is where we are going?

Yes.

But should we not instead seek out the King-Emperor so that you may inform him of all you have 
recalled? persisted the little girl. For, if anyone can aid 
you in the hunt for this Gate, it is His Majesty! Why, 
with the Royal Attriod and all the Legions of Erith at his 
command, he could not fail!

His hands are full enough with the conflict in the 
north, Tahquil said quickly. She paused, as if reconsidering, 
then added, In all truth, I would fain keep my 
lord from this perilous business of Gates and Faran 
princes and unseelie hunters. Already, he risks his life 
at the battlefield. I have no wish to bring further danger 
upon him.

In my opinion, Caitri responded, choosing her 
words with care, a decision against taking your news 
to His Majesty is unwise. He is our powerful sovereign, 
and a Dainnan warrior beyond compare. Wizards 
throng to his summons. He governs great armies of 
bronze and iron. Does my lady truly believe such a one 
cannot defend himself against unseelie foes? I say he 
can  and he can facilitate your quest as well.

I thank you for your outspokenness, Tahquil said 
with sincerity. There is much in what you say.
Additionally, she reflected wryly, between my love and 
myself, who are handfasted, there should be no 
secrets . . .

Surely it is our duty as citizens, interjected Viviana, 
to acquaint our sovereign with the nature of the disquieting 
undercurrents that are stirring. Surely it is his 
right, as Eriths monarch, to be able to name the enemies 
of the Empire.

A look of pain twisted Tahquils features. Racked 
with indecision, she strode faster, her hands plucking at 
the air as if grasping for answers. Unable, for the 
nonce, to decide whether to let the arguments of her 
companions sway her, she permitted her thoughts to 
briefly stray.

Indeed, he does rule armies of bronze and iron, 
she mused. His own armour is wrought of polished 
steel, and had I not seen him wearing it, I would 
wonder  not for the first time  whether Faran blood 
flowed in his veins. Yet the touch of cold iron to the 
Fair Ones is as the touch of flame to mortals. No 
Faran lord or lady may brush so much as a fingertip 
against steel and not be tormented with agony beyond 
measure.

No, he is not of their race. It is my love for him that 
makes him seem more marvellous than other men. Love 
is blind, they say; rather should they say, Love makes 
heroes of ordinary fellows, princes of commoners, 
Faran of mortalkind. In the eyes of all lovers the 
beloved transcends the mundane, forsakes all flaws and 
becomes supernatural.

Besides, how could he be other than mortal? He is the 
King-Emperor, whose very birth was witnessed by the 
Lord High Chancellor, not to mention a multitude of 
midwives and carlins.

Abruptly, Tahquil slowed her pace and waited for 
the others to catch up.

Speed is imperative, she said resolutely. If we go 
looking for His Majesty, much time will be lost. The 
sooner my plan is put into action, the sooner the 
Faran will depart from Erith and leave us in peace. 
The more we dally, the more chance Prince Morragan 
has to find the Gate before us!

True enough! Caitri agreed.

Resignedly, Viviana shrugged. Then so be it. Against 
my better judgement I follow.

I do not compel you, Tahquil rebuked mildly.

The courtier smiled. Well! With a flourish of her 
hand she indicated their wild and leafy surroundings. 
Where else would I go?

A rill fed a woodland pool; a dark-green stillness 
flooring a frog-hollow lapped in vernal shade. Here the 
travellers halted, warily, to bathe their hands and faces. 
They kept watch for signs of unseelie presences, wights 
of water, such as drowners, waterhorses or dripping 
fuaths. They dared not venture in, lest pallid hands 
should shoot forth from submerged lairs and seize 
them. Nothing untoward took place, save that as they 
left the pool Tahquil looked back and, in the shifting 
light and shade, thought she saw something sitting 
alone at the waters edge, where only emptiness had sat 
alone before. Pulling her taltry well forward she urged 
her companions to hasten.

The jade-misted birch woodland gave way to groves 
of blossoming pear and almond, and now they walked
beneath a sea of another kind: foaming acres of 
exuberant white petals in luxuriant profusion, an aerial 
wedding-world, zithering with bees.

The last remnants of an old orchard, perhaps, said 
Viviana. Like Cinnarine. Oh, to see those lands in 
Spring.

Cinnarine is too close to the battlefields for my liking, 
said Caitri.

The long, narrow, pointed spear-blades of almond 
leaves and the shorter, rounded, glossy discs of pear 
foliage still lay wrapped tightly inside their buds, on the 
point of unfolding. On boughs bereft of any greenery, 
only pristine clouds of starched blossom gathered, their 
white wax petals flawlessly formed. Nebulae of paper-white 
butterflies steamed among the flowers. Flocks of 
milky doves ascended and descended like snowy, burst 
pillows. Thistledown wafted like the ghosts of fallen 
stars.

The wanderers dined on chicory leaves and silverweed 
roots. Contrarily, the astringent flavours evoked 
for Tahquil a contrasting picture of Oswyns honeyed 
pears poached in cardamom and anise sauce, and her 
almond bread, rolled into buttery crescents, last tasted 
a millennium ago but seeming only a short span of 
time. Yet even the memories of these dainties could 
not put zest into her appetite, already dulled by the 
Langothe.


As the dusk chorus of birds had foretold, the sky 
bloomed like a grey-blue pearl, dim but faintly luminous. 
Treetops were suspended, dark against its satin.
From the finest end of the finest overhanging bough, 
silhouetted, a tiny possum let itself down delicately, 
slowly, quietly, by its tail. Its hands grasped the twig 
below. It swung sideways and was gone.

That night, waiting for sleep, hammocked high in a 
natural web of ivy strung thickly between almond 
boughs, Tahquil lay and listened to the rustlings of the 
possums. As her eyes began to adjust to the moonlight, 
she became aware that she was staring at one of them, 
and it was looking back at her. She saw it, dark against 
the pale black sky. Its shy partner had dashed away 
in panic, crashing down into the ivy net. This one 
regarded her solemnly then unhurriedly melted into 
the night  a wild thing, courageous, inquisitive. 
Untouchable.

She fancied, for an instant, that if she did but turn 
her head she would find Thorn lying beside her. And 
so she did not turn her head, lest he was not.

Her companions slept soundly. Caitris triangular 
face, surrounded by its abundant cloud of wavy, brown 
hair, was at peace. Her thin, pale limbs sprawled 
among the leaves and her neat, bow-shaped mouth 
was relaxed, slightly open.

Next morning the companions journeyed on. On the 
other side of the snow-lace orchard the trees became 
sparser. The spaces between them allowed glimpses of 
a sky the pastel blue of a wild birds egg, striped with 
wind-raked ribbons of cloud. The orchard dwindled 
and dropped away altogether, giving way to rolling 
grasslands pricked with soft colours like a sprinkle of 
dyed sugar crystals.

These borderland tracts were like wild gardens,
bursting with colour at the height of their flowering. 
The hard rain of Tamhanias destruction had scarcely 
touched them. Deep bosks of rhododendrons filled 
them, and callistemons thrusting forth their startling 
scarlet bottlebrushes, and mauve magnolias, and bright-baubled 
hakeas. Towards the middle, the flower 
meadows were drowned in cataracts of wisteria, a profusion 
of purple tassels rich with heady scent, a rain of 
delicate flowerets hanging in chains and dripping with 
petals and bees.

The travellers gazed out across the meadows. To the 
north, a dark ribbon crossed the horizon from east to 
west. From this distance, it looked to be a sheer cliff 
wall or escarpment, or a front line of giant warriors 
standing elbow to elbow.

Ahead of us lies the mighty forest of Timbrilfin, said 
Tahquil, forcing her thoughts away from Thorn to recall 
the lessons in mapping she had learned as a child. I 
have never come close to it, but in my time I learned 
of it and once, from a boat, I glimpsed the final 
reaches of its western arm. We are come to the Arven 
Meadows in the Marches of Timbrilfin.

I have heard of a vast forest in these parts, said 
Viviana, but I have not heard the name you call it by. 
I do not remember what I have heard it called; however, 
I think twas not so pleasant to the ear.

Perhaps the name has changed over the years, 
suggested Caitri.

Many things alter, over time, said Tahquil. The 
forest itself may not be the same.

I do not want to enter it, said Viviana. It looks dark 
and eldritch, even at this distance.

Thats as may be, replied Tahquil, nevertheless we 
must go through, for there is no way around. Or if there 
is, it would take us many leagues out of our way, for 
the forest stretches right across the west to the rocky 
cliffs of the coast, and equally afar into the east.

In your time perhaps, said Viviana, yet its mightiness 
may well have dwindled these thousand years.

Think you? asked Tahquil. I see no end to it at 
either side.

After carefully scanning the dark line across the horizon, 
the courtier had to agree.

Lumpy with bundles, the travellers made their way 
through the flowers. To a casual observer they might 
have looked like three taltried peasants in stout boots, 
the leader tall and slender with greasy brown locks 
overshadowing the face, the second shorter and 
plumper with straw-coloured curls straggling from 
beneath the hood, the last small and slight with hair 
combed neatly back from a clean-boned childs face. 
Thigh-deep they waded in a rainbow of tulip goblets, 
silk-petticoated peony and ranunculus, long perfumed 
trumpets of daffodils and bonnets of freesia, hyacinths 
grapes and bells, the earnest blue lace of love-in-the-mist, 
the innocent faces of primula and the filaments of 
crocuses dusted with saffron powders. Knee-deep 
the travellers splashed through little boggy streams 
or wandered amid armies of flag-lilies waving like 
proudly borne standards  a blaze of amethyst banners 
tongued with yellow flame. At nights they looked for 
islets or forks in these rivulets, sleeping between two 
arms of running water so as to be safe, at least from 
minor wights.

For this land was riddled with eldritch manifestations.

When the evenings drew in, humpbacked, small, 
bogle-like mannikins with beady eyes and snouty, 
wicked faces would cavort among the flower stems. 
They pelted the travellers with tiny stones, hurling 
abuse in high-pitched voices. They turned somersaults, 
rolling themselves into balls, and as they rolled along 
they were no longer mannikins but hedgehogs which 
uncurled before snuffling out of sight. The flowers 
swished as though invisible legs stalked through the 
Arven Meadows.

The urchens were annoying and their aim was 
accurate, the cause of painful bruising and cuts. It 
seemed that the more their three victims shouted, 
waved their arms and tried to chase them off, the more 
the urchens delighted in inflicting torment. Guffawing 
with derision, they pitched more stones and wheeled 
away.

Leave off, Tahquil said to her friends at last. 
Attention only encourages them. Ignore their pranks 
and perhaps theyll grow bored.

Eventually the wights moved off.

Beastly urchens, giving hedgehogs a bad name, 
said Caitri, wiping blood from her cheek where a sharp 
stone had gashed it. It must be centuries since mortals 
have passed this way for them to harass.

I dont suppose they have much else to think about, 
said Viviana.

I dont suppose they have much to think with, said 
Caitri scornfully.

The urchens returned on one or two other occasions,
in case the travellers should languish for spiteful 
company.

Where do they find all those pebbles? pondered 
Viviana.

Stars hung overhead like burning snowflakes.


One sunfall, while gathering dead twigs of rhododendron 
for kindling, Viviana screamed. Gibbering with 
terror, she came splashing across a beck to the island 
campsite. Snatching up knives and sticks, Tahquil and 
Caitri stood back to back with Viviana folded between, 
preparing to defend themselves.

Should something powerful come, we have no 
chance, murmured Caitri to Tahquil beneath Vivianas 
hysterical, unintelligible gasps.

I know.

They scrutinised the meadows. The flower heads 
nodded, skimmed by a zephyr and the enchanting 
flute-like calls of a pied butcherbird. The great, wild 
garden appeared guileless.

What saw you, Via? Tahquil asked without turning 
her head. Every nerve hummed like ships rigging in a 
sea storm.

It came at me. It had a face, like a mans but 
shaggy, horned. It was naked from the waist up, ten 
feet tall with goats legs . . .

Goats legs? Are you certain it was ten feet tall?

Well, perhaps nine. Maybe eight. No less than five 
or four

An urisk.

But you should have seen it! It was horrid!

It sounds like an urisk, Via. Did it look like the 
marble figures supporting the Duke of Roxburghs 
mantelshelf in Caermelor Palace?

Why yes indeed, it did resemble those, only

If it is an urisk you saw we have nothing to fear.

Maybe it was. Maybe it wasnt. But twas most fearsome.

The Arven Meadows now lacked any sign of wights. 
As the travellers kindled their little fire, the book of 
night opened, upon whose dark pages were printed the 
runes of constellations spelling out a huge, slow language 
as old as evolution.

There are trows about, said Tahquil next day as 
they picked their way across the confetti-stippled 
uplands. Each night I see them, moving under the 
starlight.

The Grey Neighbours, said Viviana. Harmless 
mostly, but vengeful if offended.

In the Tower we never saw any wights at all, said 
Caitri. Only if we returned late from gathering in the 
forest beyond the domains, someone might glimpse 
movement or the flash of eyes in the darkling, but not 
often. I heard only the tales.

We had a bruney at Wytham, said Viviana. He was 
called Billy Blind  a very reliable little domestic who 
kept the house spick and span. And there was my 
ladys household wight at Arcune, which used to sing 
with us and swing on the pot-hook. But Id never seen 
unseelie wights except from a distance, she shuddered, 
until I met with hobyahs on the road to your Tower, 
Cait. That was a meeting I could well have done 
without.

And now you have met an urisk, said Tahquil, and 
what is more, I suspect this urisk is following us. Upon 
reflection, I think it has been trailing us ever since we 
stopped to wash in that pool under the birch-woods.

What might it be after? asked Viviana nervously.

That I cannot say.


That night, Viviana unhooked her sewing implements 
from her chatelaine and stitched up a rent in the leg of 
her breeches. A watch was kept all night, but in the 
morning her silver thimble was missing.

I left it here by the fire, she exclaimed, and now it 
is gone! Stolen.

Trows, said Tahquil darkly. They are silver-thieves. 
Fleetingly, a vision returned to her  a memory of a 
happier time spent amongst trows and henkies, when 
eldritch music played. They danced, then, the Dainnan 
and the girl  so close, so very close but never, ever 
touching. Neither did a lock of his hair flick her 
shoulder nor the hem of her dress brush against his 
boot, that was how precisely they danced. Later, looking 
back on this night, Imrhien could not clearly recall the 
slow beauty of the inhuman harmonies or her wonder 
at the clear eyes that smiled down on her, only the way 
the wind lifted his long, dark hair like spreading wings.

Guard well your chatelaine, Viviana, she said, 
thrusting aside the knife that twisted in the wound.

The courtier checked over the ornate clasp holding 
together the medley of chatelettes; the scissors, the 
manicure set, bodkin, spoon, vinaigrette, needle-case, 
the looking glass and spike-leaf strainer, the faulty
timepiece, the workbox, the portrait and tilhals, the 
anlace, penknife, snuff-box and pencil.

This motley collection seems sorely out of place in 
the wilderness, she sighed.

It may yet come in useful, Tahquil assured her.

She lay back to rest against dulcet grasses, and 
closed her eyes. Dimly, through sombre veils of yearning, 
the conversation of her companions drifted into 
her awareness.

Do you not long for home and hearth? Viviana 
softly quizzed the little girl.

I miss my mother, admitted Caitri, apparently surprised 
at the question, but life in Isse Tower was disagreeable 
 never the life for me. Now I am bound to 
my ladys service, and gladly do I follow her. This is the 
way I was taught. I follow, I serve, I learn. It is enough 
for me to walk outside the walls of the House of the 
Stormriders. Being content, I crave no more. And you?

Viviana deliberated. I am fearful of these wights that 
haunt our surrounds, she said eventually, and I would 
wish we might find ourselves safe within walls.

Walls may not guarantee safety, necessarily, Caitri 
reminded her.

Yet they appear secure, which is reassuring.

Then, do you wish you might not accompany my 
lady on this quest?

No, I do not wish that, but twould make my heart 
lighter were I convinced that our venture stands a good 
chance of success. I fear the dangerous regions lying 
across our path might ensnare us, and drag us to our 
doom.


*


Next morning they journeyed on.

The land undulated in folds and banks and wooded 
shoulders from which toppled the pewter braids of rills. 
Ever as the travellers approached the thick, dark border 
of Timbrilfin, leaving at their backs the flowery lea, the 
outlying trees grew higher and stouter, closer together. 
For fourteen cool rain-misted days they trudged along, 
although there were no visible paths. Few words were 
exchanged between them. Food was scant. Half a 
month had elapsed since they had left the slopes of the 
caldera, when they came under the forest fence.

The sun shone from the northwest, still making its 
annual zigzag journey to the southern tropic. Away 
from it fell the heavy shadow of the fence of trees, casting 
a chill, grey gloom all along the boundary.

A dim and mysterious place, it certainly felt eldritch.

There the travellers halted, tilting back their heads to 
look up. High above, the straight boles of massive 
autarken trees leaped a hundred and fifty feet up to a 
distant roof of leaves. In the spaces between these 
magnificent pillars dusk gathered  a hollow absence of 
light, a curdling of twilight.

Timbrilfin, Land of Mighty Trees, uninhabited by 
mortal men, said Tahquil aloud. Instantly she regretted 
having spoken. Caterpillars seemed to be crawling 
across her shoulders.

Something is listening, said Caitri, voicing the 
opinion of them all.

As one they turned and moved away. When they 
considered themselves out of earshot of whatever 
lurked in the darkness beneath the trees, they stopped 
to talk.

I had supposed that Timbrilfin would be like the fair 
Forest of Tiriendor, said Tahquil quietly, but I was mistaken. 
Tiriendor possessed its dangers, but at least it 
was filled with light and air. Those overshadowed 
vaults ahead of us give out an ominous look. It may be 
that in the centuries since my time hosts of unseelie 
wights have gathered within those sunless arbours. 
Now horrors unguessed might well dwell therein. We 
are not Dainnan knights. The three of us, alone, are no 
match for any truly fell beings. It is unlikely we would 
pass unscathed through their domain.

What is to be done? asked Viviana. As you have 
said, to the west the forest meets the ocean, while to 
the east the trees stretch mile after mile. Are we to turn 
back at this barrier, after coming so far? Must we return 
to Court after all?

A note of hope might have chimed in the courtiers 
tone.

Tahquil chewed a stem of grass, squinting thoughtfully 
at the sky.

No, she said. But I need time to think and we all 
should rest. That spring we passed not far from here, 
soaking out of the hillside  let us sojourn there.

The spring was not much more than a boggy patch, 
vivid green, fringed with rushes and iris. Here, dragon-flies of metallic emerald-gold or ruby iridescence froze 
in midair on almost-invisible wings of diaphane. 
Abruptly they froze in another place, kissing the reeds 
and the water. Midges droned, frogs creeked in the last 
of the butter-yellow afternoon light.

There the companions rested while the suns rays 
lengthened, reaching long warm fingers across the
land. The fingers withdrew, clenching into a hot fist 
which punched out of sight behind the horizon. Further 
up the slope, the forest stretched taller, blacker, more 
menacing. Indeed, it seemed to have advanced a few 
yards down the hill while the travellers were not 
attending. They fastened their eyes on it.

Dusk crept over the landscape.

A sad wind searched over the grass, in and out of the 
trees. Leaves moved with a soft fluttering sound which 
possibly included a light footfall.

Tahquil stood up.

Wight, she said loudly. Urisk.

There was no reply. The staccato dragonflies had 
vanished. All was still.

Urisk, she repeated, show yourself.

Viviana and Caitri sat utterly motionless, save that 
the lips of the former were moving in some kind of 
chant. Water waited, lurking darkly amongst plaited 
bog-grasses.

Obban tesh! muttered Tahquil. How may I persuade?

Viviana raised her head.

Urisk, she quavered helpfully, pray come forth.

An encouraging frou-frou rustled in a nearby clump 
of parallel, tasselled stems.

In the name, said Tahquil, of the King-Emperor of 
Erith. In the name of Nimriel of the Lake and Easgathair 
of the Gates. May it please you, urisk, to appear!

They stared at the clump of tasselled reeds. In 
a moment, Tahquil swung around. At their backs, 
woven into the gloaming, there existed a small dark-skinned 
chap with a pointy face which concluded,
appropriately, in a goatee. Two stubby horns stood up 
from a nest of curly brown locks. Thick hair covered 
rounded haunches tapering to neat, cloven hooves. His 
waist was strung about with a belt of braided rushes, 
from which dangled a syrinx.

His voice hooted tragically, like wind whistling 
through hollow wood.

Duck, he honked.

Stones whizzed past their ears from the clump of 
reeds, followed by shouts of laughter. The urchens 
made off, leaving Tahquil daubing a fresh graze on her 
chin and Caitri massaging a sore elbow.

The urisk remained.

Tahquil cleared her throat. She thought, I have 
summoned a wight. I have invoked an eldritch thing. 
Such a summoning may be onerous, may become 
a burden to the summoner. It must be followed 
through rightly. What do I know of these goat-legged 
wights? They are seelie. Someone whose very name 
pierces my heart once told me that urisks crave 
human company, but their appearance frightens 
people. Should they be thanked or does thanks drive 
them away?

You honour us, she stammered. We request your 
help.

But, whistled the wight, ye be afeard o me.

Oh no, not at all, Viviana assured him, her eyes like 
saucers. I am sorry I screamed in the rhododendrons. 
You took me by surprise, that is all.

Im accustomed tae it by noo, mourned the urisk. 
Your kind want nae part o me since my ain hoose fell 
tae ruin.

Be that as it may, said Tahquil, now that we have 
invited you to converse with us, will you help us find 
a way through Timbrilfin?

Och, Ive nae heard the forest called by that name 
that this many a lang nicht, said the urisk squatting 
down on his hairy haunches. That is an auld kenning, 
that is, from the nichts langsyne when the forest was 
young and Themselves that named it were wont t gae 
on their Rades or a-hunting through its green aisles. 
Green no mair are the lofty halls o Arda Musgarh 
Dubh, but grey as sowen-pats.

Is that its title now? asked Tahquil, not attempting 
to pronounce it. A formidable one!

For a formidable wood, said the urisk. Tis the 
name my folk ken it by, one o many names. Bolr 
Sceadu the bogles call it; the Great Ones say Axis 
Umbru, while to the swans whose speech is still close 
to the Faran, it is Urlarliath. But the Men of the Grey 
Glass Firth title it Khazathdaur, meaning the Masts of 
Shadow.

Can you show us a safe path through?

Och, that be axin somethin, that be. Safe? Theres 
nae sich thing as safety for mortals in that kittle foggie 
roughness yonder. Ye dinna want tae gae in there, ye 
three lassies. Tis a muckle greet tree-tangle, that one. 
Dye no ken what abides in its glaury lairs?

They shook their heads.

Wicked things, said the urisk. Powerful things. Tis 
ever dark and shadowy on the forest floor. The trees 
grow high and the leaves block out the suns rays, 
so the light o day never reaches doon there. Tis 
always twilight or black nicht, and in the shadows stalk
unseelie sorts. Skrikers lurk there, and pixies that mislead 
travellers.

I thought pixies were nice little wights, like fanes, 
but with wings, interposed Caitri.

Nae lass, not nice at all, pixies. With their wee lan-thorns, 
theyll lead mortals like ye intae bogs until ye 
stick fast in the muck and droon. Theyll feign voices 
and call ye frae up ahead until ye walk over a cliff. 
Theyll invite and draw ye from your road and lose ye 
in the wilderness.

Tahquil interposed, Skrikers and pixies are dangerous, 
but if one keeps ones wits, one may confound 
these minor wights. Begging your pardon, she added, 
in case she had offended him.

Bide  I hae not told the worst o it. Hae ye no 
heard o Grim?

Many tales tell of him, said Viviana, shuddering. A 
shape-shifter he, and a stealer of merriment.

Aye, a shape-shifter who has taken to haunting the 
tall timbers o Arda Musgarh Dubh. And Black Annis, 
she dwells there too, the hag o cats, the eater of mortal 
children. And speaking o cats, grey malkins hunt 
through the forest as weel.

The travellers exchanged glances. No charm would 
fend off grey malkins, for those were lorraly beasts  
efficient, feline killers.

And if ye escape Grim and Black Annis with the 
malkins and the rimfire and the rest, ye may have tae 
deal with another which visits the dark floors of Arda  
the Cearb himself.

The Killing One? Tahquil asked, her mouth 
suddenly dry.

Aye.

Then, is there no chance of crossing Khazathdaur 
safely without Windships or eotaurs? she asked.

Och, there might be a way, hooted the wight.

They looked at him expectantly but he spoke no 
more. Over his shoulder, the moon was rising, outlining 
his horned, disquietingly alien silhouette. Yet in 
the glimmer of night his face was gentle as he gazed at 
the small mirror on Vivianas chatelaine like a miniature 
moon at her waist.

I hae moved in the forest, he said at last, and in its 
fringes, since I lost my hame in the braes o Ishkiliath, 
which Men call the Grey Glass Firth. I ken the ways o 
the forest, and I ken its kindreds, and I keep out o the 
way o most. But theres a race o folk that lives high in 
the leaves, far frae the ground, and their paths hang in 
the air, up where the light sieves through. With their 
nets and their iron they keep themselves safe frae 
malkins and all. They might let ye use their roads, if I 
ax them.

If they use iron, then surely these folk are not of 
eldritch.

They be a mortal race but what kind I cannae 
say. This verra nicht I shall axe them, for tis kittle 
for ye here. Theres sonsy hurchins in them spretty 
bushes.

Kittle?

Dangerous.

The urisk became part of the environment again.

Bide awee, his voice fluted back. But he was gone.

Can it be trusted? Viviana wanted to know.


*


The moon edged twenty-seven degrees higher. The 
three travellers sat beside the spring, maundering in 
and out of a light doze. Tahquil dreamed that the touch 
of the breeze on her cheek was Thorns breath. In the 
gathering dew frogs chanted monotonous lullabies, 
setting the brain buzzing with broken fragments of 
thought which subtly changed into incoherent half-dreams.

A sharp cry jolted Tahquil back to wakefulness. 
Viviana was on her feet, rummaging in the folds of her 
cloak, casting about.

Hens bells! she cried. Stolen, right off the chain, 
my timepiece!

Near the forest fence a leaden stirring could be 
detected.

There they are! shouted Viviana triumphantly. 
Trows  the thieves!

She dashed forward before anyone could stop her. 
As her companions hurried after, a pale glow opened 
from Tahquils finger.

The ring warns. Something unseelie is near, Tahquil 
said urgently to Caitri. Something worse than trows.

They caught up with the courtier right under the 
overhang of Khazathdaurs black boughs. Grey faces 
peered out from between the trunks just inside the 
forest, their large eyes baggy, their noses long, with 
rounded, drooping ends. The foremost of these was 
a small trow-wife wearing the traditional grey headscarf. 
In her hand she carried the silver timepiece, in 
its case inlaid with ivory and bronze. From the 
shadows the trows glared at the mortals. A hundred 
and forty-three feet above their heads, a leaf became
detached and fell, eddying like a flake of soot in the 
moonlight.

Give it back, wretched wight, demanded Viviana 
angrily, holding out her palm. Tis mine. Tis all I have 
in this olc wilderness. Give it back.

The trow-wife made no reply. Somewhere, a fox 
barked, harsh and grating, not like a sound from a 
natural foxs throat. The ring pulsed with a brighter 
light, like a warning.

Then the trows bulbous eyeballs bulged. The 
corners of their malleable mouths turned down in a 
strange reversed rictus and they all retreated further 
back into the shadows.

No! Viviana stepped forward. You must not go

With a last grimace, the trows fled into the forest.

It takes more than the pulling of faces to frighten 
us, Viviana called after them.

Odd, said Caitri, I could have sworn that they 
suddenly took fright.

Yes, but not from us  from something coming 
behind us, said Tahquil, spinning on her heel.

It was moving  walking or gliding  tall and straight 
as a chimney. At first she could not make it out 
between the tree trunks on the lower slopes. Two 
triangles flapped  the corners of a long, black coat. 
Was it a man?

If it were, something was horribly wrong with his 
head.

Tahquil felt her insides turn to water. The ability to 
move drained from every limb. The head of this 
approaching man-thing was wrenched over to the left 
side, lying horizontal on the shoulder. It was twisted
back in a position which would have been impossible 
unless the neck had been wrung. It was the head of a 
hanged man.

A mote of moonlight splashed down.

The skew-polled apparition glided on, reeling itself 
in unerringly on the thread of the travellers paralysis.

Then, a hooting: Tis Wryneck! Dinnae just stand 
there ye ninnies, run for yer lives!

At this, the thread snapped. The supernormal 
energy of panic surged through their limbs. Released 
from the vice of terror the mortals took to their heels in 
the direction of the urisks call  This way, this way!

As they ran into Khazathdaurs submerged glades the 
autarken trees, like iron towers, closed in at their backs. 
They blotted out the moon.

The smell of fear was darkness. In the darkness there 
was no speed but instead a pressure, as though the 
hunted mortals ran futilely into a sponge. As if it had 
sensed a need for camouflage, the rings light had 
dimmed.

Over here! Over here! The urisks hooting was 
fainter now.

A trick, shrieked Viviana. Were being pixie-led.

No! shouted Tahquil.

They swam through shadow paste. It blinded their 
eyes, stoppered their noses and mouths. It suffocated.

A horizontal beam of wood slammed against 
Tahquils face.

Climb! It was the reedy voice of the goat-wight.

Groping in the dark she found a series of slats in 
parallel  a ladder.

You first. Roughly she hauled on Caitris elbow and
felt the little girl pass her, ascending energetically. The 
ladder wriggled like an eel.

Your turn, Via. The courtier needed no second urging. 
She swung up behind Caitri, then hesitated.

My lady

Go on, if you love life. It hunts after us yet!

Indeed it did. Fungous parasitic growths on the ramrod 
tree boles gave off enough corpse light to show a 
more intense black in the blackness  a chimney gliding 
nearer, swifter. With Vivianas boots out of the way, 
Tahquil grabbed a rung, hoisted herself up, hung in 
space, scrabbling for a footing, booted a toehold and 
began to climb the serpentine rails.

But too late.

An extrusion of darkness came forth; a long, hinged 
jaw. With one rapid movement Tahquil pulled out her 
knife, aimed and threw it. The blade flared cobalt as the 
weapon vaporised. It was destroyed instantly. But her 
attack had been enough to cause a hesitation, and in 
that instant she climbed beyond the reach of that long, 
toothy jaw. Clambering on as fast as strength permitted, 
she unintentionally rammed her face up against 
Vivianas boot heels.

Get up! she screamed. It is still coming!

Inexorably, the twisted head was moving up the 
ladder. Tahquil flung down a second knife. It blazed up 
like the first, obliterated. The pursuers hook-jaw 
reached for her ankles to pull her down.

A pipe tune puffed through the forest like smoke.

It stopped short, replaced by yelling:

Yer greet laithron doup, yer hawkies hurdies 
Wryneck, ye couldnae catch me if ye had wheels on.

The insult was not stinging enough to provoke retaliation 
perhaps, but sufficient to bring on another pause. 
Additionally, the chimney-thing was tugged by the 
power of its spoken name. In that instant of reprieve, 
Tahquil surged upward to find an astonishing emptiness 
on the ladder. Vivianas boots were no longer 
there, but hands gripped Tahquil firmly under her 
armpits and heaved her up sideways, up and over onto 
a platform. With a rattling swish the ladder dropped, 
collapsing back to the forest floor, still bearing its 
singularly nightmarish burden.

Sucking in great draughts of air, the companions 
reclined with their backs to the tree-trunk, alone on the 
platform. Somewhere nearby a stream of gibberish 
broke out, burbled on for a while then bleated off into 
the distance.

It seemed that for the moment they had reached 
safety.

How did you cut down the ladder? gasped Tahquil.

We did not, panted Viviana. Some things did. They 
were here with us but I had no chance to look at them. 
They helped us get off the ladder, then they dashed 
away.

Their unidentified rescuers had apparently deserted 
them. Tahquil crawled to the side of the wooden floor. 
Savage spikes of iron protruded horizontally from its 
edge. Grasping one for security, she peered down 
through the gloom.

Were only about twenty feet from the ground. That 
thing may be able to get up here, given time. We ought 
to climb higher.

We have no choice, said Caitri, gazing at the over-head murk. Flush with the treetrunk, another ladder 
led upwards. Meanwhile, down on the leaf-mould, ill-boding 
footsteps went pad-padding purposefully.

Wryneck made only silence. Others are on the move 
down there, said Viviana, easing her bundles where 
the strings cut into her flesh. The higher we go the 
better pleased Ill be.

But the aftermath of fear was enervation. They 
remained drooping against the treetrunk, procrastinating 
against further ascent, overcome by lethargy.

Not a lateral shoot, twig or limb branched out from 
these autarken pillars. They stretched sheer-sided from 
the ground to the canopy one hundred and fifty feet 
above. There they burst into multiple bifurcations, 
forming an interweaving grid, a huge, mottled ceiling 
whose girders supported a natural roof thatched with 
layer upon layer of leaves and other types of fruition. 
The canopy linked all the trees of the forest, yet up 
there the slender twigs were so fragile that only birds 
and the lightest arboreal creatures might cross it.

Heavy breathing and a kind of intermittent tearing 
effect erupted beneath the travellers feet. Between a 
pair of jutting iron spikes, two green flames were 
rapidly approaching. Beneath this pair of eyes, a snarl 
widened. Black lips everted on shiny red gums 
embedded with sickles of gleaming enamel.

Amazed at the previously unsuspected depths of 
their strength reserves, the mortals shinned up the next 
ladder. Before they had attained the platform above, 
a yowl of white rage seared their ears. Looking back 
they saw a massive paw, its talons unsheathed, swipe 
up over the edge of the recently vacated platform.
Destructive, poison-coated needles of steel that could 
rip open a mans belly with one clout now scored 
furrows across the planks, generating a chilling screech. 
The interstices between the spikes were too narrow  
one of the claws, impaled, tore off. The woodwork 
shuddered from a mighty blow to its underside. Part of 
it gave way and tumbled slowly into the gulf, revealing 
the cats rabid maw, saliva-dripping fangs, flattened 
ears, slitted eyes and powerful, switching tail. The three 
birds it hunted did not wait to inspect it further. 
Reaching the precarious safety of the higher perch they 
pulled the ladder up after them.

By now, six or seven well-thewed felines were 
swarming up the surrounding trees. With an agility 
belied by their size, they leaped from trunk to trunk, 
twisting in midair to present themselves belly-first to 
their destinations, claws hooking deep into the bark 
as they closed on each tree stem. The forest giant 
supporting their human quarry stood somewhat apart 
from the rest  the space around it was just a little too 
extensive for the grey malkins to bridge it with their 
aerial manoeuvres. One, having hitched its way to a 
higher level than their platform, sprang out and across, 
performed the spine-wracking twist and, by inches, 
missed landing right beside them. It plummeted, contorting.

Their tree was protected from malkin attacks by its 
spiked platforms, its wide separation from sturdy outreaching 
boughs, and the provision of wide, rusty metal 
bands which clasped the circumference of its trunk at 
regularly spaced intervals. Claws could not penetrate 
these deflective bands. Higher climbed the fugitives
now, forsaking the clamour of the frustrated hunters. 
Bundles and bottles banged between their shoulder 
blades. Every twenty or thirty feet the ladder passed 
through a cutout in a higher platform fastened against 
the huge trunk. Each time they reached such a haven, 
they rested a moment, gathering strength.

At last they could go no higher.

The reason for this was twofold: they had in truth 
exhausted themselves with their exertions, and there 
were no more ascending ladders. The light-emitting 
growths were sparser in these upper regions but a 
silver-of-blue tinge to the air hinted of moonlight 
behind foliage laminae. Some ropes, anchored to the 
tapering bole with hooks and pulleys, projected sideways 
in a graceful curve. Their opposite ends were lost 
to view. Hot and flushed, the travellers drank deeply 
from their water supply and sank down to wait out the 
night like a trio of wooden dolls, too alert for danger to 
fall comatose.

Tahquil laid her head against the tree bole and 
thought she heard the hydraulic pumping of green 
blood within that cortex as though it were the pulse 
beat of her own life. Her mind, as always, turned to 
Thorn.

From the moment she had first espied him beneath 
the trees of Tiriendor, the kernel of her thought had 
been always with him, so that at times she felt detached 
from the play of life, as though she were an onlooker 
viewing her physical surroundings from somewhere at 
his side. Since the Langothes return, another yearning 
had been added to loves anguish, and now, faced with 
the possibility that they might never meet again, that
somewhere in the world Thorn might be slain in battle 
and lost to her forever, the two agonies combined as 
one. She felt they hammered out her blood to thinness 
until it was but silverwater in her veins, and she with 
bones of crystal, so drained as to let the light through, 
was a wafer, a leaf of glass to be blown away in the 
bitter south wind.

Yet she clung on, as her hand clung to the ridged 
and whorled bark of the giant autarken  for within that 
crystal burned a poignant flame not yet extinguished by 
despair. Fancy bore her far from Khazathdaur and 
somewhere within her skull she stood in a starlit glade 
of Farie beside a tall knight. His dark head was 
crowned with sharp white stars like thorns.

Always, shadowing every word and deed, sweet 
sorrow and terrible longing desolate my heart.

Sounds carried long distances and rose up high, in 
Khazathdaur. From far below
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With deep roots in folklore and myth, tirelessly inventive, 
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Generously conceived, gorgeously written  might well go 
on to become one of the great fantasies

MAGAZINE OF FANTASY AND SCIENCE FICTION



An enchanting narrative . . . encompasses mystery, magic, 
technology and romance

ROMANTIC TIMES





THE BITTERBYNDE TRILOGY
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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO ELEPHANTS



The conservation of elephants is emblematic,
 
in many ways, of the conservation of nature.
 
Peter Stroud, Elephant Conservation
 
Royal Melbourne Zoo



AUTHORS NOTE:



Some of my proceeds from the sale of this book are 
being donated to the Royal Melbourne Zoos efforts for 
the conservation of elephants in their native habitats, 
such as Sumatra. However, my donations will not even 
come close to being sufficient for the task.



If you wish to make a donation or learn more about the 
conservation efforts of the Royal Melbourne Zoo, please 
contact: The Director, Department of Conservation and 
Research, Royal Melbourne Zoo, Elliot Avenue, Parkville, 
3052, Australia.1

Website: http.//www.zoo.org.au/



Recommended reading:

When Elephants Weep: The Emotional Lives of Animals,
 
by Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson and Susan McCarthy
 (Delta).
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