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    For he comes, the human child, 
 
    To the waters and the wild 
 
    With a faery, hand in hand, 
 
    For the world’s more full of weeping than he can understand. 
 
      
 
    1  The Nose  
 
      
 
    On the mattress was a lot of nose and a small amount of body. Rigaw’s men brought the bobo hound into the fort and laid it out in front of her Density, the Fellona Bominata.  
 
    Bominata walked around it.  
 
    ‘Is it sleeping or dead?’ she said.  
 
    Rigaw jabbed its thigh. It twitched and began to breathe. The nose quivered and warmed into action. Its sections pulsed and oozed mucus. The bobo’s frightened eyes watched Rigaw as it breathed Fellund. It did not like what it breathed and its body began to contract. 
 
    ‘They warned us about this,’ said one of the men. ‘Be advised to stand aside, your Density. It’s going to...’ 
 
    The bobo sneezed. A punch of wind carried Bominata backwards. Mucus rained on everyone. ‘Where...? I can’t see,’ said Bominata. 
 
    ‘Snot in your eyes, Fellona,’ said her woman, Meccanee. 
 
    ‘Mop me then,’ said Bominata. Meccanee mopped. 
 
    ‘One of the downsides,’ said the man. ‘It’s sensitive to changes of air. But that’s a nose alright.’ 
 
    ‘More of a funnel really,’ said the other man. ‘Like one of those giant flycatchers you get in the desert, except it’s catching smells.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care what it looks like,’ said Bominata. ‘Will it do the job? Will it find the hareboy?’ 
 
    ‘It can smell quarry two druns distant, further when the wind’s right,’ said Rigaw. 
 
    ‘And how far away is the boy?’ said Bominata. 
 
    ‘Six days – but not so far in distance. The marshes would hold him back,’ said Rigaw. 
 
    ‘Remind me, how is it that he escaped?’ 
 
    ‘The Nonduls tricked us. They spread his scent everywhere. The hounds were confused.’ 
 
    ‘And it took how long for you to catch on? Two days?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Fellona,’ Rigaw admitted. 
 
    ‘And then?’ 
 
    ‘I went after him but a storm came. The dogs were deranged in the lightning and the rains washed the scent away.’ 
 
    ‘You might be the heaviest of all my husbinds but you’re also the dimmest. You should have carried on, dogs or no dogs. I think you are lying when you say you live to please me. Well, what have you got to say? Do you live to please me or not?’ 
 
    Rigaw kept his head bowed. ‘I live to please you, Fellona. Why else would I ride  ten druns with a pig across my saddle, crawl after the pig’s behind through fetid truffle caves, only to find the place full of cutthroats demanding half my fortune for a dog?’ 
 
    ‘It was the least you could do. You leave here as husbind – just. You will return as husbeen unless you bring back the hareboy. Go.’ 
 
    Rigaw’s face was blank but he left with a twist in his step as though he were grinding something into the ground. ‘Load the dog into the cart and take it to the gates,’ he said. 
 
    The men lifted the mattress and carried it out. The hound continued to quiver with the overload of strange smells. ‘I think he’d kill her if he could,’ said one of the men. ‘She humiliates him something terrible.’ 
 
    ‘Have you seen how he looks at her when her back’s turned?’ said the other. 
 
    ‘I don’t know which one hates the other more.’ 
 
    Meccanee heard them. She stored what they said. 
 
    At the main gate the bobo hound was lifted onto the cart. Rigaw’s man, Skulp, brought her cloths to smell. She raised her head with a short snuffle. Then she dropped back as though exhausted. 
 
    ‘Is it sick?’ said Rigaw. ‘Have I paid three fortunns for something that’s about to die?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a trade-off, Capun,’ said Skulp. ‘The bigger and better the nose, the weedier and weaker the body. You opted for nose.’ 
 
    ‘I opted for nose,’ said Rigaw.  
 
    ‘You look tired, Capun. You get in the back and I’ll drive.’ 
 
    Rigaw lay down with the nose, too tired even to shield himself from the damp stream of its breath. 
 
      
 
    Alas unfolded the Nondul map. It was artfully drawn; the forest breathed, the water flowed and the mountains seemed to rise out of the parchment. There was no wearing in the folds and the inks were bright. But the map was very old. Much had changed since it was drawn.  
 
    Alas pointed to the southwest corner which showed rising land puddled with small lakes. ‘Here’s where we are. Now we got some choices to make. The Felluns have been stealing rivers since this map was made so what was dry is wet and what was wet is dry. We want to reach the mountains. We can rule out a straight course north as it’s trackless and mostly desert according to Emberd. We can follow the Offel Canal: it ain’t shown here but we’re told it runs straight to the edge of Scorpit Sands. That would be risky what with all the traffic going up and down it. Or we could go by the Cheelah Gorge and hope to find water.’ 
 
    ‘I go the way of the gorge,’ said Lil. ‘It is hospitable.’ 
 
    ‘If you mean it’s full of craics,’ said Alas, ‘that may be so, but it’s dry country. What do you two think?’  
 
    Lil did not wait to hear what Oy and Gritty thought. ‘I am going home to Craicanmar and the gorge is the way I am going. You can accompany me if you please.’ 
 
    ‘Well we do please,’ said Gritty, ‘but Alas is right, we got to think about water.’   
 
    ‘I know the sound of water,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘We all know the sound of water,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Where is the nearest water?’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘In the marshes I should think,’ said Alas, ‘half a day back.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Lil, ‘I hear water underground, there where the trees grow.’ 
 
    Alas deliberated. ‘There’ll be water near the villages and quarries. It’s the gaps between that bother me.’ 
 
    ‘If there is water I will find it,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘If.’ Alas looked questioningly at Gritty and Oy. Gritty spread her hands and shrugged. Oy nodded. ‘Alright, we’ll try it,’ said Alas. ‘But first there’s a canal to cross. That’s a danger point. If it don’t work out we got to be willing to change course.’ 
 
    Lil sniffed. Alas folded the map and they took to the hills. 
 
      
 
    The ink of the Berd mapmaker was barely dry on Rigaw’s map. It was all very precise and drawn in the reds and wines and rusts that suited Fellun eyes. Rigaw tried to put himself in the mind of the hareboy. It was not easy since he never considered the feelings of others. He stared and stared at the map. He supposed that Bominata was right: the hareboy would head for the Nondulan hills. Then what? 
 
    On his brand new map Rigaw could see what the hareboy could not: rough country for the hareboy and smooth roads for Rigaw. Rigaw could overtake the boy easily. Then he had only to wait with the bobo on the far side of the hills and the dog would tell him where to close in. The map-reading had tired him. ‘A man shouldn’t have to think to get what he wants,’ he said to Skulp. 
 
    ‘No, he shouldn’t, Capun,’ Skulp answered. ‘Fists and clubs should be enough.’ 
 
    ‘Brains weren’t meant as weapons,’ said Rigaw. ‘They get in the way of the skull. We’d be better off with a solid head and none of that mush in the middle.’ 
 
    ‘Makes you feel sick, don’t it Capun?’ 
 
    Rigaw grunted and pushed the map towards Skulp. ‘You look. Once he’s over the hills where do you think he’ll go?’ 
 
    Skulp bent his head close to the paper and followed the thick red lines with his nose. ‘Sorry, Capun, it don’t make no sense to me.’ 
 
    ‘Look, this thing with boats on is the canal.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, the boats give it away don’t they, Capun? If that there’s the canal and if I was to be running away from you, then I’d go up it.’ 
 
    ‘Not over it?’ 
 
    ‘No, Capun.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘I like riding on boats, Capun.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t be able to get a ride.’ Rigaw snatched the map away. ‘Over,’ he decided. ‘He’ll go over the canal. Do you know why? Because once he gets round the bog there’s climbing to do and that makes it hard for us to follow.’ 
 
    ‘Right, Capun. People with no brawn have to fall back on brains. Where a Fellun goes in straight lines and fights anyone who gets in the way, these featherweights are sneaky.’ 
 
    ‘If we can keep him this side of the canal we can run him down.’  
 
      
 
    The waifs lay under blankets on the ground. There were no rocks or anything resembling a craic for Lil. She knocked a tree trunk with her fist then tried her back against it. It’s a poor way to sleep,’ she said. ‘Three sides open as a clam with no shell.’ She was not happy or comfortable but she closed her eyes. 
 
    Alas was restless. After a while he got up with his blanket round his shoulders.  
 
    ‘Alas?’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean to wake you,’ Alas answered. ‘I don’t feel easy enough to sleep. I’ve got the gripes. Per said gripes is either fear or my jenie talking and if I make my mind quiet I’ll know which is which. Only my mind’s never quiet.’ 
 
    ‘This is what I do with fears,’ said Oy. ‘Imagine the trains that used to run round the factory. Now pack your thoughts in the carriages and send them off.’ 
 
    Alas tried it. ‘There’s more thoughts coming behind,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Keep packing them off,’ said Oy. ‘Just keep doing it.’ 
 
     Together they packed up their thoughts and sent them down the tracks. 
 
    After a long silence Alas whispered, ‘I did it. My head went like a black cave with the cool night air running through it and the night sounds. My gut started to think for itself.’ He touched his lower belly. ‘It felt busy, like it was getting ready for something, then it went tight. I stayed with it and it got stronger.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your jenie,’ said Oy. ‘What did it say?’ 
 
    ‘It said something’s coming after us. Should we wake the others?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Oy. 
 
     Oy woke Gritty and Alas called to Lil. Lil split from a tree trunk and walked towards them. Alas explained his feelings. 
 
    ‘What do you want us to do?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘We should cross this open ground in the dark and rest up when it’s light. I’m pulled that way.’ He pointed to where the stars shaped like a saucepan sat low in the sky.  
 
    ‘That’s off course,’ said Lil. ‘I’d rather walk through the night than tree-stand but I won’t go in the wrong direction.’ 
 
    ‘Gritty, what do you say?’ asked Alas. 
 
    ‘If our course is set to the swan why head to the saucepan?’ 
 
    ‘Jenies mostly know best,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Fear mostly knows worst,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘I’m not afraid,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you?’ said Lil. 
 
    Oy stepped between them. ‘Why don’t we set off now, like Alas says? We can go careful towards the swan, like Lil says, and Gritty says, and if Alas gets any more feelings we can...’ 
 
    ‘Run around in circles,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘We can think again,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘That’s good enough for me,’ said Alas. Gritty and Lil nodded. They broke camp and walked on. 
 
    So wagon and waifs were headed for the same spot. The waifs came from the West, Rigaw from the South. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



2  Lil Lies Down 
 
      
 
    The next night there was a frost. Alas’s jenie said it was alright to make a fire so Oy brewed a tea with warming herbs. Lil stood on the edge of the fire circle. Oy handed her a cup. She sniffed it and took a sip. ‘Horrible,’ she said. Oy offered to take the drink back, but Lil held it close to her chest. ‘Horrible but hot,’ she said, taking another sip and another. She tilted the cup and swallowed what was left. She tucked her chin and her eyes rolled. In a minute her spine softened. In another minute she was slouching. Shortly after that she settled onto her knees. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong? Are you faint?’ Gritty went to help her up. 
 
    ‘Cold and tired,’ Lil answered. To the waifs’ surprise she went on talking. ‘I’m tired of tree-standing. I want my own craic. I grew in it you know. It shaped me and I shaped it. I’ll never find another fit like it. My craic and the song of Craicanmar was all I needed. I didn’t know till I lost them both. That song – a flanner wouldn’t understand how the old Dresh tuned the rock. Slow as the weather they did it till the whole of the gorge made music; even the sound of a fly landing was beautified there. I’ll have some more tea.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if you should,’ said Oy.  
 
    Lil swayed. 
 
    ‘He’s right,’ said Gritty. ‘It doesn’t quite agree with you.’ 
 
    ‘It agrees with me very well. I don’t know when I’ve felt so agreeable. Actually I’ve never felt agreeable before. I’ll have some more.’ She held out the cup and Oy half filled it. She swigged it back and asked for another. 
 
    ‘Make it weak,’ Gritty whispered. 
 
    Lil’s head drooped. ‘Home,’ she said. ‘Every step is closer to home.’ 
 
    ‘Lil,’ said Gritty, ‘suppose that Craicanmar has changed. I mean, who knows what the Felluns did there after they rooted you out? Would you come back to Affland with us?’ 
 
    ‘Craicanmar’s no use to the Felluns. The rock is too soft for their liking. Anyway your home would be no home to me.’ 
 
    ‘Home ain’t just a place; it’s where your people are,’ said Gritty. ‘And that can be friends or family.’ 
 
    ‘Not right,’ said Lil, shaking her head, ‘tune makes home. All that matters – tune.’ Then she did a strange thing. She stuck one arm out and keeping her body straight she dropped sideways onto her hand. She bent her arm lowering herself to the ground, flipped onto her back and began to breathe heavily. 
 
    Alas threw a blanket over the long body. Soon Gritty fell asleep too. Alas and Oy watched as the wind blew on the fire making it glow. Sparks wrote messages in the air. 
 
    ‘I’m glad we’re going back.’ Alas sighed. ‘I could never settle in Nondula. I didn’t know how much I was going to miss Cinda. You grow together, fear together, starve together: it makes a bond. Those few minutes talking to her after the younger ones had gone to sleep – I looked forward to it all day. You know what I mean don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘It gave me a warm spot here.’ Alas pointed into the ark of his ribs. ‘Lil’s lucky in a way. All she needs is a place. With people there’s always leavings and partings. Now you’re apart from Linnet and Gritty’s split from Gertie. When are we all going to be together?’ 
 
    Oy didn’t know. 
 
    Lil woke late and confused. Everything that should have been below her was above her. She was shocked by her intimacy with the ground. She got to her feet quickly, bending in places that weren’t meant to bend and brushing her hands on her skirt in revulsion. She demanded to know what had happened. 
 
    ‘It was the tea,’ said Gritty. ‘It relaxed you. You lay down to sleep.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe you. I couldn’t have lay down. I must’ve fallen.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Gritty, firmly, ‘you lay down. Change happens sometimes. The world didn’t end did it?’ 
 
    The two looked at each other. Something opened in Lil’s eyes and closed again. She walked off with her washcloth and water. Gritty watched her go. 
 
      
 
    The waifs had been in the hills for two days when Rigaw’s cart drew level with them on the road a few druns to the east. 
 
    The bobo’s world was made up of smells. Alas was just beyond it. Then the wind turned and gusted. Alas stood on the threshhold of the bobo’s nostrils and walked in. It was like a shower of glitter in the bobo’s head. It stayed sparkling for a few seconds and went out. The scent was lost again. The bobo wanted the glitter back. It mustered a feeble bark. No one heard it. With all its strength it barked again. The wagon stopped.  
 
    ‘Did you hear that, Capun?’ said Skulp.  
 
    ‘The dog?’ 
 
    ‘Coulda  been.’ 
 
    The men got down and circled the back of the wagon. 
 
    ‘Look’s like it’s moved and...’ 
 
    ‘Messed,’ said Rigaw, holding his nose. ‘Clean it up and drive on.’ 
 
    The bobo barked again. Its mouth hung slack. It surely couldn’t manage another. 
 
    ‘It must’ve scented something, Capun. They don’t bark for nothing; that’s what the dealer said.’ 
 
    ‘Now what?’ said Rigaw.               
 
    ‘They told us to follow the fronds, remember? Let me shine the lamp. See how the nose is like cracked paving. In the cracks is fronds. See them wavy worms? They’re pointing to that hill.’ 
 
    ‘Can you see anything moving over there?’ 
 
    ‘I know you picked me for my far sight, Capun, but that hill’s a long way off.’ 
 
    ‘Get in with the dog and watch for changes,’ said Rigaw. ‘I’ll drive.’ 
 
    ‘Capun, the mess.’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t got time for that. Get in. I want to be back in my own bed tomorrow with the husbind medal pinned to my nightshirt.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



3  Dead Water 
 
      
 
    The Offel Canal ran in a square cut channel. It was dim and sluggish; neither fish nor weed could live in it. Meat was trafficked up and down it. The crews ate their share of the cargo and threw the bones overboard. Osserdiles fed on the waste and anything else that fell into the water, live or dead. 
 
    The waifs watched the waterway. Even from a distance it looked nasty. ‘You needn’t think I’ll be going in there,’ said Lil.  
 
    ‘We’ve got to cross it somehow,’ said Alas. ‘It’s only water.’ 
 
    ‘Water with a terrible dreary song. No swirl or swill, or stream of weed, or bubble rise, or fish glide. That water is all but killed.’ 
 
    ‘All that matters is it holds us up when we swim,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘I don’t swim,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘Don’t or can’t?’ 
 
    ‘Both.’ 
 
    Alas held his head. ‘It’s easy. You lie flat, kick your arms and legs, don’t tense and don’t struggle.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t swim,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘There must be bridges,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Bridges mean people, and guards maybe,’ said Alas. 
 
    Gritty went ahead to find food and a crossing place. Next day she returned. There was no food in the village of Buvakut. She had stolen some ox cake from the troughs that lined the canal. The nearest bridge was upstream at the town of Longwaide. It was not guarded, but it was busy by day. They might cross unseen in the dark. 
 
      
 
    Rigaw and Skulp camped on the Longwaide bridge. They put out the bridge lamps and bound the bobo’s jaw. If the hareboy came near, the dog’s agitation would wake the Felluns without alerting the child. Rigaw bedded down underneath the wagon. Skulp lay next to the bobo. 
 
     The men had not been asleep for long when the wagon began to rock.The hound was struggling to get up. Its head was too heavy but the rest of it frisked like an excited puppy. 
 
    Felluns are heavy sleepers. They slept on. The bobo’s excitement grew till one great convulsion lifted its body clear of the cart. It crashed back and lay with its muzzle erupting foam into Skulp’s ear. Skulp stirred, sat up and banged on the bottom of the cart. ‘Capun, the dog’s on to something.’ 
 
    Rigaw crawled out from under the cart. ‘Calm it down will you.’  
 
    Skulp lay on top of the dog to still its thrashing body. ‘Get off before you kill it,’ ordered Rigaw. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Capun, I think I have,’ said Skulp. The squashed dog did not move. Rigaw blew in its face. His foul breath brought the animal round. It began to whine and snuffle. Rigaw piled fleeces over its head. The Felluns waited. It was a long wait. The dog had picked up Alas’s scent when the waifs were still far off. Rigaw told Skulp that he would kill him if either of them fell asleep. Every time Rigaw’s head fell forwards Skulp prodded him. As time went on Rigaw grew tireder and angrier.  
 
      
 
    The fugitives walked along the towpath. They couldn’t see much beyond the pale smudges of boats but the smell was overpowering. 
 
    ‘Bad meat, foul water and carnate,’ said Gritty. ‘Brings back the fort, don’t it Oy?’ 
 
    ‘There’s the bridge,’ said Lil. 
 
    The pattern of boats on the water was broken by a band of darkness.  
 
    ‘Slow down,’ said Alas. ‘It feels like there’s something blocking our way.’ 
 
    ‘There is,’ said Lil. ‘You.’  
 
    ‘Alas has feelings like we have seeings,’ said Oy, gently. 
 
    ‘Well seeings is what matters here,’ said Lil. ‘I can’t see any of you and you can’t see me, so no one can see us. I’m going on.’ Her flat tread moved away at speed. 
 
    Gritty ran after her and grabbed her arm. ‘Lil, wait. We’ll lose each other.’ 
 
    ‘Get off me and hush,’ said Lil. ‘I hear something.’ 
 
    ‘Snuffling,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘It’s a brock,’ Lil decided, setting off again. 
 
    ‘Hang back, Gritty,’ said Alas. 
 
    The waifs tailed Lil as far as the bridge. When Lil walked onto it they waited on the shore. It wasn’t long before they heard shouts.  
 
    ‘Get out of my way. Let go of me.’ It was Lil’s withering voice. 
 
    A torch flared. It showed a very wide man gripping a very tall woman from behind. They heard Lil’s roar. One Fellun pushed her towards another one who tried to stop her mouth. 
 
    ‘She needs help,’ said Gritty. 
 
    They ran onto the bridge. Lil had broken from the Felluns. Her siren cry was like lightning through the nerves. Rigaw and Skulp were floored. The waifs crouched and covered their ears. Rigaw’s horse dropped to its knees. Voices could be heard from nearby boats and deck lamps were lit, but there was nothing to be seen. Lil and the waifs had disappeared..  
 
    The Felluns lay boneless and muddled like jellyfish in a net. Rigaw called for help. 
 
    Crew came from nearby vessels. They slapped and kicked the horse until it stood. Rigaw tried to mount it but his legs would not obey him. When enough Felluns had gathered they lifted him and slotted him into the saddle. His wits were as uncertain as his legs. ‘Did she cross?’ he asked Skulp. 
 
    ‘No, Capun. She went back the way she came.’ 
 
     Rigaw took a lamp and rode one way along the shore and then the other. Before long he returned to the bridge where Skulp waited with a crowd. Rigaw sent them away ordering some to return and guard the bridge in the morning. 
 
    ‘Capun,’ said Skulp, ‘I thought we were hunting a boy.’ 
 
    ‘We are.’  
 
    ‘Well that weren’t no boy. That was a Dresh.’ 
 
    ‘I know what it was. The boy was with her.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know, Capun?’ 
 
    ‘The hound was turning itself inside out.’ Rigaw shone the lamp on the bobo. ‘Look at its nose.’ The nose had changed colour. The tips of the fronds were flushed and washed in slime. ‘And I heard their scattery feet. There were two or three more, and they had no weight to them. The hareboy isn’t alone.’ 
 
    ‘Right, Capun. The nose is settling so they’re going away from us, south by the looks of it.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. The bridge is blocked. The osserdiles will have ’em if they try to swim. In the morning we’ll close in.’ 
 
    ‘Capun,’ said Skulp. ‘I’ve had a thought.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘The cart, it ain’t no good for a cross country chase.’ 
 
    ‘I know that. Now we’ve got a fresh scent we’ll get another horse and sniffers from Buvakut.’ 
 
    ‘When there’s a need, whether it’s action or thinking, you’re the man to do it, Capun,’ said Skulp. 
 
    Rigaw nodded grimly. 
 
      
 
    The waifs and Lil began the scramble back up to the hills when Alas called for them to stop. ‘This makes no sense,’ he said. ‘They’ll have the dogs on us first thing. We need to get across the water where it’s harder for them to follow. Lil, I got to say this, you keep on taking the straightest path and the only place we’ll be going is back to Fellund. If that’s what you want we’ll have to split here.’ 
 
    There was a deep and deeply offended silence. 
 
    ‘That’s not what Alas wants, Lil,’ said Oy. ‘He knows we need you to see us through the Cracnazy.’ 
 
    Alas shrugged. Lil looked away.  
 
    ‘No need for splitting; I’ve got an idea,’ said Gritty. 
 
    Gritty had seen many boats moored overnight at Buvakut. She guessed it was the same every night and if they were lucky they might move from boat to boat and so get across to the far bank. 
 
      
 
    They hurried towards Buvakut in the hour before dawn. Just as Gritty said, the water was so crowded that vessels bumped together. To begin with they were lucky. Every boat had a Fellun capun and every one of them was asleep. The chorus of snoring spread out across the water. They covered their faces against the carnate fumes and trod softly on the hollow decks. They went from boat to boat till they were close to the opposite shore. Then there was a gap. Alas sized it and backed away for a run up. 
 
    Oy held his arm. ‘It’s too far.’ 
 
    ‘I was about to do it. You shouldn’t have said it. Now I’ve got a doubt.’ 
 
    ‘He’s right, Alas,’ said Gritty. ‘I’m no coward, but I know what my body can and can’t do. Even with a better run up I’d drop short.’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ said Oy, pointing down. There was enough moonlight to see the osserdiles just below the water. 
 
    ‘We’ll go further down the canal and try again,’ Alas decided. They began to retreat. 
 
    ‘Want some help?’ said a voice. They looked around them. A boy came out from behind the mast house. Alas stepped forward ready to fight. The boy raised his hands palms out. ‘I’m one of you,’ he said. 
 
    ‘He’s Chee,’ Oy whispered to Alas. 
 
    ‘We surely do need help,’ said Gritty. ‘We’re trying to get across.’ 
 
    ‘Runaways with a Dresh,’ said the deck-boy. ‘That’s not common. I’d like to hear your story one day but I know you ain’t got time. We’d better get you across.’ He began unwinding rope from a coil which lay on the deck. He whistled and called softly. ‘Hey, Marlun.’ A boy appeared on the next boat. He caught the rope and tied it off. 
 
    ‘Have you done this before?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘We get runners crossing all the time,’ said the boy. ‘Since that last brawl at the fort our folk are turning. The Felluns are stretched trying to keep us down. Can you overhand a rope?’ 
 
    ‘Go across, hand over hand,’ said Gritty. ‘I can.’ 
 
    ‘I can,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Little ’un?’ The boy questioned Oy. 
 
    Oy looked uncertain. 
 
    ‘Better be sure you can,’ said the boy. ‘The beasts down below ain’t forgiving. You’d be gone in one crunch.’ 
 
    Oy looked at the bumps on the surface of the water. He told himself it was just a pattern of light and dark. ‘I can do it,’ he said.  
 
    The boy turned to Lil. ‘What about you, ma’am? I’m concerned about the length of you. You must keep your legs tight around the rope. Don’t let them drop or...’ 
 
    ‘I can see for myself,’ said Lil. ‘I will do it.’ 
 
    Gritty went first. She made it look easy. Oy went next. He reminded himself that he was going to fetch Linnet’s medicine. The sky had cleared and he could see the stars. He pictured himself moving from star to star and made it across. Lil attached herself to the rope with much grunting and grimacing. She hung there like a sagging hammock. ‘That’s it,’ said Gritty. ‘Now grip with your ankles and pull yourself hand over hand. You’re so long you’re already stretched half way across.’ 
 
    Lil exhaled loudly with each effort. She stopped in the middle and hung. 
 
    ‘Come on, Lil. Three more pulls and you’re done,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Lady, you’d better move,’ said Marlun. ‘There’s a big ’un gathering itself right underneath your rump-end.’ 
 
    ‘Crude,’ said Lil, but she moved and didn’t stop again. Gritty, Oy and Marlun helped her onto the deck. Lil brushed every place that she had been touched. 
 
    Alas shook the hand of the deck boy and moved quickly along the rope. After that they jumped from boat to boat reaching the other side in the time it took Rigaw to warm his creaking morning joints. 
 
      
 
    The early light showed a stretch of spongy ground leading to a grey-brown mud pan. Beyond that were rocky slopes and cliffs. If they could reach the cliffs it would be harder for the Felluns to follow. They squelched on. Their footprints filled with water. Alas looked back often but there was no sign of Rigaw. The nearer they got to the pan the deeper and muddier it looked. 
 
    The mud had set like a giant fingerprint. The furrows were puddled and sky reflecting. The humps had a grain and a soft gloss. It was a sucking, swallowing mud. 
 
    ‘It’s like the sinking fields only bigger,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘It’s always the same,’ said Gritty. ‘You’re here and you want to be there and there is very near but there’s always something in the way.’ 
 
    ‘We could go round,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘There’s another stretch of mud running out as far as I can see,’ said Alas. ‘They must’ve started after us by now. There’s no time to go the long way.’ 
 
    They looked around for a solution. A little way out they could see a rotting boat. They balanced on rocks and sank sticks into the mud to test its depth. The mud gave and kept on giving. There was no bottom to it that they could find, here and there watery channels ran through it. Indifferent marsh birds stood around them. A young one all alone on a rock island sent out a distress call. ‘Even the bird’s got stuck,’ said Alas. ‘There’s nothing else for it. We go round.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Lil. ‘It’s too open.’ She took out her fork and began to hum. 
 
    ‘Can someone explain to her that the mud’s got no bottom and there ain’t no cause for singing.’ 
 
    Oy stood between them. ‘We know you don’t like open ground, Lil, but there’s no other way.’ 
 
    Lil waved her fork. ‘Dresh know when a thing has a bottom,’ she said. ‘Find me a longer stick.’ 
 
    Gritty ran off. She bent and twisted a sapling. The young wood was hard to break. She called for Alas. He sawed through the fibres with his knife. Gritty presented it to Lil.  
 
    Lil poked and delved in the mud. ‘Bottom,’ she said.  
 
    ‘What about it?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘It’s got one. I’ll wade it.’ 
 
    ‘Looks awful dangerous to me,’ said Gritty. ‘What if you slip?’ 
 
    ‘My feet are big and sure,’ said Lil. ‘It comes from a life of standing.’ 
 
    ‘What about us?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘If the boat is sound I’ll bring it back and haul you down that water channel,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘If it’s water we can swim it,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘No,’ said Alas quickly. ‘It feels bad.’ 
 
    ‘He’s right for once,’ said Lil. ‘I will know where water turns to mud. You won’t. All of you avert while I bundle my clothes.’ The waifs looked at her blankly. ‘Avert – turn around, don’t look.’ She shooed them aside. ‘And I’ll thank you to stay averted till I reach the other side.’ 
 
    The waifs faced the reeds. They heard the soft rustle of clothes and the scattered calls of the waders. 
 
    ‘I’m in,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘What’s it like?’ said Gritty. 
 
    Lil’s silence told her that it was a foolish question. 
 
    ‘Good luck,’ said Oy. 
 
    They listened as the steady squelching faded. Then they waited. After a period that seemed long, though it could have been short, Gritty began turning her eyes as far sideways as they would go without moving her head. 
 
    ‘She said to avert,’ Oy warned. 
 
    ‘She could be drowning or something,’ said Gritty. ‘We can’t just stand here averting.’ 
 
    ‘If she sees you turn she might not come back for us,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t be too bothered,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘She knows what’s right for her and she sticks to it,’ said Gritty. ‘It’s just her way.’ 
 
    ‘And her way is sometimes wrong and then we all have to suffer,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘My ways are the right ways.’ Lil appeared as a head and shoulders suspended in brown slush. She waded up to them drawing the boat alongside her. 
 
    Oy and Gritty praised her and scrambled into the boat with their bags and Lil’s clothes. Alas got in last. 
 
     Progress was slow. It was difficult for Lil to keep her footing and pull the boat along. They had almost reached the middle when Oy spotted two men riding down the canal path. 
 
    ‘It’s them!’ said Alas. ‘Can you go any faster, Lil?’ 
 
    Lil skidded sideways. ‘Don’t. Speak. To. Me.’ 
 
    Gritty shook her head at Alas. Lil began to move faster but only because the mud beneath her grew firmer. 
 
     Rigaw and Skulp reached the edge of the mud pan just as Lil was hauling the boat out at the other side. She reminded the waifs that if they looked at her she would return them to the mud. 
 
     The barking of sniffer dogs and Rigaw’s curses carried through the still air. 
 
    ‘Rigaw’s man’s riding into the mud,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Now he wishes he hadn’t,’ said Alas as the horse began to sink. 
 
    ‘Rigaw’s thrown him a rope,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘We’d better get going before they start to ride around the edge,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘I am going to wash and dress,’ said Lil, ‘and I won’t be rushed.’ 
 
    She disappeared into the reeds. The waifs could hear splashing and a string of hums and yelps. When she came back her temper was foul. 
 
    ‘Are you alright, Lil?’ said Gritty. ‘You sounded like you was in pain.’ 
 
    ‘I had to bend in two places,’ she said, ‘since he was watching,’ she pointed over the water, ‘and... ouch! I’m being eaten.’ She twisted, looking down the back of her calf. 
 
    ‘Don’t bend any more,’ said Gritty. ‘I’ve got it.’ 
 
    ‘Get off,’ said Lil. ‘You’ll leave its mouth stuck to my leg. Wait while I loosen it.’ Lil hummed till the leech’s jaw went slack. ‘Now,’ she said. 
 
    Gritty pulled, Lil yelped and the leech came away, leaving a thread of blood behind. 
 
    ‘You did great, Lil, didn’t she, Alas?’ said Gritty. 
 
    Alas grunted. 
 
    Lil walked off at high speed, stiff as a pair of scissors. The waifs ran to keep up until Lil’s irritation faded and they fell into a steady pace.  
 
    Ahead the sunlight brightened the cliff face. There were more bogs to cross but the water never rose above their ankles. The ground grew firmer under the matted grass and the final stretch was dry. With a last look back they began to climb. 
 
      
 
    Rigaw and Skulp hauled the horse clear of the mud. The horse stood dejected. Rigaw scowled. ‘What are they doing over there?’ 
 
    Skulp squinted across the water. ‘As far as I can tell, Capun, one of ’em is taking a bath. Now ain’t that odd? What do we do now, Capun?’ 
 
    ‘What are you smiling for?’ said Rigaw. 
 
    ‘Only because I haven’t got a single thought about what we should do, but I know you do. And you’re about to impress me, Capun. And I’m about to say to myself, however did the Capun know that? And that’s why you’re Capun Rigaw and I’m Skulp.’ 
 
    ‘Get me the map,’ said Rigaw. 
 
    The wind rattled the map. Skulp spread it on the ground and tried to hold down four corners with two hands. 
 
    ‘Get stones,’ said Rigaw. 
 
    ‘What for, Capun?’ 
 
    ‘To hold the map down. I’m beginning to wish I’d brought someone with more mush and less skull.’ 
 
    ‘Capun. There ain’t no stones.’ 
 
    Rigaw sighed and weighted the map with his club and water bladder. ‘You do the same – not right next to mine, on the other corners. Now get the bags. I need something to sit on.’ 
 
    ‘I’m the same, Capun. Not much give in the knees.’ 
 
    Rigaw leaned over the map. Skulp continued to smile and to watch him. Rigaw muttered something. ‘What’s that, Capun? Was that a thought?’ 
 
    Rigaw scrubbed at his oversized jaw. His hair did not grow easily through his thick skin. His chin was covered in spiny bumps where the new growth was trying to push through. This, too, was putting him in a temper. ‘Do something useful,’ said Rigaw. ‘Fetch me some breakfast. Boar if they’ve got it.’ 
 
    ‘Raw boar, Capun?’ 
 
    ‘Singe the bristles. Get the snout for the hound – and milk, bring it some milk.’ 
 
    Skulp went away and returned with a package that smelled of burnt hair. ‘Capun, you look like a man that’s had a thought.’ 
 
    ‘Give me the meat.’ Rigaw tore at the boar steak and talked with his mouth full. ‘From the top of the gorge there’s two ways they might go to get clear of Fellund. We’ll need the bobo again to tell us which. But first we’ve got to get back in scenting distance.’ He picked at the flesh between his teeth. ‘Remember the tunnel we blasted at Wurr?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Capun.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll head that way. Look here: round the lake and onto the mountain road.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got it, Capun.’ 
 
    ‘Have you? You don’t look like you have.’ 
 
    ‘Oh I have, Capun. It all makes sense, only... the road up to the pass, will the wagon fit on it? That’s what I’m thinking.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll chop it in half.’ 
 
    ‘Chop it in half, he says. You’re ten steps ahead of me, Capun.’ 
 
    ‘Smack my face,’ said Rigaw, touching the tender places where bristles tented his skin. 
 
    Skulp slapped Rigaw’s face briskly. The spikes burst through. ‘That better, Capun?’ 
 
    Rigaw dabbed at his bloody face with relief. 
 
      
 
    The cliffs were as easy to climb as a set of stairs. From the top the waifs could see the whole of the mud pan and the road that ran around it in the distance. There was no sign of pursuit. Alas made a fist and raised his arm in victory pose. 
 
    ‘Do you think they’ve given up?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘No,’ said Alas, ‘but if we take to the mountains above the gorge we’re safe for a while. Horses can’t follow the high passes and a Fellun without a horse is a slow and lumbering thing. At least up there we can ease our guard.’ 
 
    Gritty, looked to the mountains with relish. ‘There’ll be some real climbing to do up there.’ 
 
    ‘I hate climbing,’ said Lil. ‘I won’t be seen bending in places I wasn’t meant to bend. It isn’t dignified.’ 
 
    Alas bit his nails. 
 
    ‘We’ll avert for you,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘I’m not a very good climber either,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘I didn’t say I’m not good. I said climbing’s not good,’ said Lil. 
 
    They watched the cloud shadows on the rock faces rising from the greener slopes. 
 
    Gritty shaded her eyes and screamed with excitement. ‘Is it?’ she said. ‘It is! It’s Bagla.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



4  Messages 
 
      
 
    Emberd crossed another day off his chart. ‘Fifteen days. I hope Bagla is alright?’ 
 
    ‘You’re fond of that bird aren’t you?’ said Gertie. She looked at the map pinned beneath the chart. ‘There’s a lot of space to search.’ She moved her finger over marshes, forests and mountains. ‘If she finds them it will be down to luck won’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Per says that what needs to be found is forever at your feet,’ said Emberd. 
 
    They were quiet for a minute then Gertie laughed. ‘Why is it that Per’s sayings strike everyone silent?’ 
 
    ‘It does seem that way,’ said Emberd. ‘Gertie, I did want to talk to you about the tree cache.’ 
 
    Gertie’s heart skipped. Emberd had trusted her to restore one of the ancient books they had found among the roots of a fallen tree. Much of the book had been destroyed by mice, and she was afraid to tell him. 
 
    ‘It’s been quite a while now since we found the books,’ Emberd went on. ‘Are you making progress?’  
 
    ‘Erm, some.’ Gertie met his eyes briefly and looked away. ‘There’s a lot of other things to do.’ 
 
    ‘I have more time now. Perhaps I can help.’ 
 
    ‘Emberd, there’s something... Oh look, Jeras is waving at me. I’d better see what she wants.’ Gertie escaped her confession. 
 
    Jeras said there was a Chee woman outside asking for Gritty and her sister.  Gertie went out. An old woman and a dog were waiting for her in the bower. ‘Are you Gertie?’ said the woman. 
 
    ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘And is your sister here?’ 
 
     I’m afraid there’s just me. Gritty’s away. Is there something I can do for you?’ 
 
    ‘Do you know me child?’  
 
    ‘I think you must be Yehvo,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘Did Grittee commend me?’ 
 
    ‘She did. And Trotdog.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, this is old Trotty. Go on Trot, say hello.’ Gertie fussed the postdog. ‘What did she say about me?’ 
 
    ‘She said you had a lot of energy for an...’ 
 
    ‘An old one. There’s pride in age child. Not many Chee make it to their third naming. The Felluns work ’em to death, else they starve long before that.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the same where we come from,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘And where is that? I never did get it out of Grittee. We had a short acquaintance.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no harm in telling you now. Poria, it’s the other side of the storm wall.’ 
 
    Yehvo’s eyes widened. ‘So there is something out there. I’d like to hear about it when we’ve time. When will Grittee be back?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. She’s gone on a long trip.’ 
 
    ‘Well that changes things. Still, there are ways around it,’ Yehvo thought out loud. ‘Your sister thinks very highly of you.’ 
 
    ‘Too highly. She makes too much of reading and books and stuff.’ 
 
    ‘She said you’re sharp as a skinning knife and smarter than a knee scrape with salt in it.’ 
 
    ‘She ain’t slow herself.’ 
 
    ‘Not compared to most, but she’s got you for a sister. Let me see your eyes again.’ Gertie lifted her face. Yehvo chuckled. ‘Them’s thinking eyes set in a thinking face. The best sight I’ve seen in a long time. What are you doing with all that brainpower, Gertie?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not that brainy.’ 
 
    ‘I think you are.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not like the scholars.’ 
 
    ‘Scholar wits are no use in our world. Are you going to waste that brain putting books in the right order? We’ve a bigger job to do.’ 
 
    The old woman and the girl shared a tree seat. The white dog sat alert at Yehvo’s feet. The old and young head grew closer. The dog sank to his belly. Yehvo talked on. Sometimes it seemed that Gertie was protesting. Yehvo kept on talking. Trotty lay his head on his paws and slept, but Yehvo’s tongue did not tire, not till Gertie’s doubts turned to maybes and finally to: ‘I’ll try.’ 
 
    When Yehvo left she looked younger while Gertie looked older. Yehvo walked lightly; Gertie walked blindly, thinking. 
 
      
 
    Gertie trawled the fourth arondah looking for books on building. The books were full of signs and numbers. She asked some scholars what it all meant. None of them knew. She started with the easier books and quickly learned a great deal about building materials, about mud and straw and stone and wood. She knew how to fit them together so the joins didn’t show and the buildings looked like they had grown there. Then she turned to the harder books, the ones that were full of symbols. It was like learning to read again. Slowly Gertie began to understand. 
 
    Yehvo came back. Gertie told her about the forces that make things move and the forces that make things stick. She scribbled down symbols and showed how to make everything balance. 
 
    Yehvo was impressed. ‘Anything about dams?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just started on this book about dam-building.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we need to know but we need to know it backwards – how to unbuild.’ 
 
    ‘Unbuilding – I don’t think so. The Arcann – that’s what they called the Nondul builders –  made things to last as long as mountains.’ 
 
    Yehvo looked frustrated. ‘How long will it take to read?’ 
 
    ‘It’s hard going. There’s lots of new symbols.’ 
 
    ‘Five days?’ 
 
    ‘Nearer ten.’ 
 
    ‘Eight. I’ll be back.’ 
 
      
 
    Gertie had lost something. Thinking used to be the easiest thing in the world. She could never understand when others found it difficult. Now, as she hid in her loft with her head in her hands trying to make sense of the Arcannie, her mind was either jumbled, or worse, blank. For the first time she was tired of thinking. The Nonduls never strained at things. What was their secret? 
 
    Among the books was a box of coloured stones. Needing a break she took them to show Linnet. 
 
    ‘Sorry I ain’t been around so much lately,’ she said, as Linnet admired the chips of stone. 
 
    ‘I know why you’re keeping busy,’ said Linnet. ‘The gaps in doing is when we miss ’em ain’t it?’ 
 
    Gertie nodded. ‘I don’t think about Gritty so much when I’m working.’ 
 
    ‘My days are all gap. I wish I had work to do.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but you need to rest. Oy and Clair said so. I got a job to do for a friend of Gritty’s. Remember when she talked about Yehvo? Soon as I’m done I’ll come and see you more often. See the red stone with the green bits, that’s made out of sand all pressed together.’ 
 
    ‘Does that mean there’s red and green beaches somewhere?’ 
 
    ‘Or deserts. The hard stones, they’re made by heat inside mountains. Are you missing Oy very much?’ 
 
    ‘All the time.’ Linnet rolled a stone in her fingers. ‘I remember when I first saw him. He stood there, small and harmless as a newborn baby. In over his head he was, hundreds of us looking at him who’d never been looked at before ’cept by rats. He pinned his eyes on me; it was the white hair I suppose, gave him something to focus on. He said later it steadied him, kept him from falling. I spoke up, called for him to sit with me. I told him that seat and a patch of floor in the night sheds was our home, and we were each other’s family. He didn’t know much to begin with: he could tell you how to make a cake; he knew a bit about rats and weeds and spiders and a tree growing out of a wall and he knew about ghosts. The bakery boys thought the place was haunted and Oy got to thinking that he was the ghost. I’ve been called a ghost myself, being so pale and all. 
 
    ‘Funny – even with all that noise it grew quiet around us when we talked. We barely had to raise our voices. Ain’t that strange, Gertie? At night we kept on whispering. Remember how the moon and starlight came through the tall windows. I used to get a pain in my chest for the beauty of it and everyone sleeping around me, no one to share it with. Then Oy came and we just lay there falling into the stars or were the stars falling into us? Just to say goodnight to someone, that was a warm feeling.’ 
 
    ‘And then Viniga came and took him,’ said Gertie. 
 
    Linnet nodded. ‘That was hard. I was glad to be a Porian then. We know how to guard our hearts. I’m not so good at it here. The feelings come right up and sit on your skin like dust.’ 
 
    Gertie reached for Linnet’s hand. ‘You’ve got other friends you know.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that I don’t love y’all, Gert, but I’m close to Oy in a different way.’ 
 
    ‘I know; it’s the same with my Gritty.’ 
 
    ‘I love the way she don’t give space to fear,’ said Linnet. ‘Remember how she drove the cart away from Duldred, laughing?’ 
 
    ‘And how she ran out onto that bridge and hung over the edge.’ Gertie smiled to herself. 
 
    ‘I wish I had freckles,’ said Linnet. 
 
    ‘Do you?’ 
 
    ‘Mm, like Gritty’s.’ 
 
    ‘Nice ain’t they? I’m more moley being dark.’ 
 
    ‘All I got is a splodge.’ Linnet touched the mark on her temple. 
 
    ‘Think of it like the pretty marking on Mrs Midden’s mouser.’ 
 
    Linnet did not seem convinced. ‘I miss the others, too,’ she said. ‘Alas is a good sort once you get past his fences. I saw another side to him in the Kith. He’s got the same hole as the rest of us – never had a childhood.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t he miss out on mothering altogether?’ 
 
    ‘Same with Oy.’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think Oy is, Linn? Where do you think he came from if not Poria?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. He picked up language very quick, like he was remembering, not learning. And once or twice he used words I hadn’t heard before and he covered it up like it was a mistake. He’s a mystery – but it don’t matter do it?’ 
 
    ‘No it don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Will we see ’em again, Gert?’ 
 
    ‘Some time, somewhere, we will.’  
 
    ‘Want to sleep here tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I do.’ Gertie made her bed on the floor. 
 
    ‘So what’s this job you’re doing?’ 
 
    ‘Yehvo wants me to find out about unbuilding. First I got to know about building. I’ve started a book like nothing you’ve ever seen. It’s taking all my brain to read it.’ 
 
    ‘All your brain. That’s a lot of book.’ 
 
    ‘It is and I don’t know if I’m up to it. I don’t want to let anybody else down.’ 
 
    ‘Who else have you let down?’ 
 
    ‘Emberd.’ Gertie told Linnet about the book that was eaten and then about dam building. She talked on till Linnet fell asleep. 
 
     Gertie lay with her hands clasped on her chest and stared at the ceiling. The thoughts that had danced apart in her head for days began to dance together. Her jenie was back. Too excited to sleep she went to the library and found her place in the Arcann book. The squiggles were no longer squiggles. They had a meaning. Gertie thought it was beautiful. 
 
      
 
    Next day Bagla came back. She ignored the greetings of the scholars and laboured towards her pedestal in the library. Gertie came running from the office with Emberd behind her. Bagla looked up at her pedestal as though it were a mountain. The folds under her eyes were dark and swagged like curtains. 
 
    ‘Poor tired bird,’ said Gertie. ‘You want up? You want to get up there?’ 
 
    Bagla tried to launch herself and failed. Emberd watched with a worried frown. 
 
    ‘Shall we lift her?’ said Gertie. ‘I know she don’t like to be touched. Come on, Bagla.’ Gertie stretched her arms around the large bird. ‘I know, I know. Relax. Help me, Emberd.’ Together they lifted Bagla onto her pedestal. 
 
    ‘She must have flown a great distance,’ said Emberd. 
 
     Bagla’s lids were sliding down. 
 
     ‘Don’t sleep yet,’ said Gertie. ‘Did you find them? Have you got something for us? Open your beak, then you can sleep.’  
 
    ‘She’s dazed,’ said Emberd. ‘Don’t press her too much.’ He went to fetch water. 
 
    Gertie held the dish but Bagla was too tired to drink. ‘Come on. Good bird,’ she said. ‘Let me see and later on I’ll bring you a fresh tiggler fish.’ Bagla’s head was falling to one side. Gertie took hold of her beak. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t wait.’ Bagla didn’t have the strength to resist as Gertie prised her beak open and wriggled her fingers in. She pulled out a roll of paper. Bagla sank in on herself and slept. 
 
    Gertie took the paper to the nearest desk and opened it out. ‘Pen, I need...’ Emberd held out a pen. Gertie decoded the message and rewrote it between the lines. She skimmed it quickly then read aloud to Emberd and a growing group of scholars. As soon as she reached the end she excused herself. ‘I got to show Linnet. This will set her on proper.’  
 
    When Linnet saw Gertie’s face her blood rose. She did not flush, she greyed. ‘It’s a message ain’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Gertie. ‘Are you alright?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. What does it say?’ 
 
    Gertie read Alas’s brief log of their journey. He finished with: 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s so much more to tell but no time or space. Rigaw is off our tail for now. We have topped the first rank of mountains. I don’t know how. Gritty has an eye for a route. So far we’ve all been able to follow. We hope to find food and water in the valley. Don’t worry, I think we shall outwit them.’ 
 
    Next came Gritty’s message: 
 
      
 
    ‘Alas has told all. He argues with Lil but we couldn’t have crossed the bog without her. Oy is a good peacemaker and for now they are letting each other be. Bagla has lifted our hearts. I can’t explain how it feels to have your words come to us in this lonely place. We move fast and don’t rest much. You will be surprised how far we have come. There’s new sights all around and tough ground to cover. Just how I like it. Miss you, Gert.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So much. Miss you so much,’ said Gertie. 
 
      
 
    Oy had written: 
 
      
 
    ‘Linn, we are getting on very nicely. I will read your letter morning and night. It will give me the strength to keep up when I am tired. Keep listening to Ede. If she says rest you got to rest. So much has happened there’s no room to write it, but I’m saving the stories for you, the sounds and smells and especially the colours. I want to say other things but you know it all. You must stay well and don’t forget this is my last trip and then we shall be happy.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I am listening to Ede, aren’t I, Gert? And I’m not being silly and overdoing it like I was. I want to write and tell him that. Can we, Gert?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, let’s.’   
 
    Gertie fetched the ink and paper. Gertie was on her third page when she stopped. ‘You know we’re going to have to cut this down. Bagla won’t be able to close her beak.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ said Linnet, ‘but it’s the next best thing to talking to ’em ain’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    A day passed and Bagla hardly moved. Emberd was worried. He sent for Ede. Ede made a nest for Bagla in Emberd’s office. They carried her in and settled her in the circle of hay. 
 
    ‘There’s restoring herbs in it,’ said Ede. ‘The trip has tired her but it’s the old problem that drains her. She attacks herself inside. I don’t know why.’ 
 
    ‘When will she be ready to fly out again?’ asked Gertie. 
 
    Ede stroked the cool curve of a wing. ‘Her life force is folded in. It will come back. Give her time.’ 
 
    While Gertie waited for Bagla to recover she read the Arcannie like a caterpillar eats a crop. 
 
    Yehvo visited again and Gertie told her what she had learned. Five days later Yehvo was back. Gertie hadn’t finished the book but it didn’t matter. She had found what Yehvo wanted, a section on the Carnoffel dam. 
 
    ‘It’s all balanced so the force of cohesion is greater than the force of water,’ said Gertie. 
 
    Yehvo grew intent. ‘That means? 
 
    ‘It means the force that holds it together is bigger than the force that would break it apart.’ 
 
    ‘Alright. Can we change that around?’ 
 
    ‘So the water force is greatest?’ 
 
    Yehvo nodded. 
 
    ‘Actually, yes.’ Gertie opened the book at a marked page. ‘See all these symbols, they show how to do just that. I don’t know why the Arcann would explain that but they have. I’ve done what it says and if I fit my grid over the drawing the weak point is there.’ Gertie pointed to a cross on the diagram. ‘Yehvo?’ 
 
    Yehvo looked stunned as though Gertie were clashing cymbals against her ears. She put her hand on the picture and squeezed her crinkly old eyes tight shut. Out of her dryness tears came leaking, like the first breach of a dam.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



5  Into the Valley 
 
      
 
    The day after losing Rigaw the waifs reached mountain country. Lil found a craic before dark. She tried it for size and was so pleased with it that she did not come out again. 
 
    Alas wasn’t ready to stop. He complained about Lil’s selfishness, not caring if she heard him. 
 
    ‘She must be very tired,’ said Oy. ‘She hardly sleeps out in the open.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a waste of daylight,’ said Alas. ‘I suppose we’d better look for somewhere to bed down ourselves.’ 
 
    Gritty found a cave nearby and one by one they moved from warmth to chill, sun to stone-dank shade. Their voices were like dead voices coming up from the grave. They waited for their eyes to catch up. Alas held up a fire stick. It showed a wide shallow space. To the rear the ceiling sloped into darkness. The floor was covered in debris, mostly bones. 
 
    ‘Looks like a bear cave,’ said Alas. ‘It will do for tonight. Clear a bit of floor for yourselves and we’ll fetch some firewood.’ 
 
    They slept well. In the morning the ashes were still warm and the sun was shining into the cave. They ate and drank and prepared to leave. As Alas bent over his bag, he picked up a bone. 
 
    ‘Would you look at that.’ His eyes scanned the floor sharply and he grinned the widest grin. He held the bone for all of them to see. ‘We’ve been sleeping on money. We take this back to Affland, we can sell it in the markets.’ 
 
    ‘You sure it ain’t some common goat bone?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Look,’ said Alas. ‘Now that is pretty even to my eye and I never could understand this picking through graves and dust. See how the end makes a perfect ball.’ 
 
    ‘It shades to purple,’ said Oy. ‘Linnet would like it.’ 
 
    ‘What about this?’ Gertie stooped. ‘It’s a spine with scallops sticking up. Must be that bump-backed thing we saw a way back.’  
 
    They all began to search. ‘Pick out whatever takes your eye,’ said Alas. ‘Only take what you can easily carry.’ He held a skull with oval slots directly above the eye sockets. ‘Now what were they for? Horns or an extra pair of eyes?’ 
 
    Out in the daylight they stood in a circle looking at their finds spread out on the rocks. 
 
    ‘You sure you want to take all these coloured bits, Oy?’ said Alas. ‘The big ones might fetch more.’ 
 
    ‘You’re thinking of Linnet, aren’t you?’ said Gritty. ‘Those are all the ones she would pick.’ 
 
    Oy nodded. 
 
    ‘How much do you think this lot’s worth, Alas?’ said Gritty. 
 
    Alas rubbed his jaw. ‘I reckon, even if we don’t find work, we can live off the proceeds for a while.’ 
 
    She ran her hands up and down her arms. ‘Never thought I’d have that sort of money.’ 
 
    ‘Only if we get back to Affland,’ said Oy. ‘Here, all we got is bones.’ 
 
    Lil came to look. She was well rested, almost cheerful. She thought they were foolish weighing themselves down with bones, as if their own weren’t heavy enough, and later as the climbs grew steeper and the day hotter they were inclined to agree. They had finished the last of the Nondul biscuits. Before they climbed any higher they would need to find food. Over the next few days Oy and Lil found all the plants that were edible. The prize was a sugary purple root but there was little of it. The trees were stunted in the high, dry places. They tried to tap them but the trees had no moisture to spare. Oy took some sustenance from the air and Lil filled herself with lichen and grit, but Alas and Gritty were weak with hunger. 
 
    In the valley below them they could see two villages. Even from a distance it was clear they were poor broken down places but it was decided that Gritty would go down in the morning and trade for food with the beads and dyes they had brought from Nondula. There was no point in going further that evening so they made camp for the night. 
 
     The ravines darkened and one sight after another faded away. Lil leaned her back against the cliff face and relaxed. 
 
    ‘The night suits you don’t it?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘The day pesters; the night leaves you alone,’ said Lil. ‘When your eyes rest there’s more space for your ears.’ 
 
    ‘There’s not a lot to listen to,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Wait and listen,’ said Lil. 
 
    The silence of the mountains was profound but now and again they heard creaking sounds. 
 
    ‘That’s a song I’ve missed,’ said Lil. ‘The song of hot stone turning cold. It’s the mountain sighing and settling to sleep.’  
 
    ‘Your outsides get small at night,’ said Oy, ‘and your insides get big.’ 
 
    Oy and Lil exchanged a look of understanding. 
 
      
 
    In the morning Gritty put on her Chee dress and went down into the gorge.  
 
    Feil was the first village she came to. At first she thought it was deserted then she saw the babies. The tiny scraps crawled around in the dust seemingly alone. They put stones in their mouths and dribbled them out again. An old woman, like a lifeless Yehvo, was sitting in the shade of a hut. Gritty showed her the Nondul beads and asked for food. The woman roused. She held a bead to the light and marvelled at it. ‘It’s yours for a crust,’ said Gritty. The woman spoke an old Chee dialect. Gritty struggled to understand her. ‘You want more. More beads. How many?’ The woman held up her fingers. ‘Five. Alright. Where’s the bread?’ The woman looked around her shack hopelessly. There was a wooden bowl on a shelf. Inside it were shrivelled black things with tiny pairs of lips. ‘Good,’ said the woman. ‘Try.’ 
 
    ‘What are they?’ Gritty asked. 
 
    ‘Leesh,’ said the woman. 
 
    ‘Leeches?’ said Gritty. 
 
     ‘Hot,’ said the woman. She put a finger under her nose. ‘Like pepper.’ 
 
     ‘Never mind,’ said Gritty. ‘You keep them. Which of these beads do you like the best? Hard to choose ain’t it? Here, I don’t want anything for them. Perhaps you can use them to buy some bread for yourself and the babies.’ 
 
    The woman folded her hand around the beads and held them to her chest. ‘I give you water,’ she said. 
 
    ‘That’s helpful,’ said Gritty. 
 
    When Gritty had filled her flask the woman pointed down the track, ‘Dysma,’ she said. ‘Food.’ 
 
    ‘Felluns?’ Gritty asked. 
 
    ‘No Felluns,’ said the woman. 
 
    Gritty headed towards the larger village hoping desperately for something more than peppered leeches. Though the woman had said no Felluns, Gritty followed Alas’s advice. She climbed to a viewpoint above the village and watched. 
 
    When she was sure it was safe she went down. The shacks in Dysma were grouped around a central building. It was open on two sides. The roof rested on props. Gritty looked inside. It was a weaving shed, but it was nothing like the ones in Nondula with their fine cloths, delicate colours and peaceful silence. The Chee shed was filled with a racket of voices. The women worked coarse dull fibres into coarse dull garments. Gritty went in and showed them her dyes. The women crowded around with craving eyes. They wanted to know where the powders were from and how to make them. Gritty said they had come into Offel on a meat boat. The blues and yellows were no good to the Felluns who couldn’t see them. Some of the women went away. They came back with crickets, a pot of oil and a flat disc of bread. The bread was dust-coloured and Gritty guessed it was the lowest grade of makeweight, but she could see it was all they had. She gave them three pots of dye and went out to look for others who might trade. On the far side of the square in the shadow of a crag were caves. A canvas awning shaded one black mouth. Someone had made it their home. As Gritty walked towards the cave she could see chaotic shapes in the shadows. Something moved inside. Whatever it was gave her a bad feeling. She draped her shawl around her head and backed away. 
 
      
 
    Gritty came panting up the hillside. Oy and Alas ran to meet her. She showed them the food. ‘It ain’t much but it’s the best I could do,’ she said. ‘I turned down leeches but the rest of it don’t look too bad. I’m too starved to be picky.’ 
 
    ‘You done well,’ said Alas. ‘I ain’t been this empty since Duldred.’ He tried a cricket. ‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘Nutty.’ 
 
    Gritty took one. She stopped before it reached her mouth. ‘It’s all knees and elbows and it’s got a face.’ 
 
    ‘Close your eyes then,’ said Alas. ‘We won’t get where we’re going if we don’t eat.’ 
 
    Gritty closed her eyes and put the insect in her mouth. She munched quickly and swallowed. ‘Fishy,’ she said. ‘Not bad really.’ She ran her tongue around her gums and ate another one. 
 
    Oy said the bread was enough for him. Lil refused to listen to the crunching of crickets. She took some bread and walked away.  
 
    Gritty told them about the cave under the crag and how it had made her afraid. Alas respected such feelings, but the shortcut through the village was tempting. It was decided they should pass through Dysma by night as quickly and quietly as they could.    
 
      
 
    When they entered the village the moon was high and bright. They walked between the hovels along the village’s main street. All they could hear was their own tread on the stones, a far-off hoot and a nearby snore. 
 
    Alas stopped. He peered into the darkness. For once Lil did not press him to go on. Her ears spread like noon flowers. She tilted her head one way and another. She aligned with the crag and winced. ‘That can stop right now,’ she said, and marched off into the blackness. 
 
    ‘Here we go,’ said Alas. ‘Hang back a bit.’ Before long they heard an ugly voice speaking ugly words. It was not Lil. The words got louder. A figure came out of the shadows and barred the way. The waifs were ready to run.  
 
    Lil looked down her nose calmly. ‘Evil stands there,’ she said. 
 
    Eye to eye with Lil, Fettapigi chewed and spat dirty saliva. ‘Hareboy and friends,’ she said. ‘Am I right?’ 
 
    ‘None of your business,’ said Lil. ‘Back away before I snap your limbs, fold you up and post you through your own mouth.’ 
 
    ‘Hah! You? A Dresh with nothing but a bent fork.’ 
 
    Lil’s hand swung like a paddle at Fettapigi’s head. Fettapigi blocked. Her arm was solid as a carving. The two women clashed again with the knock of wood on wood. 
 
    ‘Lil!’ Alas tried to separate the women. An elbow in the eye stopped him. 
 
    Fettapigi began to curse. Oy and Gritty bent over holding their throats. They stumbled aside choking. 
 
    ‘Anyone can curse,’ said Lil. She towered and cursed.  
 
    Fettapigi cursed and spat. The villagers woke and came out to see. They plugged their ears and hugged their heads. 
 
    Alas shouted. ‘Lil! Stop before the world wakes.’ 
 
    But neither woman was done cursing, not till they had no spit and no voices left. 
 
    When Lil drew breath the villagers pressed inward shouting questions. 
 
    ‘Run!’ said Alas. 
 
    They ran. Some of the Chee children chased after them. Lil turned on them, then they ran just as fast the other way. 
 
    When they were clear of the village they slowed down. ‘That’s done it,’ said Alas. ‘How long do you think before it gets back to Rigaw?’ 
 
    ‘The way the Chee talk he’ll know by morning,’ said Gritty. 
 
    They climbed for much of the night only resting for a short time before sunrise. 
 
    In the morning they pressed on to the top of the ridge. Next day they topped the second ridge. They ate and drank far less than they wanted. Lil could hear water but it was some way off and would add a tiring loop to their journey. The crickets were almost gone. The waifs began to have visions of food just as they had in Duldred. The ranks of peaks around them were beautiful but barren, yet they dared not go down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



6  Confession 
 
      
 
    Gertie had run out of excuses. The next time Emberd asked her about the tree cache she confessed. 
 
    ‘The oldest book from the cache, the one I was to take special care of, something ate it. It was my fault. I left it out. I should have used a proper drying box.’ 
 
    Emberd puffed with alarm and slumped with disappointment. Then he did it again. 
 
    ‘Oh don’t,’ said Gertie. ‘I know you take more care of books than your own body.’ 
 
    ‘And I shouldn’t,’ said Emberd. ‘The Nonduls would say it’s an illness.’ He put his hand on his stomach and breathed into it. ‘I’m alright now. Show me the book.’ 
 
    He examined it sadly. ‘A mouse has taken it for nesting,’ he said. ‘Don’t blame yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I do though.’ 
 
    ‘I should have warned you. They like the smell of this old paper.’ Emberd sighed. ‘It may be that there was nothing of importance in it.’ 
 
    ‘I read most of it before it got shredded. I’ve writ all I can remember, even scraps of verses.’ 
 
    ‘Well then. It isn’t entirely lost.’ 
 
    ‘No, but we’ll never know how it ended and all that poetising is gone.’ 
 
    ‘If it was simply a story the Nonduls won’t regard it as a loss.’ 
 
    ‘You do. I can see by your face that you do. You ain’t never going to trust me again, are you?’ 
 
    Emberd was slow to answer. ‘It is a lesson,’ he said. He touched the tattered edges, then he felt along the edge of the back cover. ‘A fold out. See how thin and flat the paper is. It’s a map on traveller’s paper, which suggests to me that this book told of a real journey.’ 
 
    The map showed the track of the hero and his companions as a red line which disappeared under a stain. Rusty soil had leached into the paper. Emberd fetched his restorer’s kit. The box held brushes, puffed wool and solutions. He rubbed the stains gently and blotted them with the wool. The wool turned orange and the lettering on the map began to show. Across the yellow rocks were the letters C and R, and further on AZY. ‘Crazy,’ said Gertie. ‘That’s Cracnazy with the middle missing. And that must be the Blusters, the line of rocks Lil talked about. Remember? She didn’t know if they were built or natural.’ 
 
    Emberd continued dabbing along the map’s edge till they could see the shapes of clouds. The clouds had faces and vicious eyes and puffed cheeks. ‘The storm wall,’ said Emberd. He used his eye glass to examine the map more closely. He handed the glass to Gertie. ‘What do you see in front of the keyhole-shaped rock?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘A dotted line with some tiny writing,’ said Gertie. ‘Portyr Sumpt.’ 
 
    ‘Nondulan. It doesn’t translate. It means something like dive deep with trust, which makes sense if it is...’ 
 
    ‘The passage under the storm wall. Do you think it is?’ 
 
    ‘It might well be.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re sure it’s a proper map, not a story picture?’ 
 
    ‘Most likely.’ 
 
    ‘If only we’d found it sooner. Bagla needs to get this to Alas.’ 
 
    Emberd looked doubtful. ‘Bagla is all used up. I think it would be too much for her.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s see what Ede says,’ said Gertie. 
 
    Ede was called. She said that Bagla was not fit for a long journey. Her life heat was too low. 
 
    Emberd asked Ede if she could train another bird. 
 
    Bagla opened all her eyelids, stared at Ede and raised herself on the pedestal. She spread her wings to their full span. She looked majestic. 
 
    ‘Her heat is rising,’ said Ede. ‘She’s speaking to me. She wants to go. Listen, Bagla, if you go now you will be flying into the wind. Eat and rest all you can. If, when the wind turns, you feel strong enough then you can go.’ 
 
    Bagla nudged Ede in agreement. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



7  Companions Three 
 
      
 
    Yehvo returned to Nondula. Gertie showed her the library. Yehvo shook her head. ‘In my childhood I saw just one book. In my life I have seen six or seven more.’ She looked at the arondahs rising in tiers, all of them crammed with books. ‘I never guessed at this. You get to my age and you think you know it all. I know nothing.’ 
 
     They walked through the archives to Gertie’s reading loft. ‘The ones we need are here,’ said Gertie, seating herself among yet more books. ‘This is what they call the Arcannie. It’s everything you could ever want to know about building.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry for my ignorance,’ said Yehvo. ‘I gave you days to do what would take me years. You can’t have read all this.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a good skimmer. I’ve writ out the bits that apply most to us and it don’t come to more than ten pages.’ 
 
    Yehvo sat down while Gertie explained all about forces, and what measurements Yehvo would need to take and how she could calculate what force to apply and where. Yehvo frowned and chewed on her lip and stroked her chin bristles. She stopped Gertie on page four. ‘So far I ain’t understood a word, and I can’t see that repeating it will help. Perhaps I’m old or perhaps I’m an idiot, or perhaps this is beyond the reach of most. So you’ll just have to come along with me.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t want me along,’ said Gertie, hastily. ‘All that will happen is I’ll slow you down. This sort of thing is Gritty’s department not mine.’ 
 
    ‘Gritty isn’t here. You are. You got yourself to Nondula didn’t you from goodness knows where?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t do nothing but get on a boat. The wind did the rest. I survived somehow. Let me start again.’ Gertie turned back the pages. ‘I’ll go slower. Once you get the first bit the rest will follow.’ 
 
    Yehvo couldn’t get it or she didn’t want to get it. ‘Really, you had better come with me,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Emberd needs me, and I promised Oy I’d take care of Linnet,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘He’s a grown man, and she’s a child surrounded by nurses and well-wishers. My people are worked and starved till they’re lucky to make two names, and babes learn not to cry for hunger. Do you know what that’s like?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘Well then, now’s your chance to take some of that suffering away. All you have to do is make a little trip.’ 
 
     Gertie was silent. 
 
    ‘Think about it. I’ll give you two days,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    Gertie went to see Linnet.  
 
    Linnet could see that something was wrong. ‘What aren’t you telling me?’ she said ‘Has another message come?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘What is it then? And don’t say ‘nothing’ ’cos I can see it in your face.’ Linnet folded her arms and stared at Gertie. 
 
    ‘Stop that,’ said Gertie. ‘Stop that staring. You know I can’t stand it. It’s nothing to do with Oy and nothing to do with you. I’ll go if you don’t stop looking at me like that. Oh, alright. I’m sworn not to tell anyone so you keep this to yourself mind.’ 
 
    Linnet unfolded her arms and settled herself for a story. 
 
    When Gertie finished she looked almost ashamed. ‘Now I say it out loud it sounds foolish,’ she said. ‘Impossible really. I mean how can something so small make a difference to something so big? It can’t can it?’ 
 
    ‘Course it can,’ said Linnet. ‘We’ve hatched some big eggs before haven’t we?’ 
 
    ‘We have,’ said Gertie. ‘But this...’ 
 
    ‘Is one more,’ said Linnet. ‘You’ve done good. What are you so worried about?’ 
 
    ‘Yehvo wants me to go with her.’ She repeated Yehvo’s words. ‘And then she talked about babes crying for hunger. What could I say when she put it like that?’ 
 
    ‘Only yes,’ said Linnet. 
 
    ‘I promised Oy I’d look after you.’ 
 
    ‘Oy would want you to go.’ 
 
    ‘What if I got my sums wrong?’ 
 
    ‘You?’ Linnet shook her head. 
 
    ‘So you think I should go?’ 
 
    ‘You should go.’ 
 
      
 
    When Gertie broke the news to Emberd he gave her a long list of perfectly logical reasons why she should not go. Failure was one and death was another. He also said he couldn’t possibly run the library without her, and finally he said that she was the only person in Nondula who understood him and that he would miss her. As he talked Gertie found that she mostly agreed with him. She went back to Linnet and told her what Emberd had said. 
 
    ‘He’s wrong,’ said Linnet decisively. ‘Listen, Gert, I’ve got no choice but to live small. I hardly see the outside of this somin and I’m no good to anyone.’ Gertie began to protest but Linnet raised her hand. ‘It’s true. Now you got a chance to live big. I’d give anything for that.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you’re saying, Linn, but I’m not that sort. I mean, I’d like to live big but I’m just too little. Aren’t I? Aren’t I bound to mess up?’ 
 
    ‘Not bound to. There’s a high chance I’ll admit. But you’re the only one who can see meaning in all them squiggles, so if you don’t try who will?’ 
 
    Then, to make sure there was no more opposition from Emberd, Linnet went to see him though she shouldn’t have walked so far. When she had regained her breath she told him that Gertie had to go and help those poor people and she wasn’t moving till he admitted that she was right. Emberd conceded. Linnet slid down from the high office chair and wheezed her way back through the library waving at scholars as she went. 
 
      
 
    The wind changed and Bagla paced the library flapping her wings. She made a great show of eating five tigglers at one sitting. Ede examined her and said that she was fit to go. A copy of the map was made. Gertie wrote a new letter and terrified herself just by putting into words what she was about to do. When Bagla was ready she lifted her tongue while Ede placed the rolls of paper carefully underneath it. Bagla launched from Emberd’s arm, hovered above them and flew away. 
 
      
 
    Gertie was going on an adventure without sister or friends. Emberd had informed Per, hoping that he would advise against it, but Per had simply said that it was time, which seemed like approval though no one was quite sure. Gertie asked Linnet if she could befriend Emberd and maybe take an interest in his moth books. Linnet genuinely admired his drawings and promised to talk moth with Emberd whenever he felt the need. Ede reassured Gertie that Linnet would have the best possible care. 
 
     So Gertie left Nondula with Yehvo in the cool of morning. She wondered what Gritty would say if she knew. 
 
    Yehvo kept her plans close. She said if they were caught and terrorgated the less Gertie knew the better. They crossed the scrubluns making for the Gyas Gorge, east of Fort Offel. 
 
    During the day the river was busy with logging rafts and meat boats. It was not likely that the Felluns would see them walking the high banks in their grey-green clothes but Yehvo would take no risks. They stepped aside into the forest. Beneath the black pines was instant night. The only things that grew in such dense shade were white fungi. They lived on the rotting needles. Beneath the needle crust were webs of fungal hair and beetles. Gertie came to hate the forest and so did Trotdog. He wove along the edge getting his nose out into the fresher air. Gertie followed him. ‘I’d rather be spotted,’ she said, ‘than walk any longer on mashed mushrooms and beetles. It smells like death in there. And I’m tired of getting my head sanded by tree bark because I can’t see a thing.’ Then Yehvo gave her a talking to and Gertie went back into the false night of the woods. 
 
    As they neared the top of the gorge the trees thinned and there was bracken on the ground. The pines gave way to a leafier mix. Among the trees was a rabbit-cropped clearing. The ground was soft and springy, dotted with grassy mounds and shrubs. It was a good place to camp. Gertie was pleased to sit down without the seethe of beetles under her thighs. They strung their canvas between bushes. Yehvo said that someone else would be joining them. She wouldn’t say who it was. They ate and drank and waited. They both loved a story and they were curious about each other. Gertie was young but she had much to tell. Yehvo slapped her thigh and yelped with pleasure when she heard about the escape from Duldred. Then Yehvo entertained Gertie with tales from her own long life. Yehvo was telling a story about her grandmother when Trotty got up from his place at her feet. He stood stiff and trembling, his ears erect. Yehvo put a hand around his muzzle. A woman walked out of the trees.  
 
    Yehvo and Gertie stood up. The woman came towards them. She moved with the grace of a wild animal. When she pushed her hood back Gertie blinked at the strength of her face. ‘Where are the others?’ said the woman. 
 
    ‘There are no others,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘Are you telling me she is it?’ 
 
    ‘Ferralee, let me introduce you to Gertie. Does she look familiar to you?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I’ve heard the name. She must be the sister of Grittee.’ 
 
    ‘I am,’ said Gertie holding out her hand. ‘I’m pleased to meet you. My sister admired you greatly.’ 
 
    Ferralee ignored Gertie’s hand. ‘You are nothing like Grittee. Your posture is terrible. Where are the others, Yehvo?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t need any others.’ 
 
    ‘We need many others. You said there are eight outlet valves at the dam. We need men to deal with the guards and blasters to destroy the valves.’ 
 
    ‘That was the original plan but thanks to Gertie we can do better than that. We have the means to bring the dam down by ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘Four thousand men built the dam. You’re telling me two women and a child can unbuild it. I have the strength of a man, but you are an old woman and she is not like Grittee. If she can jump the height of her own boot tops I’d be surprised.’ 
 
    ‘Gertie is the sharpest bag of tricks you’ll ever meet. She has worked out what needs to be done.’ 
 
    Ferralee raised an eyebrow. ‘Your reason rides a feather.’ 
 
    ‘Mine might but hers doesn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Gertie, start building the fire. I’m going to talk to Ferralee,’ said Yehvo.  
 
    The women moved out of range. Ferralee gestured throwing patience over her shoulder. Gertie coaxed the sparks till they caught. The fire was blazing when the women returned. 
 
    ‘Get your papers out, Gertie,’ said Yehvo. ‘Show Ferralee what we mean to do.’ 
 
    Gertie unpacked her papers. ‘First you need to know what the symbols mean.’ She flicked through her notes. ‘Where’s the page with the key? Don’t tell me I brought the wrong one.’ Ferralee sighed. Gertie shuffled her papers again. Her face grew warm.  
 
    ‘Take a breath, Gert,’ said Yehvo. ‘Pay no mind to Ferralee. She could make a queen feel like a worm. I’ve told you, you’ve got a brain second to none.’ 
 
    Gertie found the key and began again. She spoke quickly and not at all clearly, wanting to be done with it. Yehvo made her slow down and repeat things. Gertie showed how the separate steps fed to one point. She stopped and scratched her face. ‘That’s not right. What am I missing?’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t eaten since this morning,’ said Yehvo. ‘Have some food then try again.’ She shared the cold supper and chattered to Ferralee who responded briefly. 
 
    Gertie ate slowly. She stopped with her bread half way to her mouth, picked up the papers and hovered over each stage with her charcoal. Then she smiled. ‘That’s it. Here we are.’ The women listened while Gertie went over her workings. ‘Beautiful ain’t it?’ she said when she had finished. Ferralee shook her head. ‘You say that the dam is held together by balance but sense says otherwise. I have heard that every block in the dam is twice the height of a man. How can balance make it stick together with all that weight of water behind it?’ 
 
    ‘She just proved it,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘All you have shown me is numbers on a page,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘You must have heard of the Nondulisks,’ said Yehvo. ‘The Arcann made them. I saw some as a child, in a cave above Ponee. It was like magic the way big rocks stood on smaller ones and the whole thing leaned on air. We hardly dared breathe near them in case they toppled.’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying? That the dam is the same? That you’ve only to blow on it and it will come down?’ 
 
    ‘I’m saying that the Arcann could build things to last or not. They were brought in to build the third wall of the fort. It looks set as a mountain doesn’t it? It isn’t. Trotty will tell you.’ She stroked the dog’s head. ‘One time a donkey was standing under Trot’s post slot. He bit its leg to make it move. The donkey kicked out against the wall. The wall cracked all the way up to the window and fell inward.’  
 
    ‘A bit of wall is hardly a dam,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘I’ve studied people all my life and I can tell you one certain thing about them,’ said Yehvo. ‘They all have their own patterns of thinking and doing. Once you see how the pattern works you can follow it through to everything they do. The same goes for the Nonduls’ stones, their walls and their dams. Carry on, Gert. Tell Ferralee the best bit.’ 
 
    ‘The Arcann could do just about anything with forces,’ said Gertie. ‘It’s all in their books. They built the dam so that the point of maximum instability is here.’ Gertie marked a cross on the paper. ‘If I’m right all we have to do is find this point and unbalance it somehow.’ 
 
    ‘What did I tell you?’ said Yehvo. ‘She’s a thinker is our Gertie.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I’m hearing,’ said Ferralee. ‘I hear ‘if’ and ‘somehow’.’ 
 
    ‘The somehow is blasting powder,’ said Yehvo. ‘My cousin Redbo is the one to see. He’s the Fellun’s top blastman, the only one to have made three names. He won’t be hard to find. I know there’s something to this. The Arcann didn’t want to make that dam. They made it so it could be unmade. Are you with us?’ 
 
    Ferralee sat regal and silent, but she stayed the night with them and in the morning they left the site together. 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
    8  Wurr Pass 
 
      
 
    The walking was steep, the air was thin and the food was long gone.  
 
    ‘I’m the bag of bones I was in Duldred,’ said Gritty, bunching the loose waist of her dress. 
 
    ‘You’re nowhere near that,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘One good thing,’ said Gritty, ‘I got less of a body to feed. I wonder if we should ditch some of these bones we’re carrying. They’re starting to weigh heavy.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Alas. ‘Don’t forget it’s money we’re carrying.’ 
 
    ‘How long till we get out of the mountains?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Too long,’ said Alas. ‘We won’t make it ’less we go down to where the shrubs are. We know we can get berries there and roots maybe.’ 
 
    ‘And Felluns on our tails,’ said Lil.  
 
    ‘We got to eat, Lil,’ said Gritty. ‘We can’t all survive on rock scrapings.’ 
 
    ‘He can survive on less than that,’ said Lil, ‘You should learn from him.’ 
 
    They all looked at Oy who sat apart studying the mountainside. He was busy memorising colours. From this part of the journey he would tell Linnet about the lichens: the blue-grey, and the licks of lime and gold. Linnet liked stories best when they were all coloured in. 
 
    ‘I’ve tried,’ said Gritty, ‘but I never could make a meal out of breathing.’ 
 
     In the morning there was food. Oy woke with a fish in the crook of his arm. It was pink and silver and half the length of his body. He woke the others and showed them the fish. They stared at it fearfully. Fish did not appear on mountainsides so far from water. Could the hag from Dysma have magicked a poisonous fish to tempt them? Perhaps it was storm drop, but there had been no storm. 
 
    ‘There’s always a storm somewhere,’ said Gritty. ‘It musta got stranded on a cloud and just slithered off.’ 
 
    ‘Have a sniff, Oy,’ said Alas. ‘Is it good to eat?’ 
 
    ‘It’s fresh and clean,’ said Oy. 
 
    So they continued on the high passes taking turns to carry the fish. When they reached a place with enough dry bushes they made a fire and feasted. They sliced what was left and Oy sprinkled it with one of his powders to keep it from spoiling. It would last for the next few days. 
 
    After that both food and water ran out. The wind grew strong and sapped their energy. In places it was strong enough to blow them off the path. ‘We’ll have to start down,’ said Alas. 
 
    Oy scanned the sky. 
 
    ‘Are you hoping for another fish?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Rain’s coming,’ said Oy. 
 
    The clouds ate up the last of the blue and the rain began. They found a shelter: a small space overhung by rock on three sides. The rain came fast and heavy. Water poured off the overhang. They filled their flasks. The rain stopped but the water kept on channelling from above, washing down pebbles and an egg. The egg was slate grey with forked markings. 
 
    Alas snatched it up. ‘Lucky it didn’t break,’ he said. ‘I’ll climb up and see if there’s more.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t break because the shell is like leather,’ said Lil. ‘And I wouldn’t go looking for more. That’s a blue viper’s egg. It strikes so fast you won’t see it till its fangs are fastened in your flesh. From the puncture outwards you’ll turn to fire and then to stone.’ 
 
    Gritty twitched and looked behind her. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ said Lil. ‘Dresh ears are trained from birth for two things, the sound of water and a snake’s belly moving on grit.’ 
 
    They moved away. Gritty and Alas shared the egg messily. Oy dipped his finger in the yoke. It was enough for him. Lil declined. 
 
    From then on they focussed silently on the track and bump, bump, bumped down the steep trail. The lower they got the more plants they saw. They stopped where a bush bearing berries was tucked into the rock face. Alas tried but failed to reach it. 
 
    ‘Short-arm flanners,’ mocked Lil. ‘Hold me.’ 
 
    Gritty held Lil’s hand. Oy held Gritty and Alas anchored them all. Lil stretched across the rock face and twisted off the nearest branch. The berries were small and ripe and burst when touched. 
 
    Gritty tasted one. ‘Sharp,’ she said,‘but I wouldn’t say no to more.’ 
 
    As they rounded the next cliff there were many more, a wide band of bushes studded with golden berries. They ate until their stomachs hurt. When they had finished their hands were scratched and their lips were yellow. 
 
    It was time to move on. They looked up and they looked down. The choice was between more hard and hungry climbing or a level walk along the pass below.  Oy and Gritty wanted to descend. Alas’s jenie swung like a pendulum. ‘Something’s muddling me,’ he said.      
 
    ‘I’d rather go quick and straight for Linnet’s sake,’ said Oy, ‘but if your jenie says no, we should listen.’  
 
    Alas put his hand over his stomach.‘T’aint clear,’ he said. They went down. 
 
      
 
    They moved quickly along the wide, level pass. ‘Walking on the flat is hardly walking at all,’ said Gritty as she skipped along. 
 
    ‘Enjoy it while you can,’ said Alas. ‘As soon as we hit a village and get some proper food we need to go back up.’  
 
     As the pass twisted the walls grew higher and steeper. Alas looked up uneasily. 
 
    ‘There’s no hiding places on this stretch and... something don’t feel right.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to go back?’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Up and down, stop and start,’ said Lil. ‘What’s wrong with forward and forward?’ 
 
    Alas sighed. 
 
    Oy looked from one to the other. ‘Forward is nice, but back is useful – sometimes.’ 
 
    Gritty laughed. ‘Oh Oy, is there anything you can’t see both sides of?’ 
 
    ‘Quiet,’ Lil interrupted. She stood very still and stared at the ground. ‘There’s a rider coming. I feel it through my feet.’ 
 
    ‘Which way?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Behind.’ 
 
    Alas looked at the walls. They were too smooth to climb. ‘Run,’ he said. They ran along the twisting gorge till the path turned sharply into a tunnel. ‘Don’t go in,’ Alas panted. ‘It could be a trap.’ He began to climb the side of the gorge. 
 
    ‘Alas, even a fly would come unstuck on this,’ said Gritty.  
 
    Alas came unstuck, skinning his arms. The hoofbeats were closing. There was nowhere to go but into the tunnel. 
 
    The sudden dark blinded them. Their breath was loud and their footsteps echoed. The rider did not follow them into the tunnel. ‘He’s blocked us behind,’ said Alas. ‘You know what that means.’ 
 
    ‘Someone else has blocked us in front,’ said Gritty. ‘What’ll we do?’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t sitting it out in the dark waiting for them to close on us,’ said Alas. ‘We’ll go on. I’m the one they want. I’ll fight for as long as I can. You must do your best to get away.’ He pulled his knife from his pocket.  
 
    They felt their way along the rough walls. The tunnel filled with a hot wild smell. ‘I know that scent,’ said Oy with a lift in his voice. The scent grew stronger and then the wall bulged and its texture changed to thick fur. 
 
    ‘Back, everyone!’ Alas shouted. 
 
    ‘It’s alright, Alas,’ said Oy, ‘It’s a bear. It won’t hurt you if you...’ The rest of Oy’s speech was muffled in a furry embrace. There was a muddle of bodies and fur and questions and Oy’s small voice reassuring his friends that there really was a bear in the tunnel, that the bear was known to him and it was not about to eat them. 
 
    They walked in the wake of the animal towards the light at the end of the tunnel. The exit framed a wide man on a wider mount. 
 
    Rigaw was ready to scare some children and give them a light bashing with his cudgel. Instead a huge beast rushed him. Rigaw struck out. The beast knocked the cudgel from his hand, wrung the breath from his body and threw him like a doll into the tunnel. The waifs cheered. 
 
    ‘It’s Bruin,’ said Oy. ‘See the F brand on his side, and the notch in his ear.’ 
 
    Bruin stood sentry at the mouth of the tunnel growling in a low and friendly way. Rigaw stirred behind him and the growl turned to a pleated snarl with a fearsome show of teeth. Rigaw did not move again. The waifs went to pat the bear. Bruin dipped his head and waved his paws. 
 
    ‘He’s saying move on,’ said Oy. 
 
    The waifs buried their faces in fur, breathed the scent of the wild, repeated their thanks and ran. 
 
    At the next twist in the gorge a fat pony waited. A malformed hound was strapped to its back. Its giant muzzle was bandaged tight, but as Alas came near its excitement was so great it snapped the bandage and bayed like a wolf pack at full moon. 
 
    Lil’s tuning fork vibrated so hard that her whole body shook. She pressed it back with both hands. 
 
    They hurried on until the baying faded and the sides of the gorge opened out. In the far distance they could see the pale sweep of the Carnoffel Dam. They continued along the pass, pondering on how and why the bear had helped them. 
 
     Oy told Bruin’s story. The Felluns had tormented him so that his liver would swell and blacken. Full of anger and despair Bruin had sickened. Oy had healed him with kindness and medicine. Gritty told how she had freed the other animals and how Bruin had avenged himself on Ijaw. Since the Felluns had pumped Bruin so full of anger it wasn’t surprising he had some left over and the waifs were grateful for it. 
 
     They looked at the map. Oy thought that Bruin would hold Rigaw in the tunnel for a few days at least. That meant they could stick to the pass till the final climb. After that the dry plain of Scorpus would take them to the edge of Cracnazy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



9  Redbo 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gertie was so thirsty she could hardly swallow. Yehvo and Ferralee walked ahead. They were quarrelling as usual. Every day Ferralee threatened to leave them and Yehvo somehow talked her out of it. Ferralee was refusing to go much further without water. Yehvo knew of a well. She said it wasn’t far but it was. When they reached it Gertie thought she had never known such relief and pleasure, even though the water had a salt tang. After that the land got drier and the food scarcer. One morning Yehvo spent a long time whispering to Trotdog then she sent him home. He trotted away with his head hanging. Every few paces he stopped and looked back. 
 
    ‘Do you have to?’ said Gertie. ‘He looks so sad.’ 
 
    ‘He knows there’s not enough food in these parts for three and a dog. He’ll survive scavenging round the fort till I get back.’ 
 
    ‘There’s not enough food for three with or without a dog,’ said Ferralee. She walked off, fuelled by temper. Soon she pulled so far ahead that Yehvo had to call her back. 
 
    Ferralee waited. She watched Gertie approach. ‘No wonder you are so slow. It takes energy to walk as badly as that.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better teach her how to do it properly then,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    Ferralee tried. Gertie did her best. It wasn’t good enough. Ferralee couldn’t understand how anyone could be so out of touch with their body. 
 
    They travelled from quarry to quarry searching for Redbo. Yehvo went in to each quarry and offered to tell the fortunes of the Fellun masters in exchange for bread. While there she looked around for Redbo. She did not find him in any of the smaller quarries. Only the Oogin quarry remained. Yehvo was sure they would find Redbo there. He wasn’t. End of plan. 
 
    Whatever Ferralee felt showed in her whole body. When she was angry her eyes, hair, hands, feet, hips and shoulders were angry. She yelled at Yehvo.  
 
    Yehvo folded her arms, and tilted her head back. ‘It’s just a setback,’ said Yehvo. ‘He must be somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a blastman. His arms could be in one place and his legs in another.’ Ferralee’s body convulsed as though she herself was exploding. 
 
    For the first time Yehvo looked uncertain. ‘I’ll go into the village and ask for him,’ she said. 
 
    Ferralee and Gertie were forced to wait together. They found a space between the rocks and sat as far apart as they could. Ferralee was poised and immobile. Gertie picked at her nails and toyed with the gravel.  
 
    ‘That’s annoying,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ said Gertie, pressing her hands between her knees. 
 
    It was growing dark when Yehvo came climbing back towards them. Gertie looked down at the bony old knees raised one after the other and the black and grey braids on top of Yehvo’s head. Yehvo lifted her face. ‘He’s still in one piece,’ she said. ‘He’s blasting at a new quarry – Ooger – not far, we can make it tonight.’ 
 
    They found a fresh track leading to Ooger. Again, Ferralee and Gertie hid while Yehvo went in. She smiled as she recognised the Fellun quarrymaster. It was Gallunjaw Sizor. Yehvo knew things about him. His wife, Gastrict, had a new baby. By Fellun standards it was small and bloodless. Gastrict didn’t like it and was trying to lose it. Yehvo told Gallunjaw that she had a vision of his child left alone under a bench in the sangary. 
 
     ‘What’s wrong with the woman?’ said Gallunjaw. ‘She didn’t like the last one or the one before that.’ He paced around. ‘If it happens one more time...’ He checked himself. Yehvo wasn’t listening. She had spotted Redbo.  
 
     The light was draining from the quarry. One of the Felluns sounded a horn and the men came away from the cliff face. They were too exhausted to talk or hurry. They dropped their tools in piles and looked as though they would like to drop there, too. Four guards escorted them out. 
 
    ‘That man,’ said Yehvo to Gallunjaw, ‘the one by the hut. I have a warning for him.’ 
 
    Gallunjaw looked concerned. ‘What do you see?’ 
 
    ‘If I told you the spirits would kill you. The message is for him alone.’ 
 
    ‘Redbo,’ called the master. ‘Crone wants to talk to you.’ 
 
    Yehvo crunched across the silent quarry towards the blastman. ‘Cousin,’ she whispered with her sunray grin. Redbo clasped her hand. He had the same smile, the same leathery skin and stringy body. They spoke quietly together then they returned to Gallunjaw. 
 
    Redbo scratched his head. ‘This old one has brought me a message from the spirits,’ he said. There’s danger here tonight. She’s going to say some spells over the blast shed before I start work. Stay well back, boss.’ 
 
    The Fellun pondered. ‘We’d better put off the blasting for tonight.’ 
 
    ‘It might be weeks before we get another night as dark as this,’ said Redbo. ‘You know what this stuff is like. Once I uncover it a bit of moonlight’s enough to set it off. I’ve known too much starlight set off a bad batch.’ 
 
    ‘Go on then,’ said the Fellun. ‘I hope your spells are strong old woman.’ 
 
    ‘None stronger,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    The cousins walked back to the blasting shed. Gallunjaw hid behind a wall of rock. 
 
    ‘Are you sure about this?’ Redbo asked as he prepared to unlock the door. ‘It’s evil stuff.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll risk it.’ 
 
    ‘The parcel I’ll give you is wrapped in black cloth and painted twice in tar. You leave it that way till you put it in place. You choose the darkest of nights then you pierce a tiny hole and leave it. Get well away. The lightening sky will set it off even before sunrise.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know.’ 
 
    Redbo unlocked the shed. ‘Cover your face. There’s always some dust in here. You don’t want it in your lungs.’ He opened the door and removed two rolls of powder, one for himself and one for Yehvo. 
 
    While he was talking he forgot to check the sky. The cloud over the moon had thinned. There was a white glow above the cliffs and a tiny glint in the blackness of the shed. Redbo knew what it was. He grabbed Yehvo’s arm. ‘Run!’ he shouted. They ran and skidded in the dust behind a heap of rocks. Redbo covered Yehvo with his body. The boom lifted them and the rocks. It rained stones. Redbo got up. He lifted Yehvo and told her to move fast while the air was thick with dust. ‘Now you know what it can do,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell the guard the spirits took you for spoiling their plans. Luck go with you.’ 
 
    Yehvo hurried off into the night. 
 
    Gertie and Ferralee heard the quake. There was a flash like lightning seen from the corner of the eye, then they felt the tremor. When Yehvo reached them the darkness was again complete; they could not see each other. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘I got the powder,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘We heard a blast,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘It was nothing,’ said Yehvo. ‘When Redbo opened the shed a moonbeam struck a glitter out of the dust; it swelled, lit the whole shed and boom, up it went. It was lucky there were only a few rolls in there and I’ve got one of them.’ 
 
    ‘And you mean to carry that stuff around?’ said Ferralee.  
 
    ‘Away from the light it’s safe as chalk dust.’ 
 
    ‘I thought water could set it off,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘And isn’t that what we’re short of?’ answered Yehvo. 
 
    ‘But you said we’ve a river to cross,’ Ferralee persisted. 
 
    ‘A shallow river. Knee high – no more.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Waist at most. Anyway, you don’t have to worry; I’m the one carrying it.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better put it well away from us while we sleep,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘What if I can’t find it in the morning?’ 
 
    ‘Well then I’m moving away from it,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘Go with her if you like, Gertie,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘I can’t see to go anywhere,’ said Gertie. 
 
      
 
    The sun had not cleared the mountain tops when there was a loud crack. Yehvo woke and felt for her tarred bundle. Gertie opened her eyes. 
 
    ‘It’s alright,’ said Yehvo. ‘They start work early in the quarries.’ 
 
    Ferralee came to them. Her shawl was pulled tightly round her. She was shivering. 
 
    ‘Missing your warm bed?’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘A body can’t stay warm without food,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘There is food,’ said Yehvo. ‘This way. I noticed a weeping rock last night.’ 
 
    ‘What’s a weeping rock?’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘This is.’ Yehvo stopped. Lizards covered the wall. Disturbed, they darted away with bundles in their mouths. The rock they left was sticky with gum and studded with moths. ‘The jeeks spit on the rock so it looks like it’s weeping. The spit is sweet. The moths are drawn to the spit but once they land they’re stuck,’ said Yehvo. 
 
     She plucked a moth from the rock. The gum stretched and snapped. Yehvo bundled the moth in the sticky threads and put it in her mouth. Ferralee turned away in disgust.  
 
    ‘Don’t tell me you didn’t do the same when you were a child,’ said Yehvo. 
 
     ‘I have never eaten a moth wrapped in lizard spit,’ said Ferralee. 
 
     ‘Here’s one that nearly got away,’ said Yehvo. The moth spiralled in the air caught on a strand of gum. Yehvo offered the grey bundle to Gertie. 
 
    ‘I can’t,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘Why not? I thought you were a survivor.’ 
 
    ‘I know it.’ She nodded at the moth. 
 
    ‘Personally?’ 
 
    ‘It feels like it. I named some moths with Emberd. This one I called dusky archer after the tiny arrows on its wings. I can’t eat it.’ Gertie shook her head. 
 
    ‘Please yourselves.’ Yehvo carried on eating the moths. ‘Have some gum then.’ 
 
    Gertie copied Yehvo winding the sweet gum around her fingers and sucking it off. Ferralee was so hungry that she joined them. 
 
    Since Yehvo had apparently been taken by the spirits, they could not return through the quarry. Instead they detoured through the mountains adding to their journey. When they returned to the gorge Yehvo was filled with nostalgia. 
 
    ‘We’re getting close to my homelands now,’ she said. ‘I’ll show you Yeheva, Gertie, the place where I was born. I haven’t seen it since I was a one-name. We could even go up to the manch. That’s my family cave. It’s not far out of our way. 
 
    Ferralee’s face tightened, but she said nothing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    10  The Healing Camp 
 
      
 
    The waifs kept to the pass and reached the next village unhindered. Gritty went trading again. She returned with dried fish, bread and a chunk of something brown. Oy thought it was made with cricket flour and salt so they called it cricket cake. 
 
    One low mountain range remained. Beyond lay the plain of Scorpus and Cracnazy. 
 
   
  
 

 They skirted a small lake. The green borders soon gave way to scree slopes. It was difficult country. They scrambled up the dusty heaps, sometimes sliding back amid bounding stones. Lil’s face was tight. All the fine lines in it were drawn downwards. At last by holding on to saplings and outcrops they reached the goat paths. Lil flattened her back against the rocks and rested. 
 
    ‘Are you alright, Lil?’ Oy asked. 
 
    ‘There’s only one thing worth bending for. I shall see it when I reach the top.’ 
 
    ‘Home?’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Home,’ said Lil. 
 
   
  
 

 They climbed higher still, walking the narrow margins of rock and sky. Ahead of them a goat stood sentry on a ledge. As they neared, it made way. It stepped on what were little more than ripples in the rock and joined another path further up. ‘This will be a heart-stopper,’ said Gritty. She looked at the drop and said, ‘Do we want to do it?’ 
 
    Alas looked up. ‘We’re nearly at the top. Let’s drink and think.’ 
 
    They sat on the ledge and drank and thought. Gritty said she would try it. If it was a stretch for her then it would be too much for Oy and they ought to go back. Gritty prepared herself. ‘One foot there, the other there, reach across – that bird’s putting me off.’ A hawk hung in the air above them. It was intent on Gritty and had positioned itself in an ominous way. ‘I think it’s considering me for dinner.’ Alas waved at it. Its head flicked like the second hand on a clock. It had seen something else. It dived. 
 
    ‘It’s going for another bird,’ said Oy. 
 
    They watched as the hawk attacked. It missed its target twice. On the third try its talons closed on the other bird’s neck. 
 
    Oy lay on his belly on the ledge to get a better view. ‘That other bird... it looks like... it is Bagla,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Oh Lor’. Are you sure?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘He’s right,’ said Alas. 
 
    The hawk and the white bird landed on the mountainside. They merged into a hybrid with light and dark wings. The white bird struggled to be separate again. The hawk fought to dominate the other.. 
 
    ‘Bagla, don’t let it...’ Gritty screamed. 
 
    ‘It’s alright,’ said Alas. ‘Bagla’s got the hawk. She’s swallowing it.’ 
 
    Bagla held the hawk’s head in her beak. The hawk flapped powerfully and then slowly. When it was still, Bagla let go. The stunned hawk hobbled away. Bagla hustled it off the cliff edge, then she launched herself.  
 
    ‘Here she comes,’ said Alas. Bagla swept towards them. They shouted encouragement but their voices trailed as she veered off without landing. 
 
    ‘How did she miss us?’ said Gritty. The pelican passed again, so close they could see the droops and folds of her face. ‘Here, Bagla,’ they shouted. But Bagla settled on the scree slopes. There she preened and settled and appeared to fall asleep. 
 
   
  
 

 ‘What’s her game?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Perhaps she’s hurt,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘We’d better go and see,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Birds and flanners,’ grumbled Lil. 
 
    They scrambled down trying not to shower the bird with stones. As they edged towards her, Bagla opened her eyes, spread her wings and flew off. They watched as she settled again, around to the northeast this time. They followed again and again she flew away. 
 
    ‘At this rate she’ll be taking us all the way back to Fellund,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘We can’t give up,’ said Gritty, ‘she’s got our messages.’ 
 
    Lil said she would wring Bagla’s neck if this turned out to be a wild bird chase. 
 
   
  
 

 ‘Bagla’s not playful,’ said Oy. ‘She’s clever and she’s got an eyeview we ain’t got. I’d say she’s leading us away from danger.’ 
 
    After that they followed the bird more willingly. The paths twisted one way then the other. There was another rubble slope leading to a cliff face. Bagla perched on the cliff. 
 
    The cliff was not high, no more than four times Lil’s height, but it was short on holds. Gritty mapped her route and started to climb. The balls of her feet were like springs; she stuck to bumps in the rock. She stretched herself from toes to fingertips and made the top in flowing moves.  
 
    There were groans as Bagla flew away again. 
 
    ‘She ain’t gone far,’ Gritty shouted down. ‘Come on up. I’ll talk you through it.’ 
 
    Oy was next. After four moves he was stuck. Lil boosted him up the face. ‘That’s it,’ shouted Gritty. ‘You’re doing well. Now the tricky bit. Push off and make it smooth. There’s not enough grip to stop in the middle. Remember when Alas was stuck in the chimney; you told him to think himself slippery. You’ve got to think yourself sticky. Look where the holds are and shout when you’re ready.’ 
 
    ‘You can do it, Oy,’ called Alas. 
 
    Oy’s cheek was pressed to the rock. ‘You ready?’ said Gritty. Oy didn’t move. ‘Breathe.’ Gritty waited. ‘You ready now?’ He wasn’t. ‘Oy,’ said Gritty, at last. ‘Your arms and legs will just get tireder hanging there.’ 
 
    Oy turned his face upwards. He made the move. His arms were too weak and his legs too short. One foot slipped and scraped down the rock. Somehow he regained his first position. 
 
    ‘Hang on. I’m coming,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘You can’t help,’ said Lil. ‘Avert.’ She tucked the hem of her skirt into her belt. Her arms and legs spread widely over the rock. Her long fingers found holds the others couldn’t reach. She passed to one side of Oy and waved away Gritty’s helping hand. With a look of deep annoyance she pulled herself up and took off her jacket. The sleeves were very long. She lay on her stomach and hung it over the edge. Gritty held Lil and Lil held the jacket and Oy grasped the other end of the jacket and so he was hauled to the top of the cliff. 
 
    Alas wiped the sweat from his eyes and followed. They gathered at the top. Bagla perched in a stunted tree. She did not move away. 
 
    ‘I think this might be it,’ said Gritty. ‘Shall we wet our mouths before we look around?’ 
 
    ‘Smell that,’ said Oy happily. ‘Bread – and not the sort made of dust or crickets.’  
 
     Alas got to his feet dislodging a rock. It rolled down to the scree: chock-chock- chock. Bagla flapped and rustled behind them. Something was moving among the bushes. The waifs stood, primed to run. Out came Clair. 
 
    Oy and Gritty shouted her name. Oy ran to her, locked himself to her waist and talked into her dress. ‘I thought you were dead.’ 
 
    Clair replied in song-like Nondulan. Gritty attached herself to Clair’s other side. Alas put one arm around all of them briefly. Lil stood by, a fleeting softness on her face. 
 
    ‘Whatever has brought you here?’ said Clair. 
 
    ‘We found Linnet’s yellow,’ said Oy. ‘It’s called Lellick airyfluss. You were right; it’s in a book about kingfishers. There’s not much here, but there’s lots in Affland so I’m going back to get some. And Lil there, she’s going home to Craicanmar, and Alas and Gritty are going back to help our friends.’ 
 
    ‘Lellick airyfluss,’ said Clair. ‘Now I remember. You’ve much more to tell I’m sure, but first, bread. You’ve gotten thin again. It won’t do.’ 
 
    ‘Bread,’ Gritty sighed. ‘We’ve been living on sour berries and crickets’ elbows.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s put that right shall we?’ said Clair. ‘I can’t feed you the way I’d like. Oh, for some haw and gelder.’ 
 
    ‘And dandidrew,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Dandidrew’ said Clair, clasping her hands wishfully. ‘I’m not alone. Come and meet Derridae. The others are out hunting herbs.’ 
 
    Beyond the bushes was a row of caves. Weathered planks narrowed the entrances against wind and rain. ‘It’s an old Chee settlement,’ said Clair. ‘We’ve made it into a healing camp. There’s a lot of sickness among the Chee in the valley.’ 
 
    A Nondul woman cradled a baby in the sun. ‘This is Derridae and a starved Chee baby. We’ll give him back when he is plumped.’ 
 
    Clair pulled some loaves from a rock oven. She just happened to have made extra. The waifs laughed. It was a mystery how Clair always made the right amount of bread at the right time. They ate with great appetite. ‘Not bad for make-do bread,’ said Alas. 
 
    Lil only ever ate bread as a last resort, but this bread was made from the rock plants she liked. She was converted. 
 
    When they had eaten, two more Nonduls returned. Clair introduced Adar and Orys. Adar was Clair’s sister and the mother of Ede. 
 
    ‘Ede’s ma!’ Gritty jumped up and down. ‘Won’t she be happy to have you back? We got a map if you don’t know the way.’ 
 
    ‘We know the way,’ said Adar, ‘but the Chee need us here. Ede will understand.’ 
 
    ‘You know best,’ said Gritty, ‘but it’s a shame you can’t send word that you’re alive.’ 
 
    ‘They can,’ said Oy, ‘Bagla.’ 
 
    At the sound of her name Bagla came to them. She waddled up to Oy and opened her beak. Oy pulled out the message. 
 
    ‘It’s got hawk feathers stuck to it,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘And fish scales,’ said Oy. ‘The fish – was it you, Bagla, that brung it? I’ll bet it was.’ 
 
    Alas unpacked the pen and ink and Oy decoded the message. His expression changed as he wrote. Alas and Gritty watched trying to read his face. When he was done he read: 
 
    ‘Linnet starts off: 
 
    I’m very well indeed, so don’t any of you waste your wits thinking of me – speshly you, Oy. I help Ede with the animals and I paint with Emberd. It is my favourite thing. Ede lets me mix up colours, but not too many blues. I have seen Emberd’s moth pictures and I want to do the same with butterflies, as long as the butterflies don’t mind. Gert is very good. Her somin is next to mine now. She brings books and we read a story every night. Only now she is going away. But that’s alright. Like the rest of you she’s got more important things to do.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that about?’ said Gritty, looking worried. 
 
    ‘Sh,’ said Alas. ‘We’ll find out.’ 
 
    Oy read on: 
 
    I spect you’d given up on Bagla. She was tired after her last big trip. Emberd didn’t want to let her go again but Bagla let us know she was ready. I only hope she finds you. Ede says she is a very clever bird. I must leave some space for Gert. Thinking of you always dear friends. 
 
    ‘Now it’s Gertie: 
 
    I won’t repeat what Linnet has said, except to say it’s all true. She is as well as she says so no need to worry. 
 
    Now there are two important things to tell you. First is, we think we found your passage under the storm wall. Look at your map and match it with my drawing. It’s from a story book, but Emberd says it’s a true traveller’s map. 
 
    The second thing is someone has been to see me. She has asked me to do something. It’s not a small or an easy thing, but she’s sure I can do it. Gritty, you shouldn’t have talked me up like that. I daren’t write what it is in this simple code. I am going to put it in a harder code and trust to your brains to work it out.  
 
    ‘She carries on in this other code,’ Oy explained. He handed the paper round. 
 
    ‘Someone’s asked her to do something, and I shouldn’t have talked her up. What does that mean? Let me see.’ Gritty puzzled over the message. She sighed. ‘That’s Gert for you. She thinks we all got brains like hers. When it comes to something like this we ain’t.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll work it out,’ said Clair. ‘First have your fill. You’ll think more clearly then.’ 
 
    While they finished the food Clair told her own story. She had been washed out of the midden gate and downriver for many druns. The river ran east to the far edges of Fellund. Eventually she had washed up against a sluice gate. Barely alive she had climbed out. When she had breath to stand she made for the nearby forest to rest and heal herself. The first tree on the forest path was scratched with signs in Nondulan. Other survivors had passed that way. The tree was the first marker leading all the way to the healing camp. 
 
    Adar took over. ‘There were others here when I arrived, but they were near to death. They had been treating lopsy among the Chee. They caught the fever themselves. I was too late to help them and they died. They are buried there; see where the bird sits by the balance stones. My dear friend, Vera, is among them and two of my cousins.’ 
 
    Bagla began to clack. No one had ever heard her make a sound before. Now she came to Oy clacking loudly. 
 
    Adar reached across and touched Oy. ‘You must follow her,’ she said. 
 
    Bagla chirped. She led Oy to the graveside and lowered her breast onto the mound. Then she flew to his shoulders and went through a series of extraordinary moves. She seized his neck in her beak as if she was trying to swallow him. She flapped some distance away and repeated her actions as though acting out clues in a guessing game. 
 
    Adar went to the grave. She knelt on the ground next to Bagla and stroked the bird’s head to calm it. She whispered to her in Nondulan and then with chirping sounds. 
 
    ‘Adar has a jenie for talking to animals,’ said Clair. 
 
    ‘Like Ede,’ said Gritty, ‘but Bagla would never answer her.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because she didn’t want to,’ said Adar. ‘She’s ready now.’ 
 
    Bagla’s lids closed one set at a time. Her body relaxed. Adar kept her hand on Bagla’s head. Everything was quiet and still. After a while Adar began to whisper again. Bagla raised her lids. There was shame in her eyes. Bagla’s legs folded. Her wings splayed on the ground. Her neck and beak lay stretched out in front. She appeared to be in a state of collapse. 
 
    Adar kept on whispering and waiting. At last she spoke in Nondulan and repeated in the common. ‘I see.’ 
 
    Adar returned to the oven hearth. A circle formed around her. They waited while she chose her words. ‘What Bagla has shown me is simply this: Oy is the child of Vera.’ 
 
    Oy was sitting cross-legged, focused on the tufts of green between his knees. He heard his name and lifted his face to Adar as though he could not understand what she was saying. 
 
    The Nondul faces around him wore surprised and beautiful smiles. The waifs’ were blank with disbelief. ‘What?!’ said Gritty. ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘When I arrived here, Vera was already sick. She mentioned a lost child in her ravings. I thought she was troubled by the death of a Chee child, one she had failed to save. I never thought she meant her own babe. 
 
    ‘Bagla has told me that Vera’s baby was sleeping out here in the sun. Bagla came and stole him.’ Bagla hid her head under her wing. ‘She was once a tower pelican at Fort Offel. The Felluns send the pelicans out to steal babies.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true,’ said Gritty. ‘I saw it, little hands and feet inside the beak bags.’ 
 
    ‘Bagla was out hunting babies in the islands off East Fellund.’ 
 
    ‘The tribes there have some Fellun blood,’ said Derridae. ‘They can pass for Felluns given the right food.’ 
 
    Adar nodded. ‘A storm blew Bagla off course. If she returned empty-beaked the Felluns would smash her eggs. She came here and saw a baby lying in a hay nest. She stole him and flew with him to Fellund.’ 
 
    Oy held his forehead and closed his eyes. ‘In my dreams there’s always been shadows and voices and faces I was too afraid to look into. I see ’em now. I remember... I remember her – the Fellun woman. Gastrict her name was. I never wanted her for a mother and she wouldn’t have me as her child. I was too little and weak for her. She was ’shamed of me. I couldn’t keep liver down or any kind of blood. I wouldn’t turn Fellun or anything like. She sent me away on a hunting boat. The boat was wrecked. I washed up in Affland. I hid behind a bakery and there I stayed. The sea water had been through my mouth and eyes and ears so many times it must’ve washed my mind away.’ 
 
    ‘If that ain’t the most ’stonishing thing I ever heard,’ said Gritty. ‘Any child would be scared witless with a nurse like Ogreen and a ma like Gastrict. No wonder you wiped it out.’ 
 
    ‘Bagla,’ said Oy. He got up and went to embrace the bird. ‘Where’s your head?’ 
 
    Bagla uncovered her eyes but kept her beak under her wing. ‘It’s alright. You only did it to save your chicks. Anyone would do the same.’ 
 
    Gritty and Alas came forward. ’Course they would,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘You done us all manner of service,’ Alas said. ‘You saved all our lives. It was you that brought the fish when we were near starving wasn’t it? And I believe it was you that got Bruin to help us. Am I right?’ Bagla straightened her neck. ‘And then you brought us here, so no more shame. You’ve paid us back twice over.’ 
 
    Oy crouched next to her and stroked her head. ‘It’s true, Bagla dear,’ he said. 
 
    Bagla rose and inflated. Her sagging face was too far gone to unsag but the heaviness lifted. Her eyes were unveiled and bright. She leaned her head into Oy’s neck and went with him to the graveside. He put his arm around her and they sat together. Oy put one hand on the mound. ‘Mother,’ he said. 
 
    Clair whispered to the others to come away. 
 
    Alas told the Nonduls the rest of the news. Then they tried to break Gertie’s code and began writing messages for Bagla to take back to Nondula. 
 
    The Nonduls each wrote a line to their families. Alas gave a summary of their travels. Gritty chastised Gertie for being so mysterious: 
 
    ‘So far you got us stumped with this code so all I can say is don’t go putting yourself in any danger. I don’t care who the someone is or what they say. If it’s too dangerous to write about then it’s too dangerous for you to do. You ain’t cut out for danger. Stick to reading and thinking.’ 
 
    She read it back to herself. ‘I wrote danger an awful lot,’ she said. ‘It makes a pattern in the letters.’ She had an idea and looked at Gertie’s message again. ‘Here’s a word that comes up a few times. It starts with a capital so it’s a name. It’s someone who’s heard me praising Gert – could be Yehvo. It’s someone who don’t mind danger or leading others into it – it must be Yehvo. So if the ‘S’s are ‘Y’s and the ‘G’s are ‘E’s...’ Gritty thought hard and scribbled out the new code. ‘No, that’s not right; I thought I had it. I got to think like Gert, what would she do? She’d make it special to us.’ Gritty tapped the paper with the quill. While the others talked she kept on puzzling. 
 
    Adar wanted to know more about Duldred. Alas told about their lives, the work and the hunger. He didn’t want pity and laughed wryly as he talked about survivin’ ways and how Raymun couldn’t keep number eight in his head. 
 
    ‘Why would you laugh about that?’ said Lil. ‘There are worse things to be missing than eights.’ 
 
    Gritty was suddenly animated. She waved the quill in the air. ‘Missing eights,’ she said. Everyone watched as she began to write quickly. ‘That’s it!’ she said. ‘It’s the same code as before but she takes out the eighth letters, h, p and x, and makes them R1, R2 and – looks like she had no use for an x.’ 
 
    ‘What does she say?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Hang on.’ The translation took some time. Gritty commented as she wrote. ‘Oh my! Oh no, not my Gert. She can’t be off adventuring like that, not without me to look out for her.’ She finished and read the message out loud. 
 
    ‘That’s a mad plan,’ said Alas. ‘Is Yehvo in her right senses?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think sense comes into it,’ said Gritty. ‘Yehvo’s got a fire in her and she follows it, but this is like to burn her up, and Gertie with her.’ 
 
    Gritty scrapped her first message and wrote in stronger terms forbidding Gertie to do anything more venturesome than lift a book. 
 
     ‘It’s a bit late for that,’ said Alas. ‘Think how long the message took to get to us. Gert and Yehvo will be long gone.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Lor,’ Gritty put the pen down. 
 
    Oy left the graveside. He went to the Chee baby where it lay in its hay nest. He stroked its cheek and held its hand. Then he came back to the hearth. He wrote his news to Linnet simply. He told her that she was right after all: he was a real person and he once had a mother. 
 
    Later Clair told Oy everything she could about his mother and father. Like all the Nonduls, Vera and Coryne were gentle people. The Felluns had taken them both. Like Clair, Vera had survived the Akwon. Coryne had not. His broken body was caught in the nets. Oy’s parents had been different from most scholars. They had wanted to go out into the world with their healing. Vera had lived her dream if only for a short time. 
 
    Over the next few days Bagla was spoiled and fussed by everyone. She was done with sulks and she kept her eyes open. Baby feathers began to sprout on her bald patches. When she was fully rested she set off back to Nondula with the messages. Gritty asked her to look out for Gertie on the way. 
 
    The waifs, too, were almost ready to leave.  
 
    Clair had one more thing to tell Oy. ‘I’ve kept it till now to give you thinking space,’ she said. ‘Oy, your grandparents are still living.’ 
 
    Oy’s pale face turned paler. ‘Are they in Nondula?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘They are,’ said Clair. 
 
    ‘Did I meet them?’ 
 
    ‘No, you didn’t. They are the Inigma and Inigpa of the Kith.’ 
 
    Oy put three fingers between his brows and closed his eyes. 
 
    ‘The whats?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘The shepherds of the Kith,’ said Clair. ‘They look after the children there. They never leave it themselves. They are special people.’ 
 
    Oy opened his eyes. Clair put her hand on his shoulder. ‘You are named after your grandfather. Would you like to know your real name?’ 
 
    Lil interrupted. ‘Real names are important. It’s not for anyone to dish ’em out. His grandparents should be the ones to tell him his name.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ said Clair. ‘That’s how it should be.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder what it is?’ said Gritty. ‘Funny, I can’t imagine you as anything but Oy, Oy.’ 
 
    ‘You have no imagination,’ said Lil. 
 
    Alas got up and went to sit by himself. Oy followed him. Alas shook his hair over his eyes and kept his face turned away. 
 
    ‘This has set you thinking about your ma,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘I can’t hide anything from you can I?’ Alas rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand. ‘I’m no friend to you. You’ve had news like this and all I can feel is envy.’ 
 
    ‘Both our mothers are dead,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘I know, but you had nothing to do with killing yours.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a wrong thought,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘It don’t stop me having it,’ said Alas. ‘You got a proper name, too. Lil says names are important and I’m stuck with a catastrophe and an illness for mine.’ 
 
    Oy patted Alas’s arm. ‘You could change your name. You don’t have to be stuck with it. What would you like us to call you?’ 
 
     Alas straightened up. ‘My name is all I’ve got from my mother.’ He brushed his hair back and smiled. ‘I’m over it. I saw your grandfather when I went to the Kith you know. I can see how you might grow into a man like that, though I doubt you’ll match him for height. I’m happy for you, Oy.’ 
 
    ‘I know you are,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘And you’re happy for yourself aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know how to name the feelings I got,’ said Oy. ‘Just now my insides dropped like I was falling down the Akwon again. I don’t say I’m happy exactly, I’m too...’ 
 
    ‘Stonished,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘More than that,’ said Oy. 
 
      
 
    Oy spent a lot of time talking with the healers. They discussed the needs of the Chee and wished for the medicines of Nondula. Oy had brought powders with him from Nondula. He shared them with the healers.   
 
    Alas and Gritty watched from a distance. ‘He fits right in don’t he?’ said Gritty. ‘I don’t know why I didn’t see it before.’ 
 
    ‘His colouring ain’t right,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘He was never fed right,’ said Gritty. ‘He’s not far off Clair’s hair and eye colour, and Adar says he’s got Coryne’s brow and his ma’s chin’  
 
    ‘We won’t rush him to leave,’ said Alas. ‘Let him be with his people.’ 
 
    But Oy was the one who said it was time to go. He counted up his day marks. Every mark meant one less dose of Linnet’s medicine. He imagined the bottles draining down and then the spaces on the shelves where the bottles had been. He packed his bag. 
 
    Clair filled their bellies and bags with bread. Oris told them the safest way to approach the ridge and they left with short goodbyes because long ones didn’t help anyone. 
 
      
 
    Next day they reached the top of the ridge. The view was astounding. The storm wall reached half way up the sky. It stretched around the horizon like a standing sea. They spent a long time looking. 
 
    ‘We passed through that,’ said Gritty in amazement. 
 
    Between the mountain ridge where they stood and the storm wall was a mazy country of rock formations and dry valleys. The rock was the yellow of cinder toffee. 
 
    ‘There it is,’ said Lil. ‘The Cracnazy. Craicanmar is its heart.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s see the map again,’ said Alas. 
 
    Oy spread the map in the dust. It would take a day to get off the mountain. There was a river to cross, but Clair said it was wadeable.  Then Lil would take over and sound the way to Craicanmar.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



11 Yeheva Camp 
 
      
 
    The floor of the Cheelah Gorge was sculpted by water in a swirling pathway with stairways and humps that would have been waterfalls and islands before the Felluns stole the river. As Gertie jumped boulders and climbed the dry falls she became stronger and more agile, but she could not keep up with Ferralee. There was no effort in Ferralee’s speed, just a springy power in every step. As they moved through the immense yellow chasm Ferralee was always a small figure far ahead. Yehvo stayed back with Gertie. At intervals Ferralee waited for them to catch up. They could see her in the distance bouncing on the balls of her feet and leaning sideways in a stretch. 
 
    ‘She hates me for slowing you down don’t she?’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘Not hate,’ said Yehvo. ‘Just hot energy with nowhere to go. Wait a bit and we’ll teach her a lesson. When did we last eat and drink?’ 
 
    ‘Yesternoon,’ said Gertie, sticking her tongue out. ‘My mouth is dry as wood ash.’ 
 
    ‘This is what we used to call the thirsty leg,’ said Yehvo. ‘There’s no water this side of Yeheva but I see something that will do just as well.’ 
 
    Yehvo pointed to some fallen boulders with a flash of green showing between them. Gritty followed Yehvo over the rocks. Behind the boulders was a clump of cacti. ‘Narlun,’ said Yehvo. ‘Don’t touch the fruit. It will turn your head into a blister. Break a spine near the base then put your mouth to it and suck.’ Gritty copied Yehvo. The liquid was cool and quenching. 
 
    ‘So good,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘Now break a piece of flesh and use the thorn to split it and scrape out the jelly.’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t we fetch Ferralee?’ said Gertie. 
 
    Yehvo climbed onto a boulder. ‘She’s gone,’ she said. 
 
    They stayed a while eating and drinking and then they went on. The gorge twisted and turned many times before they caught up with Ferralee who was hungry, thirsty and bored. ‘What have you been doing?’ she said. 
 
    ‘Dining,’ said Yehvo. She offered Ferralee a wedge of cactus. It was a shame, she said, that Ferralee had missed out on the narlun water. She was welcome to go back of course. At the speed she walked it wouldn’t take long, but then again, going so fast she might miss the spot. Yehvo continued to hold out the cactus. For some moments the women engaged in an eye war. Then Ferralee snatched the cactus and Yehvo turned away with a half smile. 
 
    After that Gertie walked as fast as she could and Ferralee walked as slowly as she could bear and somehow the three of them stayed together. Before long they found more narlun. Ferralee drank and they used the hollow spines to siphon a few drops of juice into their flasks. 
 
    As they walkedYehvo remarked on the smallest changes to the landscape and told tales of her childhood. She spoke of hard and hungry freedom, and of capture and families split and slavery and more hunger. Gertie was thrown back on her own memories. ‘Ain’t that just the pattern?’ said Gertie. ‘From one manner of starving to another.’ 
 
    ‘The Nonduls fed you well enough didn’t they?’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘They did but I never expected such luck. It ain’t the common lot of my people.’ 
 
    ‘Nor ours,’ said Yehvo. ‘And that’s why we’re here, to take back our water, our food and our freedom.’ 
 
    The gorge twisted again and a new view opened up. Their path split around an island of rock that was almost the height of the gorge itself. 
 
    ‘Yeheva Rock,’ said Yehvo. ‘What do you think of that, Gertie?’ 
 
    ‘It’s big,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘It’s home,’ said Yehvo. ‘I was born on top of it, as were all my known foremothers. Longback, when the waters still swirled around it, it was safer than any fort.’ Yehvo fell into a thoughtful silence. 
 
    Ferralee grew twitchy. ‘If you’ve done reminiscing I’d like to get on.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t,’ said Yehvo. ‘I can’t pass this close without a visit.’ She raised her eyes and tilted her head back. 
 
    ‘You want to go up there?’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘I’m an old woman, Ferralee. I won’t get this chance again.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a sentimental waste of time.’ 
 
    Gertie’s mouth was full of words she dare not say, but somehow the words got past the fear. ‘It ain’t a waste to Yehvo,’ she said. ‘She’s got as much right to sentiment as... as other folks have to anger.’ Ferralee drew a quick breath, but before she could answer Gertie turned to Yehvo. ‘How do we get up there?’ 
 
    ‘On the path,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘I don’t see no path.’ 
 
    ‘It’s hid to start with, then it follows that line. It’s not how it looks. It’s wide enough for an ass in places and never less than the width of my hand.’ 
 
    Gertie looked at Yehvo’s small brown hand. ‘Oh,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Ferralee laughed. ‘Come on then. Let’s climb a sheer rock to look at some old cave. Will you lead, Gertie?’ Gertie bowed her head. 
 
    ‘Don’t listen to her,’ said Yehvo. ‘I was making this trip soon as I could walk. There’s nothing to it. If you start to wobble just lean on me.’ 
 
    Yehvo led, and though the path was narrow in places Gertie managed the worst parts by facing into the wall and holding on with both hands. The path zig-zagged upwards steeply, then it levelled and widened. ‘Not far now,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    Gertie risked a look down. ‘I’m glad for that,’ she said. 
 
    Yehvo stopped in front of her. The path had disappeared. In its place a few worn stones sloped towards the chasm. ‘Looks like the land’s slipped here,’ said Yehvo. ‘Go careful.’ She moved quickly across the gap. ‘Come on, Gertie. It’s only a few steps.’ 
 
    Gertie’s hands spidered over the rock searching for a better grip. ‘My knees have gone,’ said Gertie. 
 
    Ferralee waited impatiently behind. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘Those stones are wide as dinner plates.’ 
 
    Gertie glanced down. ‘Really, I can’t do it.’ 
 
    ‘Come back here,’ Ferralee snapped. ‘I’ll carry you.’ 
 
    ‘What! No,’ said Gertie. 
 
    Yehvo laughed. ‘Now this is something.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Ferralee. ‘Come to me.’ 
 
    ‘Go to her,’ said Yehvo. ‘She knows what she’s doing.’ 
 
    Gertie edged back to where the ledge was wider. ‘If you had learned to walk there would be no need for this,’ said Ferralee ‘Stand with your back to me and your legs apart.’ Ferralee ducked between Gertie’s legs and straightened. Somehow Gertie found herself on Ferralee’s shoulders. Ferralee rocked her head. ‘Don’t cling to my hair like that. Trust me. Relax. Don’t lean in or you’ll kill us both.’  
 
    ‘No, I can’t. Let me down,’ Gertie pleaded. 
 
    ‘Take three deep breaths.’ 
 
    Gertie breathed. 
 
    ‘Centre yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, never mind. Close your eyes.’ 
 
    Gertie squeezedher eyes shut. There was movement beneath her. And then she was tipping forwards, but only because Ferralee was lowering her on the other side. 
 
    ‘What a fuss,’ said Ferralee, walking on. 
 
    Yehvo gave a long whistle of appreciation. ‘That’s one to tell your children, Gert.’ 
 
    Gertie looked back at the awful drop. ‘How? Who does things like that?’ 
 
    Yehvo let Ferralee pull ahead before she dropped her voice and answered. ‘She does. No one else could or would. That’s why I brought her and why we must keep her with us.’ 
 
    ‘Why is she still with us do you think when she don’t like us and she don’t believe in what we’re doing?’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘In Fellund she had as good a life as any Chee could expect. She had all the food and comfort she wanted, she had power and was storing up wealth for herself, but she was still a slave and she knew it. Living well on the outside is no good when you’re dead on the inside. At least she’s alive now. She’s not battling with us, she’s battling with herself. We’ll see whether freedom or comfort wins with her.’  
 
    They caught up with Ferralee in a maze of outcrops that led away from the cliff edge. Yehvo nodded towards a rock shelf. ‘Home. Yeheva manch, where I was born.’ 
 
    As they neared the manch they were surprised to hear a familiar sound: Chee voices competing to be heard. 
 
    ‘I thought the Felluns had cleared all our folk from these parts,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    The voices grew louder as they reached the rock shelf and dipped under it. On the other side was a cavern like a giant clam lit with torches and lined with talking faces. 
 
    The people nearest to the entrance greeted them. ‘You can stay the night but then you’d best go on,’ they said. ‘We’re full here. There’s not enough food as it is. We can’t wait much longer.’ 
 
    ‘What are you waiting for?’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘For Yehvo of course,’ a woman answered.. 
 
    Yehvo stepped out from behind Ferralee. ‘How did you know I was coming?’ she said. 
 
    ‘You’re Yehvo!’ The news spread around the cavern. Yehvo was quickly surrounded. A young girl pushed through the crowd. ‘Grandma!’ she shouted. 
 
    ‘Jefee?’ said Yehvo. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m rebelling. Let me through. She’s my grandma.’ Jefee took Yehvo’s hand. They were ushered to the middle of the cavern. A torch was thrust into Yehvo’s hands. Expectant faces waited for her to speak. Yehvo bent to Jeffee. ‘What’s it all about?’ she said in a low voice. 
 
    ‘You started it,’ said Jefee. ‘You ordered rebel camps to form along the gorge and wait for your signal. More rebels are arriving every day.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been saying that for years. What’s made them listen now?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know but they’re waiting for you to speak.’ 
 
    Yehvo looked at the hopeful faces all around her. She gathered her thoughts and lofted the torch. 
 
    ‘My heart is full. I have waited all my life for you to hear me and to join with me. There has never been a better time to rebel. The Felluns are fighting among themselves. The guard is weakened. Full Felluns are dying out. Thinbloods make up the numbers. One more thing is needed, a sign of freedom so clear and strong that all our people will be moved to break their bonds. I am going now to do this deed. With me are Ferralee, the diva from the fort, and Gertie, a special child from beyond the storm wall. Remember their names; you’ll be pleased to tell your children about them one day.’ 
 
    ‘How long must we wait?’ said a man. 
 
    Yehvo looked at her hands then raised her head. ‘No more than twelve days,’ she said. 
 
    Many voices begged for more detail. When Yehvo refused to give it the Chee filled in the gaps themselves. While the people talked Yehvo questioned Jefee. 
 
    ‘There’s a lot to tell,’ said Jefee, ‘and much of it concerns you Ferralee, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Tell it but stick to the facts,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘Well, starting at the beginning, the day you left we went to morning drill as usual but you weren’t there. Don’t be offended but at first we thought, good, we’ll have some fun instead and we didn’t tell anyone. Next day Bom’s cousin, Bligerine, comes along. She says you’ve gone on a trip to see your sick mother and she put Elfee in charge till you got back. Straight off the top of her head Elfee told Bligerine you didn’t have a mother let alone a sick one. Her story was that you planned your escape a long time ago. You left wearing all your gold – it was a wonder you could walk for the weight of it. She said you and Yehvo were leading a rebellion. You were going to build your own palace, Ferralee, and make yourself Queen. She said anyone could tell from the way you looked and acted that you were practising to be Queen. Bligerine agreed with that. She said you were a haughty piece and needed bringing down. She went off to report it and now there’s a bounty on both of you.’ 
 
    ‘I will kill her,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘Elfee, ma’am? Yes ma’am. I wanted to when I saw her standing there with your stick in her hand and fire in her eyes. It hit us then that we were looking at the new diva. Everything changed from day one. She said the Felluns could hardly see so what was the point of working hard. There was more gossip than drills and the wildest stories got the most gavelars. We liked it at first then she started making new rules about how we should treat her. When the sun went down it was time for us to listen to her. No one else was allowed to speak till she had finished and sometimes she didn’t stop till the sun was coming up again. By the end of the week not one of us, ma’am, didn’t wish you back. 
 
    ‘She started selling her tales to the Felluns. She’d come back shaking her head so we could see her earrings flash. She had mirrors everywhere so she could admire herself. Nothing like you ma’am; you’re far more beautiful but you make nothing of it. She started a new tale that Grittee and Lil had joined up with you. Have they?’ 
 
    Yehvo shook her head. 
 
    Jefee went on. ‘Then the terrorgations started. I knew I was a target being Yehvo’s granddaughter and Grittee’s friend. That’s when I got out, and here I am now.’ 
 
    ‘And I am proud and pleased to see you child,’ said Yehvo. She smiled wryly. ‘It looks like there’s no going back, Ferralee, whether you want to or not.’ 
 
    ‘I will go back if only to break my stick over Elfee’s head,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    Jefee was smiling at Gertie. ‘You’re Grittee’s sister aren’t you? You’re just like she said. I can see there’s a fearsome lot going on behind your forehead. Grittee thought I was silly so goodness knows what you’ll make of me. I hardly dare speak to you. Oh well, take me or leave me. How did you travel? What a trip I had. I came on a meatboat far as Junkadrift. It stank, and see where the carnate has burned holes in my dress. I’ve been walking since. Then I came upon the rock and knew it from Grandma’s tales. Then this man spotted me and...’ 
 
    ‘And here you are,’ Ferralee interrupted. 
 
    Jefee spoke a lot of nonsense but she made Gertie laugh. Gertie realised she hadn’t laughed in a long time. 
 
      
 
    During the night a storm sat overhead and threatened to split the cave. In the morning there were two triangles of blue above but the western sky still held a store of rain. Water poured into the gorge. They prepared to leave. Jefee wanted to go with them but Yehvo wouldn’t let her. 
 
    ‘If I ain’t going with you, tell me what it’s about,’ said Jefee, ‘otherwise I can’t hardly bear it.’ 
 
    ‘Well you’ll have to,’ said Ferralee. ‘But I can tell you that whatever story you make up it won’t be half as stupid as the real one.’ 
 
    They departed with Ferralee setting a fierce pace. Gertie was tired. Tired of walking and tired of the company. She missed Gritty more than ever. In the afternoon it rained again and then the raindrops multiplied until there was more rain than air and so it went on for three days. Their clothes dragged and their feet were caked in yellow mud. During the worst of the downpours they found shelter among the rocks. 
 
    Yehvo looked out from a shallow cave and bunched her mouth. ‘There’s been a lot of rain,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I hadn’t noticed,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘So the river we’re due to cross...’ 
 
    ‘Might be a torrent,’ said Ferralee. ‘Wonderful.’. 
 
      
 
    Yehvo unpacked the blasting powder. ‘Check the seals Gertie. Your eyes are better than mine.’ 
 
    Gertie turned it over in her hands looking closely at the tarred ridges. ‘If the seals weren’t good, wouldn’t it have blown up already?’ 
 
    Yehvo couldn’t argue. 
 
    ‘So now you’re going to test them in a river,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘It might still be low enough to wade,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    But it wasn’t. They left the gorge and crossed the narrow plain. As they neared the river they could see that it was high and churning with mud and debris. 
 
    Yehvo stood with the river flowing fast at her feet. ‘We couldn’t be any wetter and it’s not far to swim,’ she said. 
 
    ‘The current is strong,’ said Ferralee. ‘How well can you swim, Gertie?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve swum for my life twice,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘Make that three times,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    They walked along the bank searching for a likely crossing place. ‘Here,’ said Ferralee. ‘It gets no better.’ They rolled most of their clothes and fixed them to their bags. Ferralee tightened the strap of her bag across her chest and slid into the water. The current spun and dragged her to a place where the bank curved inward. Ferralee caught at a tree root and held fast. She stayed there with one arm hooked around the tree. ‘The current is strong,’ she shouted. ‘Don’t fight it. Let it carry you here.’ 
 
    ‘Go on then, Gert,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    Gertie sat down in the mud and slid. The water seized her and turned her one way and then the other. Gertie flailed and gasped. She lost all sense of up or down until she washed up against something hard and felt Ferralee’s grip on her arm. And then her hands and feet were holding onto roots and pushing against Ferralee and she was scrabbling in mud and somehow she crawled up the bank. Her underdress clung flat to her belly and thighs. She spat weed and coughed. 
 
    ‘Come on Yehvo,’ she shouted. Yehvo hit the water, was swept to the middle and went under. Gertie had the better vantage point. She scanned the water frantically. ‘I can see her,’ she shouted. ‘Down there. She’s gone again, into the white water.’ 
 
    Ferralee pulled herself onto the bank and ran beside the water. She was fast as a horse. Gertie caught up in time to see Ferralee dragging Yehvo out of the river.. The old woman lay without moving. Ferralee sealed her nose and blew into her mouth. Yehvo coughed and breathed. 
 
    ‘You’re bleeding,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    Yehvo clutched her shoulder. ‘Bashed a rock,’ she said. 
 
    ‘You lost your bag,’ said Gertie. 
 
    Yehvo sat up and felt behind her. She struggled to her feet and looked into the river. ‘The blasting powder. Cussed water.’ She looked downstream. ‘It will wash up somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Blow up more likely,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘If we can’t find it we’ll get some more,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘The Felluns won’t let you near a blasting shed again,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    Yehvo put her hand out dizzily and sat back on the ground. 
 
    Gertie crouched next to her and picked twigs from her hair. 
 
    Ferralee paced beside them. ‘You tried but you were always going to fail. It’s time to go back.’ 
 
    ‘What’s to go back to?’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘I’ll talk my way back in to the fort and I’ll insist you come with me as my maid.’ 
 
    ‘Your maid?’ 
 
    ‘You won’t have to do any maiding. You can live in ease and Gertie can go back to her library where she belongs.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Yehvo. ‘I can’t let all those people down. What do you say, Gert?’ 
 
    Gertie shook her wet hair. ‘I know I should be pleased to go back to the library.’ Yehvo held her breath and waited. Gertie looked into her eyes and went on. ‘But, if we’d believed in “fail” back in Duldred we would never have escaped. We believed in “try”, and that changed everything: one day we were serfs, the next we were free.’ 
 
    Yehvo squeezed Gertie’s shoulder. 
 
    Gertie and Yehvo searched half a drun downstream for the blasting powder. Ferralee walked indifferently beside them. They did not find it. 
 
    ‘Are you ready to come back with me now?’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Yehvo, ‘but not yet. I’m an old fool. The dream that drove me is broke and I’m broke with it but there’s one more thing I want to do before I die, Ferralee. I’m not far off four names, too old to make this trip again. Now I’ve come this far I want to travel on past the dam. I want to see the Cheelah running free.’ 
 
    ‘So I’ve come all this way to help some old woman on a goodbye-to-life tour,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘Might as well finish the job then, eh?’ said Yehvo, grinning. 
 
    Ferralee sighed. ‘This is the last stop. Then we’re done.’ 
 
    ‘Done,’ Yehvo agreed. ‘Definitely done.’ 
 
    They turned towards Carnoffel.Yehvo hung back with Gertie. ‘If I don’t keep my word I’m a turkey’s wattle,’ she said. ‘There’s another quarry above the dam. We’ll get some blasting powder there.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



12 Rigaw visits Fettapigi 
 
      
 
    The Wurr Pass remained blocked by bears. Bruin was not alone. Other bears joined him. Rigaw and Skulp had no choice but to go back the way they had come. They stopped at the village of Dysma to see what Fettapigi could do to help them. Where her shack had been there was a rectangle of blackened earth. Rigaw asked a Chee child what had happened to the hag. 
 
    ‘Riches come to her, Capun. That’s her new place under the crag. Forced three families out, she did.’ 
 
    Rigaw strode across the dusty square. He ducked under a greasy canvas and made a sound of disgust. It was a new home yet it looked and smelled as though it had been lived in forever by a family of diseased pigs. The smell was of souring damp and fur-mouthed dying breath. The shelves and corners were silted with dirt. Dust balls were sprigged with feathers, insects and matted hair. All the surfaces were fire-blacked, smoke-tanned and layered with grease.  
 
    ‘This place is disgusting,’ said Rigaw with his arm across his nose. ‘How do you make so much filth?’ 
 
    ‘Simple,’ said Fettapigi. She opened her hand. Black dust accumulated in her palm. She brushed her hands together, letting the ash fall. ‘Will you sit down, Capun? Can I get you some refreshment?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t eat here if there were echoes between my ribs.’ 
 
    Fettapigi took a step towards him. 
 
    ‘Don’t come near me,’ Rigaw warned. 
 
    ‘Didn’t I treat you well last time?’ 
 
    His hand went to his jaw which throbbed at the memory. ‘I’ve killed others for less.’ 
 
    ‘It worked though didn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it did. I went into the Kith and the dam didn’t break, but I never believed in the Nondul curse anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you come to see me then?’ 
 
    ‘Just in case.’ 
 
    ‘What about the doll I gave you, the one we named Ijaw?’ 
 
    ‘It did the trick. A bear killed him. I can’t stand this smell. We’ll go outside.’ 
 
    ‘No privacy there, Capun.’ 
 
    ‘None is needed.’ 
 
    Fettapigi followed him outside disturbing the children who stood with their ears to the canvas. She spat at them and cursed them with itches. The children began to squeal and scratch. 
 
    ‘So, what can I do for you, Capun?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a runaway child.’ 
 
    ‘The hareboy.’ 
 
    ‘You know about him?’ 
 
    ‘We hear things, Capun, even this far out. In fact he and his friends came to visit.’ 
 
    Rigaw swore and kicked the tethering post. Fettapigi told him about her encounter. 
 
    ‘The Fellona wants him for quarry,’ said Rigaw. ‘That’s all she wants. So I, who should be taking slaves and land, have to chase around after a single boy.’ 
 
    ‘How close have you been, Capun?’ 
 
    ‘Close. I had him at Wurr Pass but a bear got in the way. I have lost ground. He must be slowed. Is there a curse for hobbling?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a curse for everything, but this one is risky. Hobble him too well and he’s no use as quarry. Not enough and he gets away.’ Fettapigi pondered. ‘I will use the Dresh to slow them down.’ 
 
    ‘How will you do that?’ 
 
    ‘I will send darkness to her mind. That will slow them just as well as a sprain. I have looked into her eyes and seen her weaknesses. I know what to do.’ And to prove it she looked into Rigaw’s eyes, through his coldness, past his anger and spite, to his fear that without power he was nobody at all. Like a bully she held him down in his mind till he admitted that she was stronger and he was nobody, then she released him. 
 
    ‘I would kill you if you weren’t of use to me,’ he said. He lifted a bag of coin from his pocket. 
 
    She cupped her hand. ‘A purse for a curse?’ 
 
    Rigaw held the bag out of reach. ‘First I need to know which way he is headed.’ 
 
    Fettapigi had no powers of divination but she was clever. There was nothing human in her; she could not feel for people but she could read them. The Dresh were singular, stubborn creatures, bonded by the strongest bonds to home. The Cracnazy was mazy and far from Fellund. It would make a perfect hiding place for the hareboy. 
 
    ‘He is going to Cracnazy, Capun,’ she said as she took his money.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



13 Scorpit Sands 
 
      
 
    The sands on the edge of the Cracnazy were wine red; they glittered as though glass grapes had been smashed and crushed to a powder. 
 
    ‘The Cracnazy was born a red mountain,’ said Lil, ‘but the rock was soft. The weather stripped it, and here it is, a pile of sand. When it rains it turns green.’ 
 
    Gritty picked some up and spat on it. ‘It does too.’ 
 
    ‘The sun dries it back to red,’ said Lil. 
 
    Oy let the sand run between his fingers. ‘There’s specks of gold and green in it.’ He put some in his pocket. 
 
    ‘If that’s for Linn, Oy, I’d get some on the way back,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘We need to get there before we talk about getting back,’ said Alas. ‘Looks like a four day walk across these sands.’ He shook his flask. ‘We got ’bout enough water to do it, but no more. You say there’s water in the Cracnazy, Lil?’ 
 
    ‘Yes but far in. We must cross the sands in two days.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have to walk through the night,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘I won’t sleep in open ground anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Is that the reason you want to rush it?’ said Alas.  
 
    Lil’s jaw tightened with impatience. ‘Die of thirst if you want to,’ she said. ‘I walk on.’ 
 
    ‘Looks like we’re in for a stretch of walking,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘I never asked for company,’ said Lil. 
 
    They set out into the desert. The top layer of sand lifted and smoked around their ankles. The sand grew deeper and the walking harder but Lil did not cut her pace. The waifs kept quiet; their mouths were dry and their faces damp with sweat. 
 
    It was a relief when the sun set with the most splendid colours. 
 
    ‘We should stop and eat,’ said Alas. 
 
    Lil did not object. She stood aside and nibbled on her withered greens alone. The others sank to the sand and unpacked the food. They faced the sunset and ate as the colours changed. 
 
    By the time they had eaten it was almost dark. Lil came and stood over them. ‘I take it you’re ready,’ said Alas. ‘I guess it makes sense to keep moving now it’s cooler. We won’t need so much water.’ 
 
    The sand cooled beneath their feet. The desert was profoundly silent. Lil was untiring. Her ears were tilted towards the stars. 
 
    ‘Are you listening to the stars, Lil?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘I don’t say what I’m listening to,’ said Lil, ‘but I’d rather it wasn’t your voice.’ 
 
    There was no talking on the second night. The waifs sleepwalked. The mass of the Cracnazy grew steadily, pulling Lil to walk faster. The waifs were almost running to keep her in sight. Oy stumbled and went down. Gritty called to Lil to come back. She came reluctantly. 
 
    ‘I’m alright,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘No you’re not,’ said Lil. ‘You’re slurred. Lie down.’ She began to walk away. 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Over there,’ she said. ‘I’ll stand till he has rested.’ 
 
    The waifs lay down. They broke the warm surface of the sand to feel the cooler layers against their skin. ‘You still there?’ Gritty called. 
 
    Lil’s voice came back faintly. ‘Didn’t I say I’d wait? Why does everything have to be repeated?’ 
 
    The silence blanketed them. Sleep was irresistible. Even Lil dozed. No one heard the rasping and clicking till the biting began. 
 
    The waifs cried out in pain. They jumped to their feet; they shook their arms and legs, but the things that had come out of the sand were clamped tight. Saws and razors moved inside beaky jaws. The sands around them seethed; the snapping sounds multiplied to a deafening clatter. And then the clatter was obliterated. A siren strobed the desert. The creatures’ shook inside their shells. The biting jaws turned slack and useless. The snappers dropped to the ground and dragged themselves weakly back to their burrows. The dawn light showed the waifs bleeding from wrists and ankles. Where their blood fell the red sands turned green. Oy attended to the wounds. 
 
    Lil had a bruised upper arm. The thing that had attacked her was dead. Lil’s siren had shaken its insides to liquid. Alas prodded the jaws and claws with the toe of his boot. ‘They’re like snapping scorpits,’ he said, ‘only redder.’ 
 
    ‘Vicious things ain’t they?’ said Gritty. She pressed Alas’s skin together while Oy used the clotting salve from his bag. 
 
    ‘I don’t like how the edges are turning white,’ said Oy. ‘It could be poison.’ 
 
    ‘I do feel a bit sick,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Is it me or is there a dark ring round everything?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Drink whatever water you’ve got left,’ said Oy. ‘It will help to wash the poison through.’  
 
    The flasks were light. There was barely a swallow in them. 
 
    ‘My mouth’s dry as this sand,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘We need more water,’ said Alas. ‘We’d better move fast.’ 
 
    They walked as fast as they could but the walking turned to weaving and then to staggers. Before they reached the edge of the sands all three of the waifs had fallen into a dead faint. 
 
      
 
    They woke in a space walled by rocks. Their heads were thumping and the world they saw was viewed through dark glass. Full flasks were lined up next to them. Lil made them drink. They drank and vomited and drank again. When they couldn’t drink anymore they sat shaking while Lil explained what had happened. 
 
    ‘Oy went down in the desert, and you two had gone within ten more paces. I carried two out then went back for the other. I followed my own tracks back to Alas. I fetched water from the Ganny and here we are.’ 
 
    The waifs thanked her. Gritty studied Lil. 
 
    ‘You needn’t look at me like that,’ said Lil. ‘I didn’t go to all that trouble out of fondness. I said I’d see you as far as Craicanmar and I will.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the Ganny, Lil?’ Oy asked. 
 
    ‘You’ll see,’ she said. 
 
    Lil led them around the southern border of Cracnazy so they could fill their flasks before entering the dry mazes that led to Craicanmar. The sun was high in a vast luminous sky. It burned the clouds and dried their mouths as they breathed. Flies wrote jagged shapes in the air; they buzzed and bombed the travellers. A plain extended south. Its furthest edge was slashed with water. 
 
    Gritty fanned her face. ‘We ain’t got to go all that way for water have we?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Lil. ‘The Ganny is near though it doesn’t show itself to all.’ 
 
    Lil headed purposefully towards a spot on the plain where some rocks shelved upwards. Beneath one of the rocks was a gap. 
 
    ‘Have a look down there,’ said Lil. 
 
    They took turns to stick their heads through the gap. 
 
    ‘Is it a well?’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘No, it’s a lake,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘An underground lake,’ said Gritty. ‘You’d never guess. How far does it spread?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t spread out,’ said Lil. ‘It spreads down. It gets no wider than my two arms stretched, but it’s deep. It has no bottom that can be known.’ 
 
    ‘It must have a bottom,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Flanner-speak,’ Lil mocked. ‘Dresh learn early what something with no bottom sounds like. I fell over the first time I sounded these deeps. When you can sound the Ganny and stay standing you’re finished with learning.’    
 
    Gritty peered into the water. ‘Imagine sinking and sinking and never stopping.’ 
 
    ‘What does it sound like?’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Freedom,’ said Lil. ‘A thing without a bottom is free.’  
 
    ‘Free to... to play,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Nondul-speak,’ Lil approved. 
 
    ‘I keep forgetting Oy’s a Nondul,’ said Gritty. 
 
    Alas was lowering flasks through the gap. ‘Come and drink,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Show respect to the water,’ said Lil. ‘Nothing else would have cleared that scorpit poison so quick. It’s more quenching than other water. You’re the first flanners to drink it. Take it slow.’ She waited. ‘What does it taste of?’ 
 
    The waifs held the water in their mouths as though they were being tested. 
 
    ‘I give in,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘It tastes spotless,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ said Lil. 
 
    Gritty pushed Oy playfully. ‘Know all.’ 
 
    They damped their heads and filled the flasks again. It was time for Lil to go home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



14 Stony Silence 
 
      
 
    The Cracnazy was a giant rocky maze. Within minutes of entering it the waifs were lost. They didn’t see how anyone could be anything but lost. Once in, only chance would lead a traveller out again. Yet Lil knew exactly where she was going. At every turn she chose the next path without hesitation. In the evening she slept contentedly inside a craic. In the morning she declared it was the only sound night’s sleep she’d had since her capture by the Felluns. She followed twists and crooks with the unconscious ease of someone pottering about her own home. The paths formed a series of rings linked with passages. Lil sidestepped suddenly through a crack. Before them was a solid wall. Lil stood with her hands on her hips and looked at the wall in disbelief. ‘A blinder,’ she said. ‘I walked into a blinder like a lost flanner. I don’t believe it.’ She struck it with her fist. It was real enough. ‘Fellund must’ve thrown my tuning worse than I thought.’ She turned her head from side to side, listening. They went back to the rings. Lil tried out various paths between them. One of the rings spiralled inwards. 
 
    ‘We ain’t been here before,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘I know that,’ Lil snapped. She chose an exit at random and walked with the testing, uncertain gait of the lost. The maze opened out; again they were faced by high blind walls. Lil felt for her tuning fork. She looked at the walls and the patch of blue above. Her breathing was fast and shallow. 
 
    ‘I think I can find my way back through the rings,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Something’s wrong,’ said Lil. ‘I should be hearing Craicanmar by now. I know I sounded the paths right. I know their songs.’ She handled her tuning fork. ‘The fork is warped but it isn’t that. Craicanmar’s lost its tune.’ The enclosure filled with Lil’s fear. 
 
    ‘It’s easy to get lost,’ said Oy. ‘I been lost plenty of times.’ 
 
    ‘I am not lost,’ said Lil. ‘It is lost.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’ll pick the tune up again if we keep going,’ said Alas.  
 
    Lil held her fork like a lifeline and walked dumbly out of the blinder. They returned to the place where they had entered the rings and tried a different path through them. There were no more blinders. The sky above grew cloudy. Wind began to gust along the passages. Something was happening to Lil. There was a growing look of fright on her usually blank face. She grew smaller as though a weight pressed on her shoulders and spine. Her swinging pace became unsteady. 
 
    ‘Are we back on track, Lil?’ asked Alas. 
 
    ‘I hear the Lofver,’ she said, ‘the high place that sits above Craicanmar.’ 
 
    Gritty smiled. ‘It can’t be far then. I can’t wait to see this place after all you’ve said.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a place for seeing.’ Lil’s bleak mood touched them all. 
 
    Before long, Lil led them out of the mazes into a rubble strewn valley swept by strong winds. 
 
    ‘Is this it?’ Gritty mouthed to the other waifs. Alas shrugged and spread his hands. Lil’s face was full of grief. ‘Lil,’ Gritty persisted, ‘is this Craicanmar? What’s wrong? Has it got a bit run down?’ 
 
    Oy caught Gritty’s eye and shook his head. 
 
    ‘This isn’t Craicanmar,’ said Lil. ‘We will see it from Lofver.’ She pointed upwards. 
 
    They crossed the valley and began to climb. Lofver was a peak that had eroded to shards and crumbled inwards leaving a plateau gashed with deep crevasses. They reached the top. The wind was strong there. The plants did not fight the wind; they went with it. Thorny branches and rubbery arms grew into its stream. All the plants were coated in yellow dust. Lil leaned into the wind and made for the far edge. The crevasses were overgrown; Alas went ahead and stood sentry over them. Alone, Lil would have walked straight into them. 
 
    They could hear something like the racket of a distant factory. As they neared the plateau’s edge the sounds separated into booms and rumbles. Nearer still they heard crunching and knocking. 
 
     Oy walked beside Lil and watched her. Lil’s face did not change, but now and again her head fell forward and her earlids closed. Then she straightened and forced them open. Oy unhooked Lil from plant spikes and tried to steer her by the elbow. Lil wanted no touching. 
 
    Gritty reached the edge first and came back solemn-faced. ‘Don’t go no nearer, Lil,’ she said,  
 
    Lil ignored her. They advanced together. When they were close to the rim they could see the dust billowing up. The racket there was very loud. Lil walked on. She didn’t slow. It wasn’t certain that she would stop at the edge. The waifs surrounded her and gripped her skirt. They all looked down into the bowl of a quarry. Between the dust clouds they could see carts running on tracks. Thousands of dusty Chee chipped and hacked at the cliff faces. Others loaded carts with stone. Constant blasts sent up fresh clouds. 
 
    Lil’s sadness gathered. Her throat gave up three bell sounds. ‘Gone, gone, gone,’ she knelled. She tipped her head back and loosed a desolating howl. It cut through the blasts and the rumbles and the knocking. In the quarry everything stopped: work, speech, breath.. The waifs sat down as though pressed there. They rested their foreheads on their arms. Lil stood pining. Her pupils travelled her ruined valley in fractions. She was probing for hope. But there was nothing left; the music had been smashed out of it. There was nothing that could be put back together. 
 
    Lil turned her face away from the valley. ‘There’s no changing it,’ she said. ‘It’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘Not gone,’ said Gritty. ‘Spoiled maybe, but the Felluns will clear out one day. I expect there’ll be some craics left, and...’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you hear?’ said Lil. ‘Listen. Gone.’ 
 
    Gritty shook her head, not understanding. 
 
    ‘She means forever gone,’ said Oy, ‘like... like a stone in the Ganny.’ 
 
    They returned to the valley to sleep. There was oblivion and then they woke still tuned to sadness. They were talking about Lil when she emerged late from her craic. 
 
    ‘Ask her,’ Alas said. 
 
    ‘Ask her what?’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘Morning, Lil,’ said Gritty. ‘We were just saying, since Craicanmar is... not what it was, you could come home with us.’ 
 
    ‘Your home’s no home to me. I will see you out of the Cracnazy then I will find out where my people are.’ Lil was brisk and factual. 
 
    ‘What will you do then? Find a new place to suit round here?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t understand anything,’ said Lil. ‘Get your things.’ 
 
    Gritty was hurt, but Lil took no notice. She waited while they rolled their blankets then she took the lead without looking back. The waifs followed quietly through the mazes, turning and turning in a world of walls, losing all sense of time and direction. They moved like an entranced caterpillar till Lil stopped abruptly. She reached her hand between the rocks and pulled out a miniature version of herself.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ said the child rudely. Her temper was no better than Lil’s. 
 
    ‘Someone who is about to slap you,’ said Lil, ‘unless you drop that attitude, Dol Mosmolay.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know me?’ 
 
    Lil pointed to the furry green patch on the girl’s cheek. ‘You are Mol or Dol. Dol was a whiner so I guess it is you. I’m your aunt.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said Dol. ‘Have you come back?’ 
 
    ‘To what?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing right tuneful is left, I know,’ said Dol. ‘Those that lived couldn’t agree on a new place. They are all out searching solo.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what happened,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘The Felluns want stone to build work villages; soft stone’s good enough for that,’ said Dol. ‘Craicanmar has good open faces to work. They came and started smashing – smashed us out of the rocks, killed some, took others captive.’ 
 
    ‘What about Tinrede?’ said Lil, intently. 
 
    ‘Who’s he?’ 
 
    ‘The Tuner, Tinrede.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he was made up.’ 
 
    ‘He isn’t made up. When he finished tuning Craicanmar he kept to his craic except when there was a sounding at the Ganny.’ 
 
    ‘Is he aged-tall, long hands, beautiful ears, frilly like open flowers?’ 
 
    ‘That would be him.’ 
 
    ‘He was the one who resisted. He led the Felluns a chase in and out of craics. They blasted him out, smoked him, crooked him; when they finally got a hold on him, he loosed some terrible, terrible songs. He said he would sing till they killed him. So they did.’  
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘They bound his hands, legs and mouth. He stopped struggling and died.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘I saw him choose death.’ 
 
    ‘Your mother?’ 
 
    ‘Taken. Most of us were taken. I was no bigger than a lizard so I snuck away. They never saw me go. Mol has gone her own way listening for better tunes. What will you do?’ 
 
    ‘My fork is warped,’ Lil confessed. ‘Now the Tuner has gone it can’t be righted. I will go to stand.’ 
 
    Dol made a pie mouth. ‘That isn’t you, Auntie. I’ve heard about you. You’re a fighter.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing left to fight for,’ said Lil. 
 
      
 
    Some days of travel through the Cracnazy remained. Lil’s dull silence dragged them all down. The mazes grew tighter and twistier. 
 
    ‘I can’t stand much more of this,’ said Gritty. ‘If only we could go ten paces in a straight line. How much further is it, Lil?’ 
 
    Lil did not answer; there was no need. Within minutes Gritty had her wish. They were out. It wasn’t the out they had hoped for; they were still enclosed by rock walls, but there was a good stretch of open ground and a wide sky. Gritty twirled with her arms wide. 
 
    ‘We’ll have a breather,’ said Alas. The waifs sat among broken stones and ate Clair’s bread. Lil walked away from them. 
 
    ‘Hear that?’ said Gritty. 
 
    They stopped chewing and listened.  
 
    ‘Reckon I know what that is,’ said Alas. He called to Lil. ‘Is that the storm wall?’ 
 
    Lil turned around. She gave them a long look. Then she did a circuit of the enclosure testing the walls. 
 
    ‘She makes me shiver sometimes,’ said Gritty. ‘Ganny eyes without the water. Deep holes of nothing.’ 
 
    ‘They were always deep and full,’ said Oy, ‘not scooped empty like that.’ 
 
    ‘She’s looking for craics,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Perhaps she’s going to make this her new home,’ said Gritty. 
 
    They watched as Lil disappeared into several craics in turn. Some she tested more than once. One was tested three times. That was the one she chose. She went in and stayed. 
 
    ‘She needs time to herself,’ said Oy. 
 
    The waifs did not disturb her. They were glad to stay the night in the open space. The sounds from the storm wall frightened and excited them. The last barrier was close. It was formidable but they had a map. Real hopes crowded their minds as they made camp for the night. 
 
      
 
    In the morning they were ready to face the mazes again. Lil did not emerge. The waifs waited. They agreed to leave Lil to rest after the shock she’d had. But when midday came they went to rouse her. The problem was they could not remember which of the vertical craics Lil had preferred. 
 
    ‘It’s one of these three I’m sure,’ said Gritty, putting her eye to the craics. ‘Here, I got it. I can see a scrap of blue dress. Lil,’ she said softly then louder, ‘Lil. Are you rested enough? It’s midday. We should be getting on. Lil, are you awake?’ 
 
    A voice came from the rock: ‘Of course I’m awake. I didn’t come here to sleep, I came to stand. I told Dol I was going to stand. Didn’t you hear me?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know what you meant and I know you don’t like questions.’ 
 
    ‘Stop asking then. I’ll tell you but only so you’ll leave me be. You don’t need me to lead you out now. Climb up top and you’ll see the way. To stand means to grow backwards. I shall shrink and shrink further into this craic till I crumble away and leave nothing but a print on the walls. That’s it.’ 
 
    Gritty put her hand over her heart and swallowed. ‘I know how sad you are but what silly talk. We’re ready to go, Lil, but if you need longer we’ll wait.’ There was no answer. ‘Tell her Alas. Oy, she listens to you – tell her.’ 
 
    Oy and Alas told her but Lil only shifted and sighed. The waifs went away. 
 
    Alas was eager to leave. Oy had a schedule in his head counted out in the number of doses of Linnet’s medicine that remained. They could afford to give Lil three days to come out, but no longer. Hunger and thirst would surely force her out by then. If it didn’t then she was serious; she meant what she said. Gritty was frightened. Lil always meant what she said. 
 
      
 
    Gritty went to talk to Lil several times a day. Lil would not answer. Gritty sat and stared at the craic till she knew its every contour, every splash of lichen, every crumb of loose rock. When she wasn’t talking to Lil she talked to herself.  
 
    At last Lil replied. There was frozen anger in her voice. ‘What is wrong with you flanners that you can’t ever mind your own business?’ 
 
    ‘I can, I can. But this standing nonsense. You can’t mean it.’ 
 
    ‘There you go again, telling me what I can and can’t mean; saying that Dresh ways are nonsense. You offend.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I should have said it don’t make sense to me.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t need to. It has nothing to do with you. But I see you won’t leave me in peace till it does make sense, so listen: Craicanmar has gone; there’s nothing left in this world for me.’ 
 
    ‘There’s us. Ain’t we like family now? Just a little bit?’ 
 
    ‘No. I can’t find what I’m listening for. It’s gone. Now you go and let me stand.’ 
 
    ‘What are you listening for?’ Gritty put her eye to the craic. All she could see of Lil was a fine dark line. ‘Make me understand. Let me help.’ Gritty walked up and down kicking at stones. 
 
    ‘Will you stop shuffling and go away,’ said Lil. 
 
    Gritty rushed back to the rock. She spread her arms on either side of the craic and put her face up against it. ‘I can’t. I just can’t.’ 
 
    ‘This is my last word. I’ll never get my tuning back. Craicanmar was the master fork. Tinrede could have done it but he warn’t spared. There’s no hope.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that. There might be a wonderful life ahead for you: people and places and happenings you wouldn’t want to miss if only you knew they were coming.’ 
 
    ‘I shall never miss people or happenings. The one place I missed has gone. There’s nothing else to live for.’ 
 
    ‘You’re wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I’m never wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Really? What about when you drank Oy’s tea and lay down to sleep. Till then you acted like lying down would kill you. It didn’t. In fact I think you liked it well enough to lie down again in the desert. How else would that scorpit have bit high up your arm.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it climbed.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not. And I saw sand in the back of your hair.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe the wind blew it there.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not. It doesn’t matter. You’re needed. I never knew about Craicanmar, Lil; no one did. We didn’t know the Dresh were there tuning things.’  
 
    ‘It’s gone now. I’m no use on my own.’ 
 
    ‘You are some use. You carried us out of the desert. In Fellund you kept me going though you didn’t know it. You helped Linnet. You tuned Oy and brought his jenie back. I know you can’t retune the whole world.’ 
 
    ‘Then I don’t want to be in it.’ 
 
    ‘Ain’t it worth doing bits of it? Ain’t it really worth it?’ 
 
    ‘Why would I do that? What is it to me?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t tell you if you don’t feel it.’ Gritty was exasperated. She went on arguing but Lil would not be drawn to speak again. Gritty doubted that she was even listening. 
 
    She went back to her friends. ‘Stony silence,’ she said. ‘I know what that means now. Whatever I said she gave me back silence. It was a deeper silence than the silence of the stones because she was willing it. I can feel it as I stand here: stubborn, stony silence.’ 
 
    Alas said they couldn’t wait forever. Gritty begged for two more days. Oy and Alas saw that she was desperate and agreed. 
 
    Gritty went back the next day and the next. Oy went with her and again by himself but Lil wouldn’t speak to him either. Alas didn’t go. He didn’t know what to say.   
 
    The time had come to go on. It was always the plan to leave Lil at Craicanmar. No one wanted it to be this way but they had to respect her decision. Gritty ran off for one last try. Lil had disappeared so far into the craic that none of her was visible. Gritty put her mouth to it. ‘Lil, the boys are wanting to go now. Please, please, please come with us. Won’t you? I don’t know why this matters so much to me. I only know I feel a whole lot better when I’m around you than when I’m not. I love your song: I s’pose that’s what it is. I don’t want it to be gone from the world.’ 
 
    Silence. Gritty left in tears. 
 
    The boys saw her coming and stopped packing. They could see the clear tracks through the dust on her face. ‘No joy?’ said Alas. 
 
    Gritty shook her head and began to roll her blanket. She stopped and curled over with her head on her arms. Her shoulders shook. Oy put his arm around her and leaned his face against her back. Alas threw his things down and ran off towards the rocks. 
 
    He wasn’t gone for long. He came back and finished the packing. Oy talked soothingly to Gritty and helped to strap her bag. Alas took a final look around the site. 
 
    Lil appeared in the distance. She was thinner, flatter, darker; little more than a wavery line coming towards them. Gritty tore off to meet her. 
 
    ‘What did you say to her, Alas?’ Oy asked. 
 
    ‘Not much. I said, “You know what a broken heart is don’t ya? Well do you know you just broke that young girl’s heart?”’ 
 
    Lil approached with Gritty at her side. ‘You haven’t beaten me with your words,’ said Lil. ‘I’m here because I see the only way to be rid of you is to see you through the storm wall.’  
 
    It was difficult to look at Lil without pity showing in their faces; she was so shrunken and changed. Lil hated to be pitied. She began to graze immediately. She crammed her mouth and chewed as she walked till they got used to seeing her with a hanging beard of samphire and very soon she began to fill her skin.  
 
    Lil walked them through the mazes. It was quicker to go over the top but the winds up there were dangerous, strong enough to suck them into the storm wall itself. Inside the mazes the gusts set up a howling music. 
 
    On the last day in the Cracnazy the winds outside were fierce. In the evening the howling died suddenly, then Lil climbed a stack for one last look over her homeland.  
 
    The sight from the top of the stack was astonishing. Wavy golden clouds folded down the sky like toffee. On every side were curtains of golden dust. All the mazes of the Cracnazy were laid out around them, and the sore hole of Craicanmar. Lil stood listening to the falling dust. She scooped some up and smeared her face with it. Oy picked up a yellow stone and handed it to Lil. She put it in her pocket. 
 
      
 
    Far away in Dysma, Fettapigi held the Dresh doll in her filthy hands. She crushed and twisted it, but the doll was just cloth. Fettapigi had lost her power over it. She threw it down in a rage. She had seen Lil’s strength and her weakness. The Dresh’s love was all for her home. Her feeling for people was a small and shrivelled thing. Something had changed. The Dresh had changed. She was moving on. Fettapigi spat in disgust. ‘All speed and strength to you now, Capun Rigaw,’ she muttered to herself. ‘I have slowed them; you must catch them. I can’t help anymore.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15 Under the wall 
 
      
 
    The bobo’s nose was flapping and inflating like a pair of bellows. Its fronds were flattened in the wind. 
 
    ‘How...?’ The wind took the word away and filled Skulp’s mouth with air instead. 
 
    ‘Behind the...’ Rigaw gestured.  
 
    For once Skulp understood. They turned the horses and led the cart back behind the wind-blasted rocks. It was difficult to stand even in the lea of the rock. The bobo’s fronds streamed one way and then another. It was useless this close to the storm wall. The men retreated till they reached a place where the hound’s fronds were merely ruffled. Their general direction pointed to a line of rock formations which the weather or the hand of man had carved. Some looked like figures, but blunted so all detail was lost; others resembled hoops and bridges. For speed Rigaw took a horse and rode that way alone. Again the wind strengthened. A lighter horse and man might have been blown away.  
 
    When Rigaw saw the waifs he laughed. They moved like drunks from one rock to another, holding onto each in turn. In between the rocks they held on to each other. The currents played with them, lifting them up and knocking them down. 
 
     Rigaw wondered why the waifs had come to such a place. It was clear they could go no further. They stood together holding on to a rock that had worn to a giant keyhole. Rigaw rode at them. The taller of the boys was all he wanted. The Dresh blocked him. Her mouth was open. Even with the noise of the wind he could hear something awful coming out of it. Faint as it was it made him wish he was somewhere else but he rode on. The smaller of the boys disappeared into the sand. The girl followed. Curse them; he could almost feel the smooth weight of the husbind’s medal back in his hands. The boy would not cheat him of it. Rigaw spurred the horse hard. The hareboy was shouting at the ground below him. The Dresh tried to block Rigaw but the wind pulled her away. Rigaw leaned down from his horse and grasped the boy’s hair but the boy wrenched free and slid away from him into the ground. Rigaw needed help to dismount. Gravity was the only help available; he tipped sideways and dropped. The Dresh was still shouting at him as she too stepped into the hole. For a moment she was stuck with her head and shoulders above ground then, as if tugged from below, she disappeared. All of them had disappeared. Rigaw dug furiously with his hands. The hole filled with sand as fast as he dug. He sat back on his heels and cursed into the wind.  
 
    Skulp watched from afar. After a while he realised that the children and the Dresh had gone and his Capun was shouting something. He waited for orders. Rigaw came back and called him names. 
 
    ‘Have you heard the word initiative?’ said Rigaw. 
 
    ‘I have, Capun.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what it means?’ 
 
    ‘In a manner.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever used it?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it, Capun.’ 
 
    ‘And so do I.’ 
 
    ‘Next time you see me in trouble, come and help.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Capun.’ 
 
    Rigaw whipped Skulp. The tail of the whip curled around Skulp’s head binding his nose and mouth. Skulp was untroubled. This incensed Rigaw even more. He unwound the whip and coshed Skulp with the handle instead. Skulp put his hand to his head in mock pain. ‘I deserved that, Capun,’ he said. 
 
    The men returned to the Blusters and uncovered the hole. It was not wide enough for any Fellun to enter. Rigaw stood and stared at the storm wall till the flying sand threatened to etch away what was left of his sight. 
 
    ‘We can go back to the mines, Capun, fetch picks and blasting powder. We don’t know what’s down there. It might open out or it might be so small they get stuck.’ 
 
    ‘So there is a brain in there. No, the mines are days away,’ said Rigaw. ‘I’m done. I won’t try to please her any more. Why should I when I can’t bear the sight, sound or smell of her? “Rigaw, do you live to please me or not?” He mimicked Bominata. ‘I will take her a different answer, on the end of a club.’ 
 
    ‘Capun!’ 
 
    ‘Can you honestly tell me you don’t hate her?’ 
 
    ‘Not honestly, Capun.’ 
 
    Rigaw slapped his back. ‘Good man. It’s time we were rid of her. Back me and I’ll see you well rewarded.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll find you have backers a’plenty, Capun. Everyone thinks she’s the vilest thing that ever walked.’ 
 
    ‘Do they really?’     
 
    By the time they had returned to the cart Rigaw was almost cheerful. A small dune had covered the bobo. Rigaw sat and pondered leaving Skulp to dig the valuable nose out of the sand. 
 
      
 
    The hole in the sand dropped down to a cave. It was too small to fit four of them. Oy and Gritty made way by crawling into a tunnel. Alas grabbed Lil’s legs and yanked her down the hole. Luckily she was still somewhat shrunken otherwise she would have been stuck. The light from above was intermittent as Rigaw, with much swearing, cleared the sand only to have it blown back in. 
 
    ‘Shall I go on?’ said Oy, from the tunnel. 
 
    ‘What if that old map is a fiction?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘It got us here didn’t it?’ said Gritty, her voice deadened by rock. 
 
    ‘How much room in the tunnel?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘There’s crawl room,’ said Oy, ‘even for Lil. And you can drag your bag alongside.’ 
 
    Alas looked at the light above and the sand pouring into the hole. ‘Let’s go,’ he said, and surrendered his head to the dark. Lil followed behind. 
 
    ‘Everybody in?’ Oy called back. He waited for three ‘yes’s. ‘If we edge forward twenty wriggles then stop. The person behind touches your ankle, then you go on another twenty. That way we know no one is stuck or left behind.’ 
 
     The tunnel was twice the width of Oy but it was too low to crawl easily. The only way forward was to wriggle on their stomachs and elbows. There was no way of knowing how long the tunnel was or if there was a way out at the other end. As they edged along the downward slope the storm noise grew fainter. Soon the only sounds were of breathing and the dragging of bags and limbs. Then, ‘Why have you stopped?’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘Who’s stopped?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Alas is blocking my way,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘Alas? What’s the matter?’ said Gritty. 
 
    Alas’s breathing was fast and shallow. ‘I need to get out.’ 
 
    Oy’s gentle voice came from further ahead. ‘Alas, it’s alright. You’re thinking of the chimneys aren’t you? That’s all past. We’re on the right track. It didn’t look far on the map. The ceiling’s getting higher where I am.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like it either,’ said Gritty, ‘but I’m thinking forward. We’ve come through too much to let a little dark tunnel stop us.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t do it,’ said Alas. 
 
    Lil stretched a hand forward, steeled herself against the contact, and touched Alas’s foot. ‘There’s nothing so safe as a craic, which is what this is only laid on its side,’ she said. ‘I’m right at home here except I’m the wrong way up. It’s open spaces you should fear.’ Alas’s foot began to relax. It wasn’t what she said so much as the way she said it. Her voice was blithe. Listening to it, it was hard to believe there was a shred of care anywhere in the world. Alas’s body sank slowly into the rock. ‘There,’ said Lil, ‘the rock will hold you safe. Now no more of this silliness.’ 
 
    ‘Lil, keep talking like that will you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m here and I’m talking,’ she said. 
 
    Alas raised himself up and crawled on. Every so often Lil felt his fear rising and said a few words, light and song-like. 
 
    Oy was right, the distance wasn’t far, little more than an Afflish mile, but a mile of crawling in blackness seems like a very long way. Fortunately, the tunnel widened at one point and they were able to stretch and rest. Lil said she would rather stay lying flat than sit in a cramped space. Alas fumbled in his bag, struck a flare and lit a spill to relieve the darkness. The flame lit three crouching waifs crammed close in a rock hole and Lil’s head and shoulders emerging from a tunnel next to them. They reassured and strengthened each other till the spill went out. Purple and green ghost flames lingered behind it. Oy whispered encouragement and led them on. Another long crawl and Oy shouted, ‘Stop.’ There were sounds of small rocks shifting and rolling. 
 
    ‘What’s happening, Oy?’ Alas called. 
 
    ‘There’s a blockage,’ said Oy. ‘I can feel a gap in it but it’s not big enough to get through. There’s loose rocks like maybe the ceiling collapsed.’ 
 
    Alas groaned. 
 
    ‘A long time ago I’m sure,’ said Oy. ‘Pass me a spill, Gritty.’ 
 
    Gritty lit the spill and passed it to Oy. 
 
    Oy examined the gap. ‘I might get through if I fold my shoulders in. It’s too small for the rest of you.’ 
 
    ‘He’s right; it’s tiny,’ said Gritty. 
 
    Alas’s voice came back to him. ‘Don’t get stuck. If we have to back out that’s what we have to do.’ 
 
    ‘I’m trying for it,’ said Oy, passing the spill back to Gritty. 
 
    Gritty watched as Oy pressed his rib cage inwards and folded his shoulders together, transforming his shape to a compacted cigar. Then he threaded himself through the hole. 
 
    ‘My stars,’ said Gritty. 
 
    It was a worrying while before they heard his voice again. ‘I’m out,’ he called. ‘It’s bigger this side. Now you got to wait till I clear all these rocks and let you through. The knocking and rumbling and coughing and panting seemed to go on forever. His ‘not much mores’ and ‘not far to goes’ and ‘nearly theres’ didn’t mean much as Gritty lit spill after spill. Gritty had used twelve of their fifteen spills before the call came. ‘Alright, you can come through now.’ 
 
      
 
    The tunnel opened up again. This time the roof was high enough for the waifs to stand. Only Lil had to stoop; now it was she who suffered. At last the passage levelled then it began to climb. 
 
    ‘The storm’s getting louder,’ said Gritty. ‘I think we’re on the way out.’ 
 
    The first thing Oy saw was his own hand. ‘There’s light,’ he called back. ‘We must be near the end.’ 
 
    They came out in the same high winds but in a very different land. In the distance were pine forests and above them was snow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    16  The Red Caves 
 
      
 
    Rigaw sold the bobo to some snoduffel hunters for a quarter of the price he paid for it. He was tempted to go to Dysma and kill Fettapigi but he couldn’t bear to see the witch again. Perhaps he would send someone else to do it. He returned to Fellund in the foulest possible mood. He knew exactly how Bominata would look and exactly what she would say. He knew he would be sorely tempted to set about her with his club. 
 
     The summons came immediately. Rigaw hadn’t time to change his dusty clothes before Bominata called for him. He unpinned his medal. She would not tear it from him again. He went to her apartments and stood before her, ready with excuses as to why the hareboy had escaped, this time beyond all reach. 
 
    Bominata didn’t care. Rigaw knew the signs. She was high with a new excitement, giddy with a fresh desire. He gripped the medal in his pocket. There may be another chance to keep it, but he did not feel relief so much as weariness. What new impossible challenge had she set for him? 
 
    ‘I want you to take me to Lunetmar,’ she said. 
 
    There was no mention or even any thought of the hareboy or Rigaw’s arduous trip on her behalf. 
 
    ‘When?’ he said, a high note of impatience in his voice. 
 
    ‘Now,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Why?’ he said. 
 
    ‘They have found them,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Surely not. I saw them with my own eyes disappear into the ground beneath the storm wall.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about? I don’t care about some rabbit child and friends. Underground is where they belong. This is far more exciting. They have found the Red Caves!’ 
 
    ‘The Red Caves are just another Chee story, older than most, but still a story.’ 
 
    ‘Wrong. They are real. They have been found in the Cheelah Gorge. The rock is marbled like fattened bear and so hard, so heavy, so dense....’ – the corners of her mouth frothed with appreciation –  ‘the miners can’t find anything to cut it with. But you will find a way won’t you, my husbind? My densest, longest serving, trusty husbind. You will take me there. We must see it before it is disturbed then I will have all my apartments lined with it. You will find a way won’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Fellona.’ 
 
    ‘I will wait till you change your furs then you may embrace me.’ 
 
    Rigaw called for clean furs. He had no need to change his expression since she could not see it. His mouth was hard and his eyes were full of pinlights. 
 
      
 
    Bom was on the move. Her caravan wound along the Cheelah gorge. There were two wagons for meat and water, one for servants, one for guards and one for her bed; all under hoop frames and red canvas. After five dusty days they reached Lunetmar. 
 
    The party of Felluns alighted stiffly in the shimmering dust. The wagon steps were lowered. Bominata’s joints had set but she could not wait for Meccanee to rub life back into her. She called for the ramp. Guards helped her slide to the ground. They stood her on end, then loaded her into a sedan and carried her to the caves. It was a winding, difficult climb and the day was hot. In places it was very narrow and rubble slid underfoot. Rigaw led. Often he looked back. Wishfully he looked down. He watched the treacherous places calmly and did not move to help. The guards drank bladder after bladder of water. The Felluns did not perspire easily. The sweat had to force itself through thick skin and then it was trapped by heavy clothes. Meccanee rode with Bominata and splashed her when told. 
 
    Rigaw noted how Bominata made everyone miserable in the service of her wants. When he made his move she would not be missed. 
 
    A row of miners waited for them. Children watched from the rocks above. The men leant on picks. Their bent bodies reflected their years underground. The first cave had been found by a child goatherd looking for a lost kid. The miners had done their best to widen the child-sized entrance. It was not enough. Bominata could not get through. More miners were called for. They struck at the hard rock under the harsh sun. They worked in waves. There must be no pause. The sounds rang across the gorge. The chips flew. Bominata was very impatient. Meccanee told her exactly what was happening. ‘It won’t be long now your Density. This rock is near as hard as a Bung’s skull. These are good men, working as fast as they can. It will be worth the wait.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    17 Hitting the Spot 
 
      
 
    The quarry that Yehvo hoped to find above the dam was long abandoned. There was no blasting powder to be had. ‘What now?’ Gertie whispered, when Ferralee was out of earshot.‘I don’t know,’ said Yehvo. ‘Let me take time to think.’ 
 
    While Yehvo thought, all of them enjoyed a day beside the river. As they walked beside the free waters of the Cheelah, Yehvo and Ferralee were clearly moved, A quiet bond formed between them as they drank the water and bathed in it. Yehvo showed them how to make reed baskets and they caught fish in the shallows. 
 
    ‘This was the life we had once,’ said Yehvo, as they sat eating under a tree. ‘Good wasn’t it?’ 
 
    Ferralee was as happy and relaxed as Gertie had ever seen her, and when Yehvo suggested they take a closer look at the dam she agreed. 
 
    There were watchtowers at either end of the dam but there was never anything for the watchmen to watch. One of the towers was empty. The other was occupied by idlers who passed the day gambling, eating and sleeping. The dam looked after itself. It was so well built it needed no repair. 
 
    Yehvo, Ferralee and Gertie approached unseen. They viewed the dam from a platform made by the Arcann for the opening ceremony. From there hundreds of tiny steps lead down to the dam itself. Yehvo knew all this in advance because she had done her research well. But none of them were prepared for the scale and beauty of the dam, for its perfect curves and subtle colours with the name of the old Fellona, Carnoffa, carved across the top. Most of all they were not prepared for the crack that ran from top to middle. 
 
    ‘Now why didn’t anyone tell me about that and why don’t the Felluns fix it?’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘It’s green,’ said Ferralee. ‘The Felluns can’t see it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a crack,’ said Gertie, ‘it’s a vein in the rock. There’s types of rock like crudium, moramor and skyvett which should never be used for building because they split along the veins. This is made from hymena. It will split but it needs encouragement.’ 
 
    ‘How much encouragement?’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘Not a lot if you hit the right spot,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘Hit it with what?’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘Generally they use a hammer and wedge.’ 
 
    Yehvo looked high above the dam to her beloved yellow river.  
 
    The dam held the river back in a huge reservoir. In front of it was a smaller lake. From there the water was channelled away from the gorge to the rivers and canals of Fellund. ‘Look how they’ve turned and tamed our birthright, Ferralee, just like they’ve turned and tamed our people. But the power and the beauty are still dammed inside us. You feel it I know. Wouldn’t you give your life to free it? I would.’ 
 
    Ferralee didn’t answer. They looked at the glassy green line running down the dam like a fine stream of water. 
 
    ‘A hammer and a wedge,’ Yehvo pondered.  
 
    ‘You’re surely not thinking of taking a hammer to that are you?’ Ferralee waved her hand at the dam. 
 
    ‘We can find another quarry and get some more blasting powder if you prefer.’ 
 
    ‘What?! You said you’d given up on that fool idea.’ 
 
    ‘Did I?’ 
 
    ‘You said you wanted to see the river; you’ve seen it. Be content with that.’ 
 
    ‘But Ferralee, since we’re here what’s to lose?’ 
 
    ‘Gertie is talking about splitting a chunk of rock, not a wall the size of a cliff,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘You don’t know till you try. And Gertie believes in try, ain’t that right, Gert?’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘Mostly,’ said Gertie, but her voice rose as though it was a question. 
 
    Yehvo argued that dams were just extreme examples of rocks and could be treated in the same way as regards splitting. Ferralee sat shaking her head. Yehvo said that small loaves were made from the same ingredients as big, and you could build a hovel or a fort by putting one stone on top of another, and wings would carry an eagle just as well as a fly, and... She went on giving examples of big and small things behaving the same way. 
 
    ‘Save your breath,’ said Ferralee. ‘Quantities of words don’t make a thing true.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see,’ said Yehvo confidently. 
 
    She waited till dark. The guards lit a fire outside the tower. Their outlines could be seen as they moved around it. ‘Where there’s fire there’s wood,’ she said, ‘and where there’s firewood there’s most likely a hammer and a splitting wedge.’ She disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    Ferralee muttered insults, pulled a blanket around her and slept. Gertie waited anxiously. It was a long time before Yehvo reappeared. She had found a woodpile and tripped over an axe. A guard came out with a lamp but he did not see her. The lamplight had revealed the tools she wanted. She woke Ferralee to show her a pair of wedges and a Fellun-sized mallet. Ferralee looked at them in disgust and went back to sleep. 
 
    Next day Yehvo and Gertie went down the steps to take a closer look at the seam. 
 
    They were in full view of the watchtower but the Felluns were unlikely to see them in their dull green clothes. The wall of the dam was smooth except for the carved letters, CARNOFFA. The seam passed through the O. Gritty sat on the steps and did some drawings and calculations. Yehvo stood beside her. Gritty rested the pen on her lower lip then scribbled some more. 
 
    ‘Can it be done?’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘I think the Arcann meant it to be done; else why use a splitting rock like hymena?’  
 
    ‘That is what I call far-sighted,’ said Yehvo. ‘And the splitting, can it be done with a hammer?’ 
 
    ‘I thought not to begin with. I started with very big numbers but they ended up small.’ Gertie showed Yehvo her workings. ‘So maybe a small force will do it. The wedge needs to go in where the vein cuts the top of the O.’ 
 
    Yehvo was leaping up the steps. ‘Come on. Tell all that to Ferralee.’ 
 
    Gertie told her. 
 
    ‘Do you know how silly you sound?’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘But you know all about balance,’ said Gertie. ‘The difference between balanced and unbalanced can be tiny can’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Even so – look at it.’ She waved her arm at the dam and picked up the hammer. ‘You want to smash that with this.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Yehvo. ‘I want you to smash that with this.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ said Ferralee. ‘I’m done with your mad schemes.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’ll do it myself,’ said Yehvo. ‘We need rope.’ She scanned the top of the dam. ‘There’s nothing to fix the rope on so we’ll have to tie it round you, Gert.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have any rope,’ said Ferralee, ‘and if you did I wouldn’t trust her to hold it.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’ll climb down without a rope.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing to hold on to,’ said Gertie. ‘That wall’s as smooth as a china pot.’ 
 
    Ferralee looked up and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    ‘No it isn’t,’ said Yehvo. ‘You see them don’t you, Ferralee. Above the F, there’s bumps.’ 
 
    ‘Never,’ said Gertie. ‘They’re no more than shadows.’ 
 
    ‘If I have to stand on shadows that’s what I’ll do,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘Yehvo, it ain’t possible,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘It’s nothing,’ Ferralee snapped. ‘I’m done with this. Give me the bag. I’ll show you that it can’t work. Then we can all go back to our lives.’ 
 
    Ferralee slung the bag over her shoulder and ran straight out onto the wall of the dam. She climbed down to the giant F without faltering, using the slightest of bumps and depressions.’ 
 
    ‘There’s not another body in the world could have done that,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    ‘If it works she’ll die won’t she?’ said Gertie. ‘Oh, Lor, she’s too alive to die.’ 
 
    ‘I have felt the strength in her hands,’ said Yehvo. ‘I’ve never felt such power in man, woman or animal. If anybody can survive this it’s her.’ 
 
    Ferralee stood on the deep grooves of the F. They watched as she felt with her fingers where the seam crossed the carved O. Then she took the wedge from her bag and jammed it in the rock. 
 
    ‘It looks like there was a crack there already,’ said Gertie. 
 
    Ferralee knocked the wedge with the heel of her hand and reached for the hammer. She eased her body back and managed to tap the end of the wedge three times. 
 
    ‘It’s holding,’ said Yehvo. 
 
    Ferralee brought the hammer back behind her head and struck. She struck hard. The sound bounced around the gorge. She struck again unleashing even more force. 
 
    ‘She meant that,’ said Yehvo. ‘Come on my brave one. Believe! One more.’ 
 
    Ferralee struck again. The cracking sound was deep and startling. The echoes rattled around the dam. Ferralee turned her face to Yehvo and Gertie and raised her arm with a look of grim triumph. Then she pushed herself off the rock and fell in all her wild beauty. Her body shaped into a perfect dive and she disappeared into the shallows. 
 
    Next came sounds of strain and grinding. The wall slackened. Invisible joins appeared. Along the seam one side sheared away from the other. Then total collapse, a deafening rumble, stone rain, a hole where there was structure, free water pouring through. Madness and a new equilibrium, air shining with spray. Gertie and Yehvo felt the ground shake. They held onto each other in shock and exultation. Droplets ran down the furrows of Yehvo’s face as the yellow river poured through the gap. ‘There she goes,’ she said, ‘the Cheelah’s going home.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



18  Drowning 
 
      
 
    Bominata was waiting to get into the Red Cave. The Chee miners were taking too long. Any interval between wanting and getting made her angry. 
 
     It was Meccanee’s job to calm her. ‘Not much longer, your Density. They’ve got the best men on the job. If there’s any weakness they’ll find it. Very experienced they are.’ She spoke above a steady patter of blows. ‘They’ve got the hang of it now. Striking at an angle. That’s better. There’s bits flying. Ooh, that’s a big one. Did you hear that crack, Fellona? A great flake came away. There’s another, even bigger. It’s opening up. Not much more and... that’s it. They’re tidying up the edges and they’ll be ready for you. They’ve gone in with the lamps. You can go in now. Let me put your mat down.’ 
 
    Meccanee unrolled some red cloth and spread it on the ground. Bominata bustled forward eagerly. The gap would still be a squeeze. The men discussed how to get her through. ‘Which way is she widest?’ they asked Meccanee. Meccanee shushed them and told them that she was just as wide all ways. Bominata refused to wait any longer. She insisted that the gap was big enough. Rigaw agreed. He hoped that she would remain stuck there forever. At worst he had a chance to push her violently. The miners pulled her from one side and Rigaw pushed from the other. Bominata cried out in pain but she urged them to try harder. At last she was through though her dress was in shreds. Rigaw followed. The cave was well lit with lamps and candles. Both of them were impressed. Bominata could see everything and see it well. Her sausage hands and feet expressed her excitement. Her digits waved and quivered. ‘I want it,’ she said. ‘I want the fort lined with it. What is this nonsense about too hard to cut? Give me a pick.’ 
 
     Rigaw stretched his hand out for the tool. ‘I’ll give it to you,’ he said. He aimed the pick at Bominata’s neck. 
 
    Meccanee acted out of instinct. She pushed Bominata so that the pick went beneath her arm and not into the soft part of her throat. 
 
    ‘Would you?’ Bominata screeched into Rigaw’s face. ‘Guards.’ The guards were briefed by Rigaw. They did not move. She screamed every curse she could think of and made up some new ones of her own. The guards began to advance on her. She lunged for the exit and dragged herself through it. 
 
    Once outside they could not hold her. She swung all her weight behind her fist and smashed one man’s eye socket then she barged at Rigaw. She carried him backwards for some distance crunching him against the cliff wall. She had her arms around his waist. He hung over her shoulders. She was clamped tight and they moved in a dance of hatred. Rigaw pulled his knife from his thigh strap. He plunged it into her back. The knife broke. She was plated everywhere thicker than horn. Now she pushed in the other direction taking him over the edge of the platform. Meccanee, the miners and the guards watched. None of them cared much about queen or consort. The couple slid together landing on a wider ledge below. Bominata’s eye patch had slipped covering her good eye. Rigaw mocked her. ‘Before I kill you, my queen, I want you to know that Guerm has agreed to husbind me. Guerm will be the new Fellona before the day is out. She has always favoured me. She has promised she will make no ridiculous demands. She will respect me and...’ 
 
    ‘Guerm! Guerm! She’s no Fellona. Soft as cake she is. Repulsive. She will give under your hands. How can you even think...’ 
 
    ‘I can think of her. I like to think of her. I hate you.’ 
 
    ‘I hate you more.’ 
 
    ‘I have always hated you.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t hate me more than I hate you.’ 
 
    A wind was coming down the gorge. It smelled of stone and weed. The guards were fixed on the fight and did not hear the rumble. The miners were attuned to the sound of rock falls; they looked around and above them. There was no avalanche. Far along the gorge what looked like a monstrous dust cloud raced towards them. Thought was barely fast enough to register it as water. They began to climb. The water hit. The high river with rock and tree boiling in it surged around the guards. Many of them lost their footing and fell. Rigaw and Bominata were washed to the edge of the ledge. A second wave took them off and down. They were gone. 
 
    The Cheelah flowed with unstoppable power. It lifted the hearts of the miners clean out of their chests. They praised the skies, wept and embraced. 
 
     Soon the rim of the gorge was lined with Chee whooping and hollering. The Felluns stared numbly. Fast as water the news travelled that Bominata and Rigaw were lost in the flood. The Chee story was that the pair were so angry they continued to fight in the river, shouting water bubbles at each other till anger turned to panic, and waving and kicking they sank rapidly together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



19 E for Exiles 
 
      
 
    The Glumaws were back to front but the peaks were still recognisable. It was odd to see them looking so small and distant, like returning to a childhood haunt and finding that everything had shrunk. It was strange that Nondula and Fellund were so close yet they were sealed like a dream behind the storm wall. For the next few days the minds of the four friends were free to wander backwards and forwards in time. There was no need to be watchful; no one was chasing them. The waifs realised how much they had changed since leaving Affland. They looked and thought differently.  
 
    They reached the Glumaws. The slopes on the northern side were gradual and the forests had not been thinned by loggers. They climbed above the snowline and back down the other side. The air was wonderfully clean and cold. As they descended they saw the tracks of dog sleds. They saw a moonbur caught in a trap. Its eyes were frosted shut and blood stained the snow around its snapped leg. Alas removed it from the iron teeth. ‘That will feed us tonight,’ he said. Lil looked disgusted. ‘Some of us,’ he said. After that they trod carefully in case there were more traps hidden in the snow. Next evening they saw the dark blocks of the trapper camp and the fenced dog pounds. A plantation of pines ran along one side. The waifs’ supplies were unlikely to last till they got off the mountain. They debated whether to steal from the trappers or risk trading with them. 
 
    ‘I don’t think trappers would be interested in trading for beads,’ said Gritty, ‘though they might for bones.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to hold onto the bones if we can,’ said Alas. ‘We’ll get a better price in the markets.’ 
 
     ‘We needn’t fear them taking us for Porians now,’ said Gritty. ‘We’ve grown too much.  Alas, since you’re getting near man-sized, go down and say you lost your way in a snowstorm and need food to see you back to the road.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t do that,’ said a voice behind them. 
 
    Two figures came out from behind a snow bank. They were dressed in furs. Their hats were low and their collars high so only eyes and noses could be seen. The eyes and noses were familiar. 
 
    ‘Kurt?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Bram!’ said Oy. 
 
    The furry figures waded towards them. Kurt held Alas by the shoulders and apologised to him. ‘You were right all along. I think I knew it before I even got in the cart.’ 
 
    ‘You survived. That’s all that matters,’ said Alas. 
 
    Gritty laughed. ‘You did better than survive. You were left to die with a crust, a knife and a vest, and now look at you: grown three oggits and dressed like a lawyer in winter.’ 
 
    Lil was introduced. Kurt and Bram stared at her for too long and she walked away in a huff leaving Gritty to explain Dresh moods and manners. There was some talk about who had grown the most, then Bram invited everyone back to the icehouse to eat, drink and share their stories in comfort. Oy went to fetch Lil but Lil didn’t want to be fetched. She was drawn to the rocks below the snowline. She wanted to be alone and would wait there till morning. Oy said he understood and waved her off. 
 
    Bram and Kurt showed off their fur-lined icehouse. The waifs sat on deep layers of pelts. Gritty snuggled down pulling furs up around her. Bram showed off the pelts: the blue tipped ears of the snowrab, the silvery sheen of the moonbur, the steely gallomouse. 
 
    Oy seemed troubled. ‘They must be cold without their coats,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Oy, the animals have to die so’s we can eat and keep warm,’ said Kurt. 
 
    ‘I know,’ said Oy. ‘Only I wish they didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the only way to survive out here. We get to the traps before the trappers, take the catch and reset the traps. I take these beauties down to Crust for trading. We live pretty well don’t we, Bram?’ 
 
    ‘Well enough,’ said Bram. 
 
    ‘How did you find Kurt?’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘After you got away I wanted to do something to help the others,’ said Bram. ‘All the sewers in and out of Duldred were gated the day after you went – same at the factory. There was no repeating that trick. Then I got to thinking about Kurt. Was it too late for him?’ 
 
    ‘Never write off a Porian,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘I nearly wrote myself off,’ said Kurt. ‘I was done for when this fella comes along. I heard whistling – thought it was a dream, or ice crystals tinkling in my brain. Up he puffs, blowing steam, cheerful as you like. Struck a fire on the spot and brung me back from the dead. He took me back with him and we planned another expedition to see if anyone else had survived up here. We found signs near the trapper’s camp but nowhere else.’ 
 
    ‘Waif inspections have tightened in Crust,’ said Bram. ‘Officials come for the leavers and go with ’em to the boats. Everything has to be open and in daylight and all the paperwork triple stamped. Now we watch for rafts coming in. If there’s no catchers waiting we get the waifs away, show them the best places to hide, how to stay free and survive. We plan to build a settlement on the far side of the mountains. It takes the brunt of the storms – too harsh for Afflish, but not for us, eh Kurt?’ 
 
    ‘I like it,’ said Alas, grinning. ‘I like it a lot.’ 
 
    ‘What’re your plans?’ said Bram. 
 
    ‘Depends. Do you know what happened to the others?’ 
 
    ‘Your friends at Duldred? They’ve been moved to the factory. The court case is dragging on. It’s said the only thing that will end it is when they all run out of money.  There’s not much you can do. Why not stay here with us?’ 
 
    ‘I want to see for myself,’ said Alas, ‘and Oy has a job to do.’ 
 
    Alas, Gritty and Oy took turns to tell their story. It was dark before they finished. 
 
    ‘Well, you’ve made a short night of a long one,’ said Bram. ‘And to think that Linnet’s yellow was here in Affland all along.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    20 Pearls and Swine 
 
      
 
    Next day they rejoined Lil and descended to the foothills. From there they could see Crust with its outlying factories and the canal leading to the open land around Duldred. 
 
    ‘Don’t know what I’m suddenly afeard of,’ said Gritty. 
 
    Alas bit his lip. ‘We fought so hard to get out and here we are walking back in. We must go careful. We need a story to account for who we are until we find Molly. Ain’t no one in Affland ever seen a Dresh. The only place you might see such an odd...’ 
 
    ‘Such a person of superior height,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘That’s what I meant,’ said Alas. ‘The only place would be a circus. So if anyone asks, that’s what we are: travelling circus folk who got separated from our caravan. We’ll say we’re passing through Crust on our way to Lackland.’ 
 
    ‘Say what you like,’ said Lil. ‘I’ll make no pretence.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better stay out of the way then,’ said Alas. ‘We can’t afford to draw attention.’ 
 
    ‘I hate attention,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘Why are we arguing then?’ Alas shook his head. 
 
    They set out on the track towards Crust, skirting villages and hiding from field workers with Lil grumbling every time she had to crouch or fold. Soon enough they saw a broken sign which said Mair’s Piggery. Mair might sell them some food and tell them how things stood with Molly. 
 
    They passed under the sign and walked into the muddy yard. A maze of sties lay to the left and a field full of turnip tops, peelings, grain and mash was on the right. It was piggy heaven. They reached the middle of the yard when the squealing started. Pigs poured in, filling the entire yard. Inquisitive grunters of all shapes, colours and sizes circled the waifs. A low thatched cottage ran along one side of the yard. A woman layered in sacks and aprons came out carrying a shovel. The squealing died back to scattered grunts. ‘That’s right boys and girls,’ she said, ‘hold ’em there. Hold ’em while I take a look.’ 
 
    Mair carried the shovel like a weapon. ‘If you’ve come out here looking for pork you can forget it. My pigs are not for sale and they ain’t for slaughter either. Fertiliser’s all you’ll get from me.’ 
 
    ‘We’re hungry but we don’t ask for pork,’ said Alas. ‘We’re just travellers looking to buy some bread.’ 
 
    ‘So you say, so you say,’ said Mair. ‘Well you have the look of pig thieves to me except for the long streak.’ She looked Lil up and down with extra suspicion. ‘I wouldn’t like to say what she is and I don’t care to find out. Take them off our land, boys and girls; take them away.’ A large boar and an even larger sow came out from the sties and crossed the yard. They leaned on the intruders. The waifs were nearly suffocated in pig flesh. Oy fell on his hands and knees in the mud. Piglet faces looked at him between bigger pigs’ legs. 
 
     ‘I don’t like to be jostled,’ Lil said to the pigs in a strict voice. The pigs stopped jostling and turned their snouts towards her. 
 
    ‘Don’t you tell my pigs what to do,’ said Mair. 
 
    ‘I don’t tell them what to do. I state a preference and the pigs show better manners than you by respecting it,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘Right, my lady,’ said Mair, ‘I’ll have you off my property and while I’m at it I’ll paddle your scrawny behind with this shovel.’ 
 
    ‘Listen to me.’ Alas intervened with his hands raised. ‘We’re friends of Molly cook. We’re the waifs she helped to escape, and you helped us too. It was your cart that got us away. Remember?’ 
 
    ‘I do remember. My cart was smashed to bits in a storm that day. That was your fault so you ain’t recommending yourselves to me. Anyway, we’re not stupid are we, boys and girls? We know what waifs look like and they don’t look like you. They’re small and skinny and no higher than the long one’s hip.’ 
 
    ‘We did some growin’ while we was away,’ said Alas. ‘This lady is a travelling companion from another land. Her ways are not ours so don’t take offence. We can pay for the bread.’ 
 
    ‘What with?’ 
 
    ‘Fine beads, see.’ Alas showed a handful of Nondul pearls that looked even more beautiful surrounded by mud and swine. 
 
    ‘Let me through, children,’ said Mair. 
 
    The pigs made a path for Mair to approach. Mair held one or two of the pearls up to the light. She smiled and helped herself to the entire handful. ‘You can come in,’ she said. 
 
    Lil refused and Mair was glad that she refused. Lil went to stand at the far side of the field, as far away from the gassy, fleshy farm as she could. Mair seated the waifs in her parlour. It was a dim, low-ceilinged, animal-smelling room. There was no relief from pigs. Some with long brown coats resembled dogs, others with longer legs and stiff white hair resembled lambs. A broody hen sat in a cooking pot and other eyes looked down from the rafters.  
 
    ‘There’s no bread,’ said Mair. ‘I’ve got some root stew on the go and there’s eggs up in the thatch if one of you would like to fetch some. There’s chicks as well; can you hear the cheeping? Last time I went up I fell. I might have died if the boys and girls hadn’t brought me apples and bedded down with me till I was found. Dr Sandy patched me up and Molly stayed and nursed me till I was on my feet again. I’m grateful for that. She’s a good woman. That was the last I saw of her. But I’ll tell you about that while we’re eating.’ 
 
    Gritty volunteered to fetch the eggs. They could hear her rustling through the thatch as she searched. ‘There’s dozens and dozens,’ she called. 
 
    ‘Bring ’em down,’ said Mair. ‘The boys and girls will eat what’s over.’  
 
    Gritty filled two baskets with eggs.  
 
    While the eggs were sizzling Mair told them the latest news from Crust. 
 
    The Afflish harvest had failed. For the first time that anyone could remember there was no bread in Crust. The weather had been all over the place. Changes in the storm wall some said. The Porians had got the rain that belonged by rights to the Afflish. There was a lot of bad feeling towards Poria because of it. The Porians had enjoyed their first ever bumper harvest. There was talk of sending boats to Poria to claim some of it back. It was also said that the waifs should be made to work harder as recompense. There was strong feeling against the waifs and against Molly’s plan to cosset them in some sort of school. ‘It will be very hard for judge and jury to go against the will of the people. Molly can’t win unless she can pay off the judge and the entire jury. She’s barely keeping up with paying the lawyer.’ 
 
    A porket pink was snuffling around Oy. It climbed onto the divan and arranged itself across Oy’s lap. 
 
    ‘It’s a compliment,’ said Mair. ‘Pigs are good judges of character.’ She handed Oy a plate. ‘Just use her as a table. She won’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘What about Jeopardine?’ said Alas. ‘We heard he was struggling to pay Barracula.’ 
 
    ‘He was but that wife of his has a shrewd business brain. She’s sold a parcel of land and used the money to turn the barns into workshops and to open up the old canal that runs into Duldred. There’s a long way to go but the estate’s making a profit again. The betting’s on Jeopardine to win, but Viniga Rutheday has joined in with a claim of her own and I wouldn’t write her off. She keeps nasty company and she’s not above some very dark tactics if you know what I mean.’ The waifs did not know what she meant so she clutched her throat and gurgled. ‘Bumping offs is what I’m talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear,’ said Gritty. ‘Molly’s safe though isn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to say she is but I don’t know. Viniga is a wicked and vengeful woman.’ 
 
    Oy was trying to free himself gently from the pig. 
 
    ‘Are you going somewhere young man?’ 
 
    ‘We should be with Molly,’ said Oy. ‘She’s doing all this for us and we don’t know how big the nick is.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s Nick?’ said Mair. 
 
    ‘The nick of time,’ said Oy. ‘We’ve done lots of things in the nick of time and it’s never very big.’ 
 
    Mair laughed. ‘I don’t believe Viniga’s desperate enough to close any nicks just yet. It will cost her too much. You’ve got time to finish your food before you go running off to the rescue. The pig that rested on Oy turned its face to look at him. Its wavy mouth smiled. ‘And Lillirose hasn’t finished showing you her affection.’ 
 
    When they had eaten, Mair coaxed Lillirose with shrivelled apples. The pig heaved herself away from Oy who uncrushed himself with relief. ‘Didn’t you enjoy that?’ said Mair.  
 
    ‘I did like it,’ said Oy. ‘She just put my rib out.’ He hooked his fingers into his side and adjusted his rib. 
 
    ‘Well, I never saw the like.’ Mair shook her head in wonder and went to the apple barrel again. ‘Come and fill your pockets. We love a shrivelled apple don’t we Lillirose? Much sweeter that way.’ 
 
    Alas shouted to Lil that they were ready to go. Lil came to the door.  
 
    Mair offered her an apple in a fit of open-mindedness. ‘I’m sorry if I was rude to you,’ said Mair. ‘You spoke and the pigs listened. That says something about you.’ 
 
    ‘Animals don’t lie,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘No they don’t,’ said Mair. ‘Go on Lillirose, say goodbye to Lil since you’ve got the same name almost.’ 
 
    Lil’s eyes flashed. She said nothing but looked as though there was much she could say. 
 
    ‘Tis no shame to share a name with a pig,’ said Mair. ‘I’ve got Mairs a-plenty. There’s Mairicorn and Mairapple, that’s Mairslip over there and Maircarrot.’ 
 
    ‘Lil’s name ain’t Lil,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, what is it?’ said Mair. 
 
    ‘She don’t tell that to no one,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘I’ll tell it to the one who knows how to hear it,’ said Lil walking away. 
 
    Mair’s conscience got the better of her. The pearls were worth more than a few eggs and roots. She gave the waifs eighty thumbers and a bag of apples.  
 
    They left the farm track at Farrow End and cut across country to avoid the Duldred Road. They planned to spend the night in Bram’s old house, to search for the Lellick and to reach Crust by late noon of the following day. Bram had told them to climb through woodland to an old hill fort, then to make their way down through brambles and gorse. By following the stream into the next wood they would come to Bram’s place. Further downstream were the trees bearing a fungus that he supposed was Lellick. 
 
    The waifs did as Bram said, spending the night in his treehouse. 
 
    Oy couldn’t sleep. He went outside before dawn and waited by a thread of a stream. Its sound was gentle as a cat lapping milk. Lil stood nearby in the semi darkness with her back to a tree. Her eyes were open but she didn’t speak. At sunrise she went to the treehouse, lifted the woven door  and woke the others. 
 
    ‘Go to your friend,’ she said. 
 
    Gritty and Alas came out. Oy sat hunched, holding his stomach. Alas bent to look into his face. ‘What’s up, Oy? What are you fearing?’  
 
    ‘What if the Lellick’s not Lellick?’ said Oy. ‘What if it just looks like Lellick, but it ain’t the real thing? Then what?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it will be Lellick,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘You’re not, so why say it?’ said Lil. ‘What he needs is to find out, and quickly.’ 
 
    ‘Well we’re agreed on the last part. Ready, Oy?’ Gritty held out her hand. Oy took it. ‘That’s it. You’re just tired. We’ve come a long way for this.’ Gritty went on chattering, but Oy hardly heard her. There was nothing in his head but a single shade of yellow.  
 
    They followed the water downhill to the pool where Linnet had bathed after her escape from the factory. The stream trickled on disappearing under arching ferns. 
 
    ‘I see something,’ said Gritty. 
 
     Ahead, between the trees, were pale discs. Oy stopped and twisted his hands. 
 
    ‘Walk on, Oy,’ said Lil firmly. ‘It is what it is.’  
 
    They walked on. The stream ran wide and shallow like moving glass. They pushed through the bracken and undergrowth. The trees that overhung the stream were grey like bleached cyana. Some were circled by creamy plates of fungus edged with yellow rind. 
 
    ‘Is this it?’ said Gritty. 
 
    Oy had his nose to the fungus. ‘It’s the same but different – weaker. It might work. I don’t know.’ 
 
    They kept going. The trees got greyer and the fungus paler and then there was no more. 
 
    ‘I think that might have been it,’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Keep on,’ said Lil. ‘There’s a body of water that way.’ She was right. A stand of trees surrounded a pond. On its far side the blueish trees were circled with yellow. 
 
    The friends hurried around the pond. It looked as though the trees were laden with wheels of cheese stacked all the way up the trunks. Oy sniffed and smiled. The yellow flesh reflected like sunlight on his face. Above, around and below were masses and masses of Lellick Airyfluss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



21 Reunion with Molly 
 
      
 
    The waifs made their way towards Crust. They slept in a haystack. Lil wedged herself between the bales. Next day they left Lil to mind their things while they went on to the town. 
 
    They arrived in Crust on a busy market day. No one paid them any attention. They were leaner than the Afflish and their clothes were plainer but they did not look like waifs. They ate and drank at street stalls and listened to people talking. The headline on the news stand said, ‘Waif Rights Case enters 40th week’. 
 
    They bought a copy of the news sheet and sat on the market steps while Gritty summed and quoted the very long article. 
 
    ‘The judge has asked the lawyers if they can speed things up. It says: Mr Barracula cited Vent v Bent, a dispute over the ownership of a dog which only ended when the dog died. “Are you saying that the only way this case will be resolved is for all of the participants to die?” said Justice Cracknuckle. “Possibly,” replied Mr Barracula. “A case is like a work of art. Take this bust of Chief Justice Bellow, I am free to regard it from many angles. Is one viewpoint any better than another? Is one angle more just, more true than another? 
 
    “Each of us sees the same case but for one thing: different people are paying us. So we are bound to take different views.”’ 
 
    ‘I think we get the idea,’ said Alas. ‘This case is never going to end is it?’ 
 
    ‘It don’t look like it,’ said Gritty. ‘The lawyers are being paid for enjoying themselves. The people are treating it as entertainment. It says here that the public passes are changing hands for ten mariats.’ 
 
    ‘Does it say anything about the waifs?’ said Oy. ‘Where are they while it’s all being decided?’ 
 
    ‘Where’ve you been that you don’t know that?’ said a spotty girl who shared the steps with them. She had a cake in each hand and sugar crystals round her mouth. 
 
    ‘We’ve been living out Glumaw way,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘The council have taken charge of the waifs,’ said the girl. ‘They’re all at the factory now. Sly Rutheday died. Molly Midden married that doctor.’ 
 
    ‘Dr Sandy?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Now Mrs Rutheday has joined in so it’s a three way: her, Jep and Molly Midden are all claiming waif rights.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Sly?’ Alas asked. 
 
    ‘Robbers set about him one night. They were never caught but everyone knows it was Larkin and Birkin.’ 
 
    ‘Jeopardine’s upservants?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘Not anymore. He stopped paying them so they went back to thieving.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know where Molly lives?’ Oy asked. 
 
    ‘Friend of yours is she? Lives with the doctor, top of Mint Street. They started in a big house at the bottom but they’re almost out of money with this court case. Now they live in the littlest house right at the top. I see Molly puffing and panting to get up there. She brings her cakes here to sell; that’s how short of cash she is. I wouldn’t buy one myself, like stones they are. There she is – see, next to the flower girl.’ 
 
    They looked through the gaps between hanging hares, sausage strings and baskets of live pigeons to a stall which seemed to be selling a heap of stones inelegantly piled in a pyramid. Behind the pebbly cakes was the squashiest and most welcoming of middles. The woman’s face was hidden by the awning above the stall. The waifs didn’t care. They knew that middle and they were drawn towards it. Oy and Gritty came at Molly from either side. Before she had time to see them they rushed her and buried their faces in warmth. Molly lifted her arms in shock. Then, when she knew them, she put a hand on each head and bent over them crying. Molly saw Alas and pulled him in. He let himself be cried on and smothered too. 
 
    Molly could not believe how well they looked. ‘What a fine healthy young lady you are Gritty, and you Oy, there’s some colour to you now – though you could afford to fill out a bit more. Alas, what a fine young man you’ve turned into, and all of you, you all look as though you’ve seen something of the world.’ 
 
    She wanted to know all and they wanted to know all, so Molly left her cakes behind – she only ever sold them as dog chews, she said – and took the waifs home with her. On the way she told them about their friends. There had been no lasting effects on them from the chase and the struggle in the sea. The authorities had taken them away from Duldred and put them back to work in the factory. That was all she knew. Molly wasn’t allowed to see them. 
 
    They sat in the tiny parlour of the house in Mint Street. She was very sorry, all she could offer was watered milk till Dr Sandy got back from his rounds. They began their story. Dr Sandy came in halfway through. Molly met him at the door. She was so excited she knocked him backwards with the front of her middle. He leant across to put his arms round her, but she pulled him quickly into the parlour. ‘Look who’s here.’ Dr Sandy shook hands with the waifs and patted them and said he always knew that Porians were good stock. All they needed was fresh air and a good feed. 
 
    ‘This is what all our waifs will become once we get them fed and rested,’ Molly boasted. ‘We shall parade them through the streets. The Afflish children will seem pasty and puddingy next to ours. We shall picnic at Wibble Head and...’ 
 
    ‘Molly my dear, we are a long way from that,’ said Dr Sandy. 
 
    ‘I know, I know. But it will happen.’ 
 
    Molly invited the waifs to take up their tale again. She sat by the hearth with her knees spread. Her face changed with each new episode. When Oy described the fall from the Akwon Molly hid her face in Dr Sandy’s sleeve. Alas described the hunt. Molly put her apron over her head. Dr Sandy asked about the Nondul ways of healing and about Linnet. He knew of the fungus that Oy called Lellick airyfluss. In Affland it was called Jill’s platter and was used to make a yellow dye. Dr Sandy had not heard of any healing properties. 
 
    Then the waifs wanted to know more about the court case. ‘Molly is ever hopeful,’ said Dr Sandy, ‘but we have to be realistic. Jeopardine is ahead so far. He has more bribing power and the smears against Molly are serious. If any of them stick, Molly could end up going to jail. I would rather she gave up the case now than take that risk.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to hear such talk,’ said Molly. ‘We’re going to win. Now why don’t you go and get your friend, Lil? You can bring her across the fields so no one will stare. It’s a small house but we’ll make room somehow.’ 
 
    The waifs said that Lil wasn’t fond of company and would far rather sleep wedged in the haystack. They would go back and spend the night with her. Molly didn’t want to let them go but they promised to meet her early in the morning and they left with many squashings and kisses. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    23 Different Tunes 
 
      
 
    In the morning Molly came to them laden with pancakes. She ripped the bags open and put them down on the bales, looking around her all the time. ‘They’re not my own – if they were you’d think you were eating the plate and not the food – I fetched them from the bakery first thing. Where’s your friend, the tall lady?’ 
 
    ‘Lil,’ called Gritty. ‘Come and meet Molly.’ 
 
    Lil emerged from the interior of the haystack.  
 
    Molly bustled towards her. ‘Well,’ she said, holding out her hand. ‘I’ve heard some very good things about you.’ 
 
    Lil took a step back. ‘Never pay any mind to what others say. I don’t.’ She kept her hands firmly by her side. Her voice was flat. 
 
    ‘Very wise,’ said Molly. ‘Speak as you find.’ 
 
    ‘And never use other people’s sayings. If it didn’t come fresh out of your own head you’re no better than an echo.’ Lil turned sideways as if to say the conversation is finished. 
 
    ‘Well,’ said Molly. She turned to the waifs. ‘What’s wrong with you lot? Lost your appetites?’ Molly’s eye drifted to Lil’s knife-thin profile. ‘I hope you’ll have some, too, Miss Lil.’ 
 
    ‘I have my own food, thank you,’ said Lil, pulling some mats of moss from her pocket.  
 
    ‘Very good. Very...’ Molly paused and watched as Lil filled her mouth with moss. Green fronds poked out between her lips, ‘...nice.’ 
 
    Lil went back to her hiding place. 
 
    Molly sat on a bale. The waifs surrounded her and ate their pancakes while Molly filled in more of the legal details. It hardly mattered that Molly had the strongest case. What mattered was who could keep up with the legal fees and bribes for longest. That person was likely to be Jeopardine. He had sold off chunks of the Duldred estate to fund the case. His money would last for some time yet. Mrs Rutheday had spent all her factory pilferings and was touting for backers. Molly and Dr Sandy had begged, sold and borrowed. They had nothing left but a small house and Dr Sandy’s horse. Molly thought they could manage in an even smaller house. She didn’t know what else to do. 
 
    Gritty and Oy went to sit with Molly. They held an arm each. Gritty stroked and Oy patted. 
 
    ‘You can’t do that, Molly,’ said Gritty. ‘If there’s no hope – and that’s how it looks – you’d better cut your losses and pull out.’ 
 
    ‘And leave the waifs working and starving just like before?’ 
 
    ‘If the courts aren’t for justice why do they even have them?’ said Gritty. 
 
    Molly shook her head. ‘First time I walked through the courthouse doors I was impressed. All that glossy wood and fancy plaster and bone chandeliers the size of my house. It smells steady and powerful. I thought a place like this must uphold what’s right. Then I see the statue. It’s Mammus, like the one at Duldred but four times as big. In its fat hand is a cowering bird. That bird is called Justice. Money can squeeze the life out of Justice and it does.’ 
 
    Alas looked to where their bags were piled. ‘Then we must make some money. We picked up a few pretty bones on our travels and we’ve got some Nondul pearls left. We should get a good price in the markets.’ 
 
    ‘Bless you, it’s a start,’ said Molly. ‘I don’t sell enough cakes to keep Mr Maundry in cigars. Now we’ve hopes of funds perhaps he’ll try harder. In fact I’ll go and see him now.’ Molly gave them all a parting squash. ‘Say goodbye to Lil. I’m sorry she didn’t take to me.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not you,’ said Gritty. ‘She has moods.’ 
 
    Molly left. Lil came out and watched her go, wide skirts trailing through the damp grass.   
 
    ‘Why were you so cold to Molly?’ Gritty said. 
 
    ‘It’s the spread of her,’ said Lil. ‘She holds nothing in. No kind of craic would fit her.’ 
 
    ‘That’s no crime.’ 
 
    ‘She spills over and throws heat. It makes me go the other way.’ 
 
    ‘Throws heat? She’s warm enough to make toast on but that’s a nice thing. Molly and Dr Sandy are the only friends we’ve got in Affland. Can’t you like her a little bit?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t say I can’t. I’ll have to get used to a song like that.’ 
 
    ‘What is Molly’s song like?’ 
 
    ‘There is a flanner word for it. It’s a word I haven’t heard in a long while; they’ve no use for it in Fellund. Her song is jolly. Jolly with mess.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of mess?’ 
 
    ‘Goo: jam and cream.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mean jolly or jelly?’ 
 
    ‘Both would suit.’ 
 
    ‘A song like a jolly jelly with jam and cream; yes, that’s Molly. She’s your opposite but if you give her a chance you’ll love her like we do.’ 
 
    ‘Love. What does that mean except pretending not to be selfish? I know you flanners; your outsides don’t match your insides.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever even liked anyone, Lil?’ 
 
    Lil picked something out of her teeth. ‘The moss here is disgusting.’ 
 
    Gritty left her and went to sit on the bale with Oy. ‘I wish she’d soften up sometimes,’ said Gritty. 
 
     ‘Then she wouldn’t be Lil,’ said Oy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    24 The Four Day Rule 
 
      
 
    The lawyers in the waif rights case grew steadily richer while their clients grew poorer. Baracula was doing especially well. Jula had added to the family wealth by marrying a jeweller. (Mrs Midden found this offensive yet fascinating. Jula ‘n’ jeweller wasn’t right as a rhyme, neither was it wrong.) Yet Baracula did not feel rich. How could he when Odol was vastly richer? 
 
    Odol’s bone hunters (Mrs Midden was pleased to call them his ossy posse) had uncovered a rabidus egg in the process of hatching and a bald mammoth with sink mouth. The mammoth was the talk of Crust and beyond. Its ribs left no room for a stomach. Digestion had taken place in the well of its jaw. Where the waste went was anyone’s guess. 
 
     The vaults of Odol’s bank extended so far underground there was concern that the building itself might collapse. Baracula hoped that it would. Envy drove him to work harder and longer and more crookedly than ever. He had milked Jeopardine dry. The other lawyers had done the same with their clients. It was time to move on. 
 
      
 
    Molly went to her appointment with Mr Maundry. As usual he set the timer on his desk, sat back in his chair and studied the ceiling. 
 
     Molly snapped. ‘You said you had news. Can you look for flies later and tell me what it is?’ 
 
     ‘Since money is getting low all round the other lawyers and I have agreed we should go to the four day rule.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning what?’ 
 
    ‘If someone is judged to have the best case on four consecutive days they win the case outright.’ 
 
    Molly pondered. ‘What are the odds of doing that?’ 
 
    ‘How much money have you got?’ 
 
    ‘You’re blunt, Mr Maundry.’ 
 
    ‘Realistic. My advice is to scrape together every mariat and thumber you can, then we throw it all at bribing the jury.’ 
 
    Molly shook her head. ‘Where’s the justice?’ 
 
    ‘In the shop window, dear lady. Justice can be bought like anything else in this land.’ 
 
    Molly went home. She talked to her husband and the waifs. At last it was agreed that if the four day rule was their best chance the four day rule it must be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bribes were placed. The jury sat with bulging pockets. Mr Maundry won the first day. There were celebrations in Mint Street. Mr Baracula won the next to restart the count. He then went on to win day two and three. Some said he was using his own money for bribes to preserve his winning reputation. 
 
    Outside the court the ushers unhooked the ropes. They were dark blue signalling the fourth day. The lawyers were guaranteed to put on a show. The waifs joined the long queues for the public gallery. Molly and Dr Sandy were waved through by officials. Molly leant heavily on her husband. The strain on her face was clear. 
 
    The waifs squeezed in at the back of the court. When the room had settled the lawyers entered like celebrities. They stood before the judge for the daily swearing. 
 
    Mr Barracula was like a set of bowling balls in a suit. His head was one ball and his belly another. His black hair was combed from ear to ear and gummed in place. Mr Maundry wore brown pinstripes and braces. His eyebrows curled up to the middle of his forehead and down making a prison of his eyes. Mrs Rutheday had engaged Mr Langverbers. He was all voice box. It dominated his goosy neck and it never tired. His skill was to jam the legal process with words. 
 
    Mr Barracula was first to speak. His case rested on two points. One: Molly Midden was a bad lot, and two: the letter of confession by Jeopardine’s grandfather was a forgery. 
 
    He called his first witness. She came nose first. To the waifs she looked meaner and spikier than ever. Inch was sworn in.  
 
    ‘Molly Midden is a trickster,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Oobb...jection,’ said Mr Maundry. His obs were very long and his jections snatched like a sneeze. ‘Personal opinion.’ 
 
    ‘Sustained,’ said the judge. 
 
    ‘Here we are then,’ said Inch. ‘Here’s the facts: Molly tricked the master with all kinds of fancy foods claiming she was the cook. She weren’t at all. It was a waif that did it. It was disgusting how she was with those waifs. She fed ’em, hugged ’em, treated ’em like real children, and all done on the quiet. Mrs Midden had no idea what she was up to. She plotted with Dr Sandy at the kitchen table. No hearsay, it came straight to these,’ she tugged her own long earlobes. ‘Then, what do you know? She’d always been cold to Sly; all of a sudden she switches. She uses her hips.’ – whispered disapproval around the court – ‘Next thing he’s asking her to marry him. She, who’s always treated him like plate scrapings, says yes. There’s worse: she gets one of the waifs, the one called Oy, to poison Mrs Midden.’ – intake of breath around the court –  ‘He threw grave flowers in her food.’ Everyone turned to look at Mrs Midden. Mrs Midden looked tragic. ‘Molly Sandy is a bad lot and...’ 
 
    Mr Maundry oobb...jected. 
 
    Barracula’s next witness was Jeopardine himself. Jeopardine had aged. His clothes were not quite fresh, not quite perfect. He stooped. His wife released his arm and gave him a push towards the stand. 
 
    Jeopardine complained that Dr Sandy had abused patient trust by sending him away for a treatment while he and Molly swapped the original letter for a forged one. When asked what was in the original letter Jeopardine grew confused and began to mumble. Mistress Jeopardine signalled to Barracula. 
 
    ‘That will be all,’ said the lawyer. 
 
    The handwriting expert was called. She said there was clear evidence of a forgery. The ‘i’ in the real signature was dotted two hairs to the left. In the fake it was three hairs to the left. Molly Sandy dotted her ‘i’s three hairs to the left. Those who were paid to gasp, gasped. Those who were paid to snigger, sniggered. 
 
    Mr Langverbers recalled Inch. ‘You said you heard Dr Sandy and Molly Sandy plotting. Do you recall any specific plots? Did you for instance overhear a plot to kill Sly?’ 
 
    ‘Objection,’ said Barracula, ‘leading the witness.’ 
 
    ‘Sustained,’ said the judge. 
 
    Inch went on regardless. ‘Now I come to think of it that’s exactly what I did hear.’ 
 
    ‘Inadmissable,’ said the judge. 
 
    Mr Maundry called Larkin who said it was rumoured among the upservants that Inch was really Ynch with a Y. She was a Porian. Porians could not give evidence in Afflish courts.  
 
    ‘Hearsay. Inadmissable.’ 
 
    Mr Maundry then issued a challenge to the judge and jury. Could any of them reproduce their own signature three times so that it did not differ by one hair? They could not. 
 
    The judge called a recess. The jury conferred. The lawyers sneaked off to the rest rooms where their bought jury members passed them notes to tell them what was happening. Mr Maundry came back dismayed. He warned the Sandys and the waifs that Baracula was about to take the case. The jury were fixed at seven three in favour of Jeopardine. Mr Maundry needed a gimmick and quick. ‘What about Lil?’ said Oy. 
 
    Mr Maundry and Oy had a hasty conference with Lil. Lil was reluctant but she agreed to Oy’s strange request. 
 
    It was carnival time in Crust. Lil was able to walk around the streets in a cloak and everyone believed that she was a carnival character, two people concealed in one tall costume. 
 
    The judge was summing up prior to the verdict when Mr Maundry interrupted. With the judge’s permission he had one more point to make. He called Lil to the stand.  
 
    The judge raised his hand and stopped her. ‘Mr Maundry, why have you brought a carnival character into court? This is becoming ridiculous.’ 
 
    ‘Your honour there is a point, if you’ll allow me,’ said Mr Maundry. 
 
    ‘Well bring it here, and unscrew the top. I want to see who’s talking.’ 
 
    Mr Maundry beckoned. Lil walked forwards, holding her cloak about her. She stood before the jury. ‘Your honour, there is no top to unscrew,’ said Maundry. ‘This is not a carnival character; this is a real person.’ Lil removed her cloak. The spectators sniggered and made rude remarks. Mr Maundry waited for the noise to abate. ‘I’d like to invite the chairman of the jury to inspect for himself whether or not this person’s top unscrews.’ 
 
    The chairman approached Lil. He put his hands on her ribs and attempted to twist. Lil was more wooden than wood. She chopped at his arm and glared. The chairman backed away.  
 
    ‘Let’s see the legs,’ said another juror. 
 
    Lil looked supremely angry. She glanced into the crowd. Oy pressed his hands together in a silent plea; Gritty mouthed ‘please’. Lil sighed and raised her skirt.  
 
    ‘The legs go all the way up,’ the chairman confirmed. ‘The top and bottom half are all of a piece.’ 
 
    ‘Fascinating,’ said the judge, ‘but this is not a circus. Your point Mr Maundry?’ 
 
    ‘My point is how far can we judge by appearances? If we clear our minds of expectations what do we really know to be true? Very little is the answer. I believe Mr Barracula’s case rests on appearances and not truth. I am calling for a review of all the evidence before the jury deliberates.’ 
 
    ‘Surely your honour is not persuaded by this gimmick,’ Barracula protested. 
 
    The judge cleared his throat. ‘No, I am not.’ 
 
    ‘You prefer to be persuaded by lies,’ said Lil, and no word had ever sounded more repulsive. ‘Lies come a’ slithering and a’ writhing, twisting your ear tubes, sitting sore and ugly in your head. How are your ears feeling today?’ 
 
    The jury tilted their heads. One wiggled his finger in his ear as though he had a flea in it. 
 
    ‘Truth!’ said Lil, and the word rang through the courtroom. ‘Truth needs no gimmicks. Truth is a plain thing, easy to hear, keen and bright.’ 
 
    The jury heard her and their faces were lit with visions of blinding sunlight on snowy wings, as it dawned on them that truth was a thing of beauty and right under their noses if they’d ever cared to look. 
 
    The judge depended on lies for his living. If truth took a hold in Affland, not just the courts but the whole rule of Mammus would collapse. He must act to stop this foolishness. ‘On reflection,’ he said, ‘I’m inclined to agree with Mr Maundry. We will break for seventeen days while the evidence is reviewed. And Sergeant, remove that alien from my court.’ 
 
    The Sergeant took Lil’s arm but she shook him off and gave the judge a look that peeled him like a burrapple. ‘Out!’ The judge pointed at the door. Lil smirked and left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



25 Winners and Losers 
 
      
 
    Molly had seventeen days grace in which to find the funds to carry on the fight. She conferred with her husband and the waifs in her tiny parlour. 
 
    The waifs laid out all they had of value. The Nondul pearls were beautiful but small. The Afflish preferred large showy gems.  
 
    Dr Sandy went through their haul of bones. The skull would be graded as rare. It resembled the extinct Lacklish four-horn, though having four holes and just one horn would bring the price down.  
 
    ‘There’s some pretty bits among the small stuff,’ said Molly. ‘Tell you what, I’ll get Hoby to have a look. He’s the son of Cousin Mair’s muckman. He’s just started at the auction house and he’s very ambitious. He wants to impress Mr Garratt so he’ll research your bones and make sure you get the best price for them.’ 
 
    Alas emptied all the bones into one sack and Dr Sandy took them to the auction house. 
 
    Oy offered to make luxury cakes which should sell better than Molly’s dog biscuits.  
 
    Alas went to the docks and got hired. No one guessed he was a Porian. He was too tall and healthy. 
 
    Oy’s cakes were so popular that even with Molly and Gritty’s help he could not make enough to satisfy demand. It kept the prices high. After fourteen days of non-stop baking Mr Maundry’s outstanding fees had been paid. Odol’s man came to buy Oy for the kitchens at Mutchbarn. Oy said he was sorry; he wasn’t for sale. The man could not understand how anyone could not be for sale. He told Oy to name his price, but Oy said someone else had greater need of him and she didn’t live in Affland. 
 
      
 
    A message came from the auction house. Hoby had shown the bones to Mr Garratt. Mr Garratt was definitely interested but it was too late to get them into the next auction. The waifs said they couldn’t wait. Hoby said their pieces could be tacked onto the end but there would be no catalogue listing. The waifs agreed. 
 
    As always there was a buzz around Crust leading up to an auction, but this one was special. Odol’s ossy posse had brought in the only lamp-eyed triwingowl ever seen in Affland. Odol regularly showed uniques but triwingowls were almost mythical creatures. Buyers and agents were coming in from Topitania and Deepshale. 
 
    The space inside the auction house was limited. On auction day, only sellers and serious buyers were allowed in. Viewing day pulled the biggest crowds. In honour of the triwingowl the people of Crust had taken a spontaneous, unofficial holiday.  
 
    The queue to view stretched from the auction chambers between the poles of empty stands in Market Court, right out of Ossingate and into the Mammus quarter. Vendors stalked the queues with their sugarbuns and sugarade. Queue-itis infected everyone. Only the first two thousand would get in but to be part of such a queue was an achievement in itself. Those already in it looked back smugly as the tail grew behind them. 
 
    At the doors of Garratt’s the noise and excitement was building, but the bolts would not be drawn until Odol arrived. The waifs hid themselves in the crowds on the steps of the bank. Directly in front of them was a roped area where the top buyers waited. Inside the enclosure was Mrs Rutheday. 
 
    ‘What’s she doing there?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘She looks different,’ said Oy. 
 
    Viniga wore a colourful dress and face paint and her poker was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Odol’s carriage was sighted. A shout went up and officials began clearing a path. The oxblood carriage drew in, the steps were lowered and two liveried lackeys helped Mr Odol down. Then the bolts rattled and the doors were opened and the special bone-dusty air of Garratt’s favoured the lungs of the patient crowd.  
 
    After that, ticket holder number one was called from the enclosure. A little man in a big suit stepped forward. He had a cherub face with a scaly patch between his brows. Flakes of skin stuck to his eyelashes. He crooked his arm. Mrs Rutheday took it. She strained her mouth into a curve. When her lips slipped to their accustomed grimness she hauled them back into an imitation smile. The man fondled the hand that lay firmly on his arm. He seemed proud to be accompanied by such a woman. 
 
    The waifs listened to the gossip around them. They heard that the man’s name was Chesuck. He was a bone-mad Topitanian, rumoured to be richer than Barracula if not quite in Odol’s league. And somehow Viniga Rutheday had hooked him. No wonder she was almost smiling. If Chesuck bankrolled her court case it was good as won. The waifs watched in despair as Chesuck and Viniga followed the ushers. Three big fellows walked behind them. Their hats were pulled low and their shoulders strained against their jackets. They swept the crowd constantly with shadowed eyes and bumped people away from Chesuck. Chesuck moved freely in his space and smiled at everyone. 
 
    Alas became a still point in the jostling crowd. ‘There’s Jep,’ he said, ‘and Raymun.’ 
 
    Jeopardine joined the line of lower ranked buyers. 
 
    ‘He’s in with the ticket holders, but only just,’ said Gritty. ‘He must be number a hundred and something.’ 
 
    They watched as their old master edged forward with stiff reserve. Taller and thinner than those around him, he held his tailcoat close and used Raymun and his cane to buffer the crowd. He disappeared through the doors of Garratt’s. 
 
    ‘He makes my stomach drop even now,’ said Gritty. 
 
    The waifs were still there when Jeopardine emerged some hours later. Frustrated desire was written on his face. Raymun ran beside him. The departing buyers moved away, taunting those still waiting with superlatives, ‘most magnificent’, ‘never seen anything like it, will make a miligildanaire of Odol.’ 
 
    The monied itched and hungered, the ones with less hated the ones with more. The Porians who hid in the alleys were grateful for the increase in street pickings, half-eaten buns and dropped coins. 
 
      
 
    There was an interval of three days. The buyers had marked their viewing cards with the lots they wanted and how much they were willing to pay. They had three days to raise the money. 
 
    A message came from Hoby. It was good news. It turned out that many of the waifs’ bone fragments fit together to make a more impressive specimen. Mr Garratt himself was very taken with it. Hoby thought it might fetch several gildans. Molly blanched and sat down. With a sum like that they might win the case. 
 
      
 
     Auction day was nothing like viewing day. Huge sums of money changed hands. In Affland this inspired reverence. A crowd gathered to watch the buyers arrive but they were hushed as at a funeral. Odol’s money was wheeled in on its own truckle guarded by law officers. Garratt’s was a cash only house. 
 
    Hoby let Molly and the waifs in at the back door. The only space left was standing room behind the seller’s area. From there they watched as the rares and the very rares were sold. The real battles began with the uniques. Jeopardine was outbid several times. Skinnitar, Chesuck and Odol took most of the lots. There was fierce competition between Chesuck and Odol. It was clear that the two men hated each other. Mrs Rutheday accompanied Chesuck again. She had given up on her efforts to smile. When Chesuck won she rewarded him with a satisfied sneer which he seemed to like just as well. 
 
     The star of the show was wheeled out. Garratt gave the buyers time to stoke their craving. For reasons of his own Odol had chosen to sell under the secret reserve rules. Chesuck started the bidding on the triwingowl. Jeopardine bid though he had no money to back it. He couldn’t help it; his hand moved of its own accord. Mr Garratt looked embarrassed. Fortunately, the bidding moved on till only Skinnitar and Chesuck were left. Skinnitar dropped out.  Secret reserve rules stated that Chesuck could not continue to bid without competition. Odol had set the reserve very high so he kept the triwingowl just as he intended. He had listed it merely to show off. 
 
    Chesuck took the final lot, an earcase from a Lovitian dizzybat. It was a connoiseur’s piece. Jeopardine would have traded his own ear for it. The buyers were readying themselves to leave. 
 
    Mr Garratt came forward to close the sale. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, before you go to payments. We’ve one more lot. It came in too late for listing and there’s a story behind it.’ 
 
    Odol was signalling to Garratt to hurry it up. ‘Alright Mr Odol, I think in a moment you’ll agree that this piece was worth waiting for. One of our trainees, Hoby Muckman, spotted the potential in a bag of fragments and hasn’t slept for three days while he assembled it. Hoby handed Garratt a megaphone. ‘Are you ready to see it?’ the auctioneer boomed. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ shouted the crowd uncertainly. 
 
    ‘I can’t hear you. Are you ready?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ The crowd warmed to the unexpected showmanship. 
 
    Odol stepped down from his box and bustled into the ring. ‘That’s enough. This is not a circus; it’s a serious scientific institution. Show respect for the exhibits or I go to Spittals for my next sale.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course, Mr Odol. I was only trying to bring a little theatre, a sense of occasion...’ 
 
    ‘You are behaving like a fruit-monger. Uncover the thing and be done.’ 
 
    The auctioneer nodded to the men who gently gathered the cloths towards them. The audience watched in silence. 
 
    Odol looked. ‘Mine,’ he said under his breath. 
 
    ‘Mine,’ said Chesuck, his eyes slitting. 
 
    Jeopardine whimpered, tore off his cravat and stuffed it into his mouth. 
 
    The waifs’ lot was beautiful. The bones were delicate as shells. ‘See the gradations, the watered silk colours,’ said Garratt, ‘the flushes of pink and purple in the crest. There are gnaw marks here but the indents merely show how the bone is layered with, if I can hazard a guess, mineral deposits, which give the different tints. Who could tire of looking at such a thing? Everyone in the auction house has fallen for it. We stand, we stare, we laugh out loud at the sheer pointless beauty of it. Why such beauty on the inside? We have all asked ourselves this. Perhaps it was a rather dull, shy creature; grey or brown; nothing about it to draw attention. And all the time its beauty was on the inside, invisible till long after death. How poignant. How mysterious. Ladies and gentlemen; many, many bones have passed through my hands. Recently we have seen a fashion for ancients. They are notable for size and rarity, but they do seem rather clumsily made, as if Mammus was merely practising. Here we are at the other extreme: a pinnacle of finesse. I seriously doubt that I will see a finer specimen in my lifetime.’ Garratt’s eyes shone. ‘You who are present can feel very privileged. We are hoping that the successful bidder today will agree to exhibit the specimen for several months and thereafter at least once a year. Such a thing deserves to be seen by all the people of Affland and beyond.’ He smiled. ‘Would that I had the means to bid. I will be sorrier than I can say to see this go.’ 
 
    Odol had returned to his seat. ‘Garratt,’ he said, ‘the bidding.’ 
 
    Garratt opened the bidding at a price that made Molly feel for the wall behind her and the waifs hang on to each other. Chesuck and Odol were the only bidders. Garratt spoke without drama, letting the bids speak for themselves. The amounts grew higher and higher. Neither man faltered or showed any doubt. Chesuck was far richer than anyone had imagined. The sums became stratospheric. Odol began to sweat. Chesuck remained steady and smiling. Mrs Rutheday was gripping his arm very tightly. ‘Stop,’ she hissed. Chesuck gave her one look. It was frightening. She was frightened. She didn’t try to stop him again. It became clear that Chesuck would not stop – ever. Odol threw his handkerchief down. 
 
    ‘Sold to Mr Chesuck,’ said Garratt. The room fell silent with stunned respect for bones and money. 
 
    ‘Gavel, sir,’ prompted the newly promoted Hoby Muckman. 
 
    Garratt rapped his gavel. 
 
    The crowd erupted. They demanded to know who the sellers were and where the specimen had come from. 
 
    ‘As I said earlier, there’s a story behind this piece. The sellers are three spirited travellers who have taken all manner of risks to bring these bones here today, but I must respect their wish to remain anonymous.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter anymore,’ said Molly. ‘Here they are. She pushed the waifs forward.’ 
 
    Mr Garratt welcomed them to the stand. ‘Miss Gritty Garnet, Masters Alas Ringworm and Oy Yew.’ 
 
    Jeopardine stared at them, appalled. His gaze travelled slowly up the walls to the high arches that let light in through the roof. They were peeling and cobwebbed. His eyes remained fixed like a pair of upturned eggs. Raymun led him away like a blind man. 
 
    Within a few minutes Chesuck had gone from a man rich in money to a man rich in bones. The waifs had done the opposite. Behind a screen sacks of coin were being weighed. 
 
    ‘I got chills running from my scalp to the back of my legs,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Does it mean the case is won for definite, Molly?’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘For definite,’ said Molly. Her eyes and nose were running. She found a chair and sat fanning herself with the hem of her overskirt. Ma and Jep know we can keep going for longest and we can top any bribe. They won’t waste any more money spinning it out. It’s not how justice should work but justice has won in the end.’ 
 
      
 
    Just as Molly said, it was in everyone’s interest to draw the case to a close. The bowling balls, eyebrows and voice box sat down together in private session. They were joined by Judge Cracknuckle. 
 
    In the middle of the highly polished table were nine volumes of case notes for Jeopardine v Sandy v Rutheday. The case had run for three yonks. Despite the courtroom drama, behind the scenes they still wrangled over point 1 subsection a (i). There were 78 points to be decided. It was a lifetime’s work for them and the baby lawyers now being reared on their home hearths. 
 
    ‘Mr Baracula,’ said the judge, ‘what’s the best way to draw this to a close? It needs to look neat on record you know.’ 
 
    ‘Your honour,’ said Baracula. ‘Since subsection b is a long way off, I suggest Mr Langverbers and myself withdraw our evidence as unreliable.’ 
 
    ‘Which it is,’ said Maundry. 
 
    ‘And twisted and biased,’ said Langverbers. 
 
    ‘And bearing no resemblance to the truth whatsoever,’ said Baracula. 
 
    ‘And sadly corrupt.’ Langverbers shook his head. 
 
    ‘In which case we can tear up points 1 to 78 immediately,’ said Baracula. 
 
    ‘Leaving the facts to speak for themselves,’ said Maundry. 
 
    Baracula shivered. ‘Not something we recommend ordinarily.’ 
 
    ‘A dangerous precedent,’ said Langverbers. 
 
    ‘But my clerks are skilled in papering over this sort of thing,’ said Baracula. 
 
    ‘Leave it to the clerks then,’ said the judge. ‘Mr Maundry, call your clients in.’ 
 
    Mr Maundry opened the door and beckoned to the Sandys. A sway-hipped rosy woman and a bandy-legged man came in followed by three children. Oy approached the table and hefted a money bag onto it. Gritty, Alas and Molly all lay their money down.  
 
    ‘It’s all there,’ said Dr Sandy, ‘but you can check it again if you wish.’ 
 
    The legals loosened the drawstrings. They sniffed the notes and bit the gold. Satisfied, they closed the bags though they continued to look at them. 
 
    Baracula coughed. ‘Gentlemen, if I could sum up. Our lengthy, not to say exhaustive, not to say exhausting investigations and deliberations and...’ 
 
    ‘Hurry up,’ said the judge, looking at his fob. 
 
    ‘Your honour, it’s an open and shut case.’ 
 
    ‘Forget the open and get to the shut.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, the waif rights are unanimously, indisputably and perpetually assigned to Molly cook.’ 
 
    ‘Sandy,’ Mr Maundry corrected. 
 
    ‘To Mrs Molly Sandy,’ said Baracula. 
 
    ‘Case closed,’ said the judge. He whisked a money bag under his robe, clipped it onto his belt alongside several smaller bags, and left the room without looking at anyone. 
 
    Mr Baracula showed Molly where to sign. The papers were dated and stamped. The waifs danced around the Sandys. ‘We did it, we did it, we did it,’ they sang. Molly began to cry. ‘I never thought to see the end of it. I thought I would see my life out waiting for an end to it.’ Dr Sandy made her sit down. Molly dried her face and blew her nose. ‘That’s enough of that. We must get down to the factory. Those poor children shan’t work a minute more than they need.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t wait to see them,’ said Gritty.   
 
    ‘I should warn you,’ said Dr Sandy, ‘some of your friends may be missing. We’ve heard of waifs being sold into service elsewhere. I didn’t want to worry you before but Affland Council has been a worse master than Jeopardine if that’s possible. There’s no reliable inspector or doctor, and there’s more grit than ever in the waif bread.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Lor’,’ said Gritty, ‘remember how we put up with chipped teeth and scoured throats ’cos we were too hungry to spit the stones.’  
 
    Alas scratched his arm and neck. ‘Let’s go,’ he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



26 Return to Duldred 
 
      
 
    They left the offices and began the walk to the factory. Stopping at the bakers and dairy they ordered bread and milk to be sent ahead.  
 
    ‘Best not to shock their systems with too much too soon,’ said Dr Sandy. 
 
    ‘And later we’ll knock up a feast for them. What do you say, Oy?’ said Molly. ‘It’s a shame I ain’t no better at cooking than I used to be.’ 
 
    ‘What’s happened to Mrs Midden?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘She’s stuck it out at Duldred, but she’s had to cut back. Tradesmen have started withdrawing their accounts for lack of payment. She makes endless pies. I’ve sneaked in to see her and no matter what time I turn up she’s there rolling, rolling. There’s pies lined up all over the kitchen. Pauper’s stargazy: she tops the pie with fish heads but there’s no fish underneath, only potatoes. When she can’t get fish heads she fetches little sprats from the lake and swats them down on top of the pastry. There’s getting to be an awful smell in there. It’s drawing the flies.’ 
 
    ‘Jeopardine has lofty tastes and a nervous stomach. I wonder how he’s faring on cat food and stodge,’ said Dr Sandy. 
 
    ‘She won’t admit how bad things are,’ said Molly. ‘She calls it a good thing, says the master is too thin and stodge never killed anyone.’ 
 
    As they neared the factory the waifs walked faster and faster, almost breaking into a run. Molly puffed behind. Dr Sandy held her arm and urged her not to rush; a minute more or less would make no difference. The factory gate was in sight. It was horribly familiar: the wrought iron bars with the words J. Jeopardine Manufactory scrolled above. The high brick walls were topped with spikes. There was a smell of oiled metal and trash on the turn, the reek of labour. The watchman let them in. The overseer came out to meet them. He shook hands with the Sandys and said he didn’t realise they had family and what fine children they were. ‘They are,’ said Molly, ‘and the rest of our family are in there, and they shall be just as fine. Shut down please.’ 
 
    ‘Shut down?’ The overseer looked baffled. 
 
    ‘Shut off the engines please.’ 
 
    ‘Ma’am, it’s nowhere near knockoff. You’ll be losing money.’ 
 
    ‘Do it, man,’ said Dr Sandy. 
 
    The overseer went away. The rhythmical racket ceased. Dr Sandy and Molly went into the factory. The waifs waited outside directing the baker’s cart and the dairy cart to set up in the yard. A great cheer went up all over the factory. There was a clamour of voices and a column of waifs came spilling out into the yard. They filled their arms and pockets and mouths with bread and gulped at the milk and blinked at the daylight. Gritty and Alas and Oy kept on staring at the factory doors. Last out were Dr Sandy and Molly with Blinda, Jakes, Elyut, Lizbuth, Billam, Henret and Lucinda. They were thin, grey and ragged. 
 
    Oy’s eyes welled. 
 
    ‘I’d forgot,’ said Gritty. 
 
    Alas walked to meet his friends. His eyes were fixed on Lucinda. Excited waifs bumped into him. He didn’t notice. 
 
    Lucinda stood before him. ‘Is it really you, Alas?’ she said. ‘You’ve grown as filled as an Afflander. I feel like a raisin next to you.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t be like that for long,’ he said. He folded her bones close and whispered against the frame of her shoulder. ‘I’m sorry I left you.’ 
 
      
 
    The factory waifs would have to spend a few more nights in the sheds but none of them minded. They had all saved some of the bread they were given half expecting to be back in service the next day. But as each day passed and more food arrived and the engines remained idle and the workshops locked a party atmosphere took over. The waif sheds were made comfortable with truckle beds, extra blankets and pillows. The factory waifs could hardly imagine a finer life, but a much finer life awaited them. 
 
    The clerks worked far more quickly than the lawyers. Papers were drawn up transferring most of Jeopardine’s assets to Molly. She was happy for him to keep his bone collection and for Gwendalyn’s sake she allowed him a small sum to set up home modestly elsewhere. As transfer day approached the waifs questioned whether they could ever live happily at Duldred. The bad memories were strong. Molly thought it could be done. She had a vision of a bright and happy home full of well-fed children. 
 
    ‘I can’t settle without Gert,’ said Gritty. ‘I hope she’ll come back when Oy tells her how things are.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure she will,’ said Molly. ‘The library will be hers to run as she pleases.’ 
 
    ‘Her own library – Duldred library,’ Gritty mused. 
 
    ‘Duldred will be a happy place, I promise. We’ll clear out everything old including the name. We’ll change it to something nice and cheery. We’ll store coal in the basement. Everything will be open and airy. There’ll be some work to do but it will be work that each one chooses. It will be done equally for the benefit of all and strictly limited to a few hours a day.’ 
 
    ‘The rest of the time you can learn and play,’ said Dr Sandy. 
 
    ‘And eat and rest,’ said Molly. 
 
    ‘There’ll be a place for Lil won’t there?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘If that’s what she wants,’ said Molly. ‘You’re very attached to her aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I know you think she’s cold and stiff,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘She is,’ said Alas, ‘and stubborn and awkward.’ 
 
    ‘But there’s something in her,’ said Gritty. ‘I can’t even say what it is. She lets it out in the littlest bits and you never know when it’s coming. You’ve seen it haven’t you, Oy?’ 
 
    ‘It’s always there,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘Well I’ve only seen it a few times but it’s worth waiting for,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Ask Lil what she would like,’ said Dr Sandy. ‘We’ll do what we can to oblige.’ 
 
    Gritty ran off. She spent some time telling Lil that Duldred was the perfect place for a Dresh away from home. The park was big enough for solitude. The ceilings were so high she need never stoop. She could have her own room full of tall cupboards if she wished. Her friends would be there when she wanted them and not there when she didn’t. Would she stay?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘Why?’ said Gritty, and again she ran through the benefits making it all sound as enticing as it possibly could be. Whenever she sensed a ‘no’ rising she carried on talking. ‘Moss,’ she said, ‘and rockery plants. We’ll build a rockery and raise whatever food you like.’ Gritty took a breath. 
 
    ‘No,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘I prefer the mountains.’ 
 
    ‘The Glumaws. It’s a long way off and awful cold.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care. The song there does not pain me.’ 
 
    ‘Would you like me to come with you? I could set up with Bram and Kurt.’ 
 
    ‘No. I want to be alone.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not thinking about going to stand again are you?’ 
 
    Lil refused to answer. 
 
    ‘You can’t. You can’t just go and fade into some rocks somewhere.’ 
 
    Lil’s earlids lowered like shutters. 
 
    Oy said that Gritty should give Lil time and space. Perhaps she would come round. Lil did not come round though she did make one concession.  
 
    ‘I will come to Duldred with you for three days only,’ she said. ‘I will see you settled with the jolly cook and the bandy doctor and all your friends around you. Before too long your sister will join you, then I know you’ll have no need of me. You will be happy and you should be. You are not a bad child.’ 
 
    Such words were as near affection as Lil could manage. And for that Gritty had to be grateful. 
 
      
 
    The new master and mistress of Duldred used the newly cleared canal to transport themselves and their things to the estate. Molly had consulted with all the factory waifs about what sort of home they wanted. Their needs were very modest. They were fond of their beds and wanted to keep them. They would like to keep on with the food and to wake up in daylight. A day off work now and again would be grand. Molly smiled and said she would see to it. 
 
    The Sandys’ few bags and pieces of furniture fit easily into the barge. Molly herself took up nearly as much room. Oy, Alas, Gritty and Lil went with them. The other children would follow when the house was ready. The Duldred waifs gathered to see their friends off. Dr Sandy hitched his horse to the boat. At the last minute Molly called to Blinda to join them. She had a special job for her she said. The horse walked on. The narrow boat glided out between the high brick walls of factories and warehouses. The water was slicked with oil and it stank. Making gave way to baking as they passed the mills and bakeries. The canal path greened and widened. They looked into back yards and sculleries. Then the houses were left behind and the water cleared. All of them mused on past and future. Oy held his finger up and watched it. 
 
    ‘What’re you doing, Oy?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Feel’s like I’m still and the world’s moving,’ he said. 
 
    Gritty watched the hedges slide past. ‘I see what you mean,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Will we see Jep, Molly?’ said Alas. 
 
    ‘You needn’t. I must,’ said Molly. ‘He has to sign the estate over to me in front of the lawyers.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think he’ll do it?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘He’s got no choice,’ said Molly. 
 
    ‘He’s tricky though ain’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Tricky and mad. Mr Maundry says nothing can go wrong now, but I’ll feel better once I get those papers.’ 
 
    ‘There it is,’ said Oy. 
 
    Duldred’s outer walls and parkland lay ahead.  
 
    ‘Ain’t never seen it from this end before,’ said Gritty. ‘There’s a tunnel coming up.’ 
 
    Dr Sandy took the horse over the top while the barge passed into the darkness. The waifs lay across the bows and pushed against the tunnel walls with their legs. Oy thought it much like a sewer. The circle of light at the far end grew till they came out into Duldred estate. The hall itself was nearer than expected. Alas scratched his arm where red rings had suddenly appeared. A small boat approached from the direction of the hall. It was being driven along like a punt by a short person with a pole. 
 
    ‘Raymun!’ said Oy.  
 
    ‘It isn’t,’ said Gritty. ‘It is you know. I thought it was a child at first. I’d forgot how small he is.’ She began to wave.   
 
    Raymun might be small but he was as quick and strong as ever. Soon the two crafts lay alongside each other. Raymun looked from the waifs to Molly to Lil with a great mix of emotions on his face.  
 
    ‘I don’t know where you’ve been,’ he said, ‘but it’s made fine people of you. I wouldn’t have known you. I wouldn’t have thought so much growin’ could be done in so short a time. And I’m thinking maybe I shouldn’t have bin so agin growing; I shouldn’t have tried so hard not to do it. Looking at you now and at this fine heighty lady, I see there is merit in growing after all.’ 
 
    Gritty could hardly keep from laughing. ‘It’s good to see you, Raymun. The lady back there is our friend, Lil. I would introduce you but she don’t like meeting new folks. It’s not personal, just the way of the Dresh. She’ll let you know if she wants to meet you – or not.’ 
 
    But Raymun was hardly listening to Gritty. He was looking beyond and above her.  
 
    ‘How d’ya do, short-as-yar.’ Lil’s voice surprised them all. She had come to stand beside the waifs and her voice was the mellowest they had ever heard it. 
 
    Raymun stretched up tall as he could, puffed his chest as wide as he could. ‘I am very pleased to meet you Miss Lil. Short-as-I-am, I must tell you, old-as-I-am, I don’t believe I’m fixed-as-I-am. There’s some growing left in me yet; if I was just to remember how to do it then I believe I could.’ 
 
    ‘That’s how to talk to a Dresh,’ Lil turned and scolded Gritty. ‘Respectful-like.’ Her face showed Raymun that she approved but her uppity streak remained. ‘Well, don’t put yourself out,’ she told him, then relenting, ‘I mean to say it ain’t necessary to my good will. I’m height-blind you might say – treat all alike.’ 
 
    ‘Lil!’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘From now on, is what I was going to say, if you,’ she addressed Gritty, ‘nose-pokey-as-yar, would give me a chance. Oh!’ Lil put her hand on her chest. 
 
    ‘What is it, Lil?’ said Gritty. 
 
    Lil didn’t answer her. Instead she spoke to Raymun. ‘Forget the Lil; my given name is Almonde Powdibloo.’ 
 
    ‘Well!’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘A right beautiful name,’ said Raymun.  
 
    ‘Sorry, Raymun,’ Alas interrupted. ‘We’d like to keep with the pleasantries but Molly’s got some business to see to and the quicker the better. Is Jep still here?’ 
 
    ‘The master is inside,’ said Raymun. ‘It’s a sad day for him, and for me, or it was.’ He looked at Lil. ‘I would have stayed with master right till the end. I think he wanted me to. I would’ve gone with him and served even if it’s only a cottage he’s going to. There’s still work to be done in a cottage. It’s the mistress who sent me away.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Spindle?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Mistress Jeopardine,’ Raymun corrected, ‘wants him all to herself. She wants to be the only person he relies on, but she don’t know him like I do. She can’t calculate his moods or know what to do to ease them.’ 
 
    ‘What will you do, Raymun?’ asked Oy. 
 
    ‘Master gave me my freedom while he still had the right to do it, and he gave me a purse to go with it. I gave it back to him, said he’d more need of it. Then he offered to make me topdog over the upservants, but I didn’t want that. They all deserted him of course when the wages started falling, but not me. Service here has been my life. Now... I’ll find work in Crust. There’s always cheer in work.’ 
 
    ‘Please stay and work for us, Raymun,’ said Molly. ‘You’re the perfect person to run the estate. We want to concentrate on looking after the waifs. It would be a relief to leave everything else to you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if I could cope with such a turnaround,’ said Raymun. ‘It would seem disloyal to the Master.’ 
 
    ‘It’s no disloyalty,’ said Lil. ‘You have done as much as you can for him. His wife has sent you away. You must look to your own happiness now.’ 
 
    ‘Would you be staying here by any chance, Miss Powdibloo?’ asked Raymun. 
 
    ‘I will be staying,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘Well!’ said Gritty, again. 
 
    ‘Then I’ll take this boat back the way it came,’ said Raymun. 
 
    Lil kept her eyes on Raymun’s. 
 
    Gritty looked from Lil to Raymun and back again. She folded her arms and stared sulkily across the park.  
 
    The barge followed the little boat along the edge of the formal gardens to the back of the house. Raymun tied the boats up and took the new occupants in. 
 
    They walked through the service rooms. It was cold and the floors and walls were bare. ‘Excuse the musty smell,’ said Raymun. ‘Master’s been economizing on fuel. You’ll find the front of the house much the same. We shut eight public rooms and twelve private. That way I could do the work of all the upservants and the waifs. The lawyers are waiting for you in the Tulip Room.’ 
 
    At the Tulip Room Raymun tapped on the door.  
 
    ‘Come.’ It was the voice of the Master. 
 
    Molly pushed. The door opened with the familiar soft drag over thick carpet. Molly and the doctor went in. Raymun pulled the door shut behind them. 
 
    ‘I won’t go far,’ said Raymun. ‘He might need me still. We’ll wait in Rook’s Parlour.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Alas. ‘Not there.’ He crossed the corridor to the Shell Room.  
 
    ‘That’s not in use,’ said Raymun. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Alas. He went in and sat by an empty hearth on a sofa covered by a white cloth. Gritty and Oy sat with him. Lil and Raymun stood at either end of the sofa. 
 
    ‘Master’s – I mean Jep’s voice,’ said Gritty. ‘Didn’t it just bring everything back? It feels wrong sitting here. I was always up there.’ She pointed to the chandelier. ‘I’m even getting phantom hunger pangs. Feels like I dreamed it all and tonight we’ll be down in the basement with Raymun counting us in.’ 
 
    Alas stood up. ‘How did it happen?’ he said angrily. ‘How was Jep allowed to own us and to treat us so bad? He had no right. I’m going to tell him.’ 
 
    Alas strode towards the door. Oy stopped him. ‘I wouldn’t, Alas. Let Molly get through her business first.’ 
 
    ‘He’s right,’ said Gritty, ‘best not to interrupt. You can catch Jep on his way out if you must. Why don’t we watch through the hatch? Will you wait here, Lil?’ 
 
    Lil kept on looking at Raymun. She didn’t answer. 
 
    ‘Go on. I’ll keep Miss Powdibloo company,’ said Raymun.  
 
    The waifs were surprised at how low and narrow the runs seemed. Only Oy was small enough to move freely.  At the Tulip Room Alas took first turn at the eyehole. 
 
     Molly and Dr Sandy sat at one side of the table with Mr Maundry. Master and Mistress Jeopardine and Mr Baracula faced them. Baracula passed Jeopardine the pen. Jeopardine twisted the nib. His fingertips were dark with ink. Gwendalyn took the pen from him and wiped his hand with her handkerchief. Jeopardine let her. ‘Come on now, dearest,’ she coaxed. ‘Write your name on the paper and let’s be done with it.’ She put the pen back in his hand and closed his fingers round it. 
 
    Mr Maundry checked his fob. ‘Time is money you know,’ he said. 
 
    Baracula looked at him with professional solidarity. ‘Indeed it is,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Did you hear that, dear?’ said Gwendalyn. ‘We are keeping Mr Baracula unnecessarily.’ 
 
    ‘He has failed us. Let him wait.’ Jeopardine threw the pen down again. 
 
    ‘We’ve been through this, dear, you can make him wait for as long as you like but it will cost you 500 mariats per hour.’ 
 
    Jeopardine put the pen between his teeth and crunched down on it. 
 
    ‘My love, for pity’s sake, the cost could be the difference between a house and a hovel.’ 
 
    ‘I am mad,’ said Jeopardine. ‘A madman cannot be charged legal fees.’ 
 
    ‘Not so,’ said Mr Maundry. ‘I refer you to Sydney Lydney v the state.’ 
 
    Baracula folded his arms and nodded.  
 
    Jeopardine looked for a way out: in the faces around the table, in the objects in the room, in the walls and windows. There was none. He wrote his name with such angry force that the paper was marked by gouges and peppered ink. 
 
    The party rose. Gwendalyn led Jeopardine towards the door. The lawyers walked behind, all differences forgotten. Molly and Dr Sandy held hands and smiled at each other with weary gladness and relief. 
 
    ‘I got to do this,’ said Alas bursting out of the hatch with Oy and Gritty behind him. 
 
    When Jeopardine saw them his chest heaved with outrage.. ‘Those two!’ he shouted, pointing at Alas and Oy. ‘They started this. Get them out of here.’ 
 
    But there was no one left to follow his orders. 
 
    Alas walked up to Jeopardine. He stood squarely before him. Where once his head had reached Jeopardine’s chest, now it was level with his chin. ‘I’ve got a right to be here,’ said Alas. ‘You’re the one that needs to leave. You never did have a right to any of this. All of it was built on the sweat of Porians. We earned every stone of this place, and now we’re taking it back. Ha, I remember when I couldn’t even look you in the eye.  Now I see you in your weakness and I wonder why I ever feared you. I got no more to say.’ 
 
    Jeopardine inhaled deeply. He curled and uncurled his fingers as though he would like to strangle Alas. Gwendalyn took his arm. They walked woodenly away. But Jeopardine was not done. He spun around and grabbed Alas by the hair. Alas elbowed Jeopardine in the groin. Jeopardine doubled over.  
 
    ‘Why I didn’t do that a long while back I’ll never know,’ said Alas. 
 
    Raymun and Lil heard the shouting and came to investigate. Seeing how things were Raymun apologised to Lil and went to help his old master and mistress out to the cart. The fine carriages were all gone. They left in the same way that the waifs had once arrived, seated on rickety planks hired from the Carter’s Inn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



27 Cats and Cupboards 
 
      
 
    ‘Now we must go and find my aunt,’ said Molly. ‘I only hope she’s grown no worse since last I saw her.’ 
 
     Molly was right to be worried. The Duldred kitchens were surrounded by cats. They pressed themselves against the doors, they crouched on the roof, they balanced in the gutters. They tried to access the windows from above and below. Molly shooed them away. The kitchen window had grown grimy without a winders waif to clean it. Molly rubbed it with her sleeve and looked through. The kitchen itself was in great disorder. Pies covered every surface: some half made, some without lids and some stacked in piles like pancakes. Balls of dough lay around the pastry board. On the board was one huge boulder of pastry topped by a smaller one. Mrs Midden, in a skewed hat and soiled apron, was kneeling on the table. She was shaping a face on the smaller ball. It was an effigy of herself. ‘Oh dear,’ said Molly. ‘This is what I feared. She isn’t well at all. I’m going to risk taking you in. I hope the sight of you will take her back in time, then we’ll convince her that the future can be better than the past. Ready? If she cusses don’t take any notice. Leave the talking to me.’ Molly opened the door. ‘Aunt, dear,’ she said, gently. 
 
    Mrs Midden turned her floury face towards Molly. ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Only to see how you are, and I’ve brought some old friends with me.’ 
 
    The waifs filed in behind Molly. 
 
    Mrs Midden struggled to get down from the table. Her petticoats swept a rubble of dough with her. ‘It’s come to this has it?’ she said. ‘You’ve brought them out of whatever hole you’ve been hiding them in. And what have you been feeding them while I’ve been making do with cat food? They’re near as fat as you. It’s all wrong. I won’t have it. Get them out, get them out.’ Mrs Midden advanced towards the waifs. 
 
    ‘Aunt, aunt!’ Molly held Mrs Midden’s arms. The old cook struggled weakly. 
 
    ‘And that one, that one at the back,’ she pointed at Oy, ‘he started it all. How can you bring him here? You mock, Molly cook, you mock.’ 
 
    ‘Aunt, listen. We’re all here to help you.’ She led Mrs Midden to a chair next to the range and sat her down. The waifs quietly and efficiently began to tidy the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Leave my pies. Leave my pies.’ Mrs Midden began to cry. 
 
    ‘They’re starting to smell,’ said Molly. ‘It’s drawing every cat on the estate. The waifs will have your kitchen gleaming in no time. Isn’t that what you’ve missed? You’re an artist aunt, a pastry artist. You don’t want to be bothered with such things as cleaning and you can’t work with gritty flour and rotting fish. We’re going to make everything just like it was, and you’ll be back as queen of the kitchen. There’s a young lady who is just longing to learn from you and she’ll make a better apprentice than I ever did.’ Molly beckoned to Blinda, already dressed in a cook’s apron, and already, after several days of uninterrupted eating, beginning to fill her clothes roundly. She’s nothing like Oy. She favours stodge and she can’t wait to roll and dollop in the best Midden tradition.’  
 
    Blinda curtseyed. Mrs Midden blew her nose on her apron. 
 
    ‘Come on now. Let’s get you tidied up.’ Molly gestured to Blinda who helped Mrs Midden into a clean hat and apron. ‘There, you look better already.’ 
 
    Mrs Midden smoothed the gleaming apron and adjusted her cap. ‘Feeling better,’ she said. 
 
    ‘How about a rhyme then?’ said Molly. 
 
    Mrs Midden shook her head. 
 
    ‘Not ready for that yet? See the kitchen, how it’s starting to shine. How about we unpack those rolling pins? Then we’ll sit in the parlour like old times and let the waifs finish cleaning up.’ 
 
    Mrs Midden stood unsteadily and they left the waifs to their cleaning, scouring and buffing. 
 
      
 
    After that work began on the rest of the house. Raymun supervised the heavy labour and did much of it himself. Alas enjoyed solving all kinds of practical problems. A house tailored to the whims of one man was steadily transformed into a house that would suit a few hundred children. 
 
    When the first rooms were completed Alas and Gritty took the barge to fetch Lucinda, Lizbuth, Billam, Henret, Jakes and Elyut from the factory. The journey back was noisy and exciting. They all lay down on the decks together and propelled the boat through the tunnel with much echoing laughter. They jumped out near the pond which was free of iron beaks though still home to swans who were unchained and no longer destined to have their necks wrung by Sly and knotted by Mrs Midden. Molly and Blinda greeted them with cake, then they explored the house and gardens freely, noting all the changes. Where were the horrible statues? Wasn’t the ballroom floor great for skidding on? Didn’t the study look different? Look at the basement, stacked with dismantled bone cabinets. And so on. Lucinda very deliberately left cake-sticky fingerprints on the malachite banister. 
 
    All of them asked after Oy. Gritty went to look for him. She found him in the peelhouse experimenting with the Lellick. 
 
    ‘All the old crowd are here and they all want to see you,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I will come,’ said Oy, ‘once I get this batch ready.’ 
 
     She helped him chop the fungus into small pieces. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me,’ she said. ‘I know I should be happy but...’ 
 
    ‘You miss Gert, and adventure,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘I do,’ said Gritty. ‘I want to go back with you, Oy. I can’t wait for Gert to come to me. I want to fetch her myself.’ 
 
    ‘I should think that will be alright,’ said Oy. ‘But you could stay here and be warm and fed. Bram will look after Gert and bring her back safe I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘No, I can’t stand the waiting. I’m fond of Molly and the others but it’s not the same as family. And Alas has got Lucinda and Lil has got Raymun – that ain’t right is it, Oy? I mean what does she see in him?’ 
 
    ‘Go and ask her?’ said Oy. ‘She’s in the pot room.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t ask her that.’ 
 
    ‘When a question takes root in your head it’s better to ask it. One thing Lil don’t mind is honesty.’ 
 
      Gritty went to the pot room. It seemed to be empty at first but there were sounds from one of the tall china cupboards. She opened the door. Lil was inside.  
 
    ‘Do you mind?’ said Lil irritably. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ Gritty peered into the cupboard. Lil had stacked linen around the sides. ‘Making yourself comfortable?’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘And why wouldn’t I?’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘It looks like you ain’t so set on the Glumaws then,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Now, miss,’ said Lil, ‘there’s a chord in your voice I don’t take to. We’ll have it out if you please.’ 
 
    Gritty took a breath and paused. She took another breath and spoke. ‘All this time we’ve been together and all we’ve been through; you know how I admire you, but most of the time you act like you don’t even like me, and then you meet Raymun and talk to him so respectful. I ain’t never heard the like from you, not even with Per. You even told him your name. You never told me your name. I don’t know why you even like him. He always favoured the Master over us – he was a traitor to his own kind.’ 
 
    ‘Now we come to it. You left your own sister behind because you fancied a bit of adventure. Was that a betrayal? Are you a traitor?’ 
 
    ‘I was being true to my jenie, that’s all. It’s what they taught us in Nondula. And Gertie needed to stay and be true to hers.’ 
 
    ‘Raymun is the same.’ 
 
    Gritty was quiet. Lil waited. Then Gritty said, ‘Work: that’s Raymun’s jenie ain’t it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I hear it in him, and many other things. Did you ever try to get to know him? Did you even ask him his name? Where you see betrayal I hear loyalty. He did not judge his master. He saw the weakness behind the bullying and he felt for him. Raymun made the best of what he was given. He resolved to be cheerful no matter what. And the Master raised him up when you left, gave him authority over the ones that beat him. He turned it down. Raymun knows what he is. He didn’t have Nondul scholars to tell him. He found it out himself. There is a man.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose.’ Gritty looked ashamed. ‘What is Raymun’s surname?’ 
 
    ‘Digwel.’ Lil’s lips twitched. ‘Raymun Digwel.’ She lingered fondly on the syllables. 
 
    ‘Digwel. I remember the family. They were hard workers. Cheery through the worst harvests.’ 
 
    Lil nodded proudly. ‘Raymun has started to build me a cupboard. He looked at me from every side and had my measurements by eye. He said that he would make me a perfect cupboard and I trust that he will.’ 
 
    ‘Is that all you needed to make you happy, a perfect cupboard?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose you’ll let me alone until I tell you everything. You’re as nosey as a Chee. I was looking for a place not a person. I never expected to find a home in a person. I hardly know which end my head is. Raymun has tuned my fork. His song goes with mine. Craicanmar out there has gone. It’s in here now.’ Lil ran her finger slowly around her ear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



28  Last Leg 
 
      
 
    Oy chopped, boiled, strained and evaporated until he had what he wanted: very pure, intensely yellow Lellick powder. Unfortunately, one large fungus made only a fingertip of powder. Dr Sandy, Gritty and Oy formed a Lellick-picking party and took a cart out to the woods. The fungus was chill and flabby in their hands. It smelled of earth and butter. They brought back six sackfuls. Oy took the fungus to the kitchen for boiling. Mrs Midden spread herself across the stoves. She wouldn’t be a party to poisonings she said. Molly talked to her but Mrs Midden did not believe that the fungus was for medicine. She began to pant and rant. When that happened it took days to calm her so Molly asked Raymun to build a stove in the smokehouse which he did. Oy and Gritty set to work. It took five days to fill three pouches with powder. Each one weighed fourteen snegs. ‘It’s enough to treat Linnet for the rest of her life,’ said Oy, then he frowned, ‘if we get there in time.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing keeping us now,’ said Gritty, and they went to tell Molly that they were ready to leave. Molly cried, smothered them in embraces and helped them to pack. 
 
      
 
    Next day Oy went to say goodbye to each of his friends. He wanted to be sure that they had found their jenies and were healthy and happy. Jakes had grown so tall that Lil thought he must have Dresh blood, especially since he was also musical. Lizbuth had taken to making pots. Oy had made her a hair tonic and she was delighted that her bald patches had grown over like a newly seeded lawn. Elyut was fond of riding. He was often seen setting his pony at the hedges all around the park. Henret liked eggs. She looked after the hens and the wild fowl that came back to the lake and even tamed the iron beaks whose eggs were so hard and heavy they could be used as doorstops.. Lucinda liked sewing and reading. Blinda cook was happy helping Mrs Midden. Billam was the only one yet to find his jenie. ‘I’ve tried reading and making and gardening,’ he told Oy, ‘but none of ’em seems to suit.’ Billam giggled. 
 
    ‘When you came out of the factory and Molly told you to go and play you couldn’t stop laughing,’ said Oy. ‘It seems to me that you’ve hardly stopped laughing since. Maybe that’s your jenie. You’re here to laugh and play.’ 
 
    Billam was pleased with that and he giggled as he said goodbye. 
 
    Oy found Lil in what used to be the bone room. The bones were all gone. Now it was a place for indoor games. Lil was moving things by fractions. It was something she did all over the house. No one knew why except Oy. ‘You ought to tell everyone what you’re doing,’ said Oy. ‘Then they’d be more careful to leave things where they are.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t expect them to understand tuning,’ said Lil. 
 
    ‘You could teach them,’ said Oy. ‘When Molly has visitors from Crust they all ask what she’s done to make it feel like this.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘You know... beautiful. They think it’s down to paint and furnishings.’ 
 
    ‘Let them think it. I don’t do it for them. I couldn’t live here with that dark flat song like a stain over everything.’ She tapped her fork against the wall and held it to her ear. She marched across the room and moved a table. ‘Better,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Has Raymun finished your cupboard?’ 
 
    Lil smiled. ‘Cupboard, it’s more than that. It’s a custom craic. I’ll show you.’ 
 
    She took him to the rear of Raymun’s lodge and opened a tall door. A niche in the back wall held the yellow stone she had brought from the Cracnazy. Lil slipped in sideways. ‘A perfect craic cups your ribs and steadies your head with just the right amount of firm. I don’t know how Raymun knew it but he did.’ She stroked the wooden curves inside. ‘Beds,’ she sneered. ‘Like being swallowed by a sponge.’ 
 
    The two said goodbye next to the tall door, painted in a colour that Raymun called powdibloo. 
 
    Last of all Oy went to find Alas and Lucinda. They were talking quietly on the swing in the Mammus Grove. The stone Mammus now lay at the bottom of the lake. Together they watched the small figure walking towards them. 
 
    ‘I’ve come to say goodbye,’ said Oy. 
 
    Lucinda got up and hugged Oy and asked him about his trip and if he had everything he needed. Alas watched Oy with his lips pressed together. Lucinda trailed off. 
 
    ‘Alas,’ said Oy, ‘before I go, can I ask you one thing?’ 
 
    ‘Anything.’ 
 
    ‘Will you try to get on with Lil? I don’t like to see you two so cool with each other after all we’ve been through.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say we’re best friends, but there’s respect,’ said Alas. ‘I’ve thanked her for talking me through he storm wall and she said if it wasn’t for me she’d have turned to dust in that craic she was hiding in. Don’t worry, we’ll get along fine.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    The two boys looked into each other’s eyes. Alas was first to speak. ‘I don’t know what to say, except you changed my life, Oy.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t do anything.’ 
 
    ‘Only that.’ Alas waved his hand towards the gardens where children played in the distance. 
 
    ‘You won’t convince him he had anything to do with it,’ said Lucinda, laughing. 
 
    ‘You started it all,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘No,’ said Alas. ‘Without you it would have come to nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Will you go back to Poria now you’re near grown?’ Oy asked. 
 
    ‘Cind wants to see her folks; after that – well we’ve talked of joining up with Bram and Kurt and settling in the mountains.’ 
 
    ‘Life’s too easy for him here,’ said Lucinda. 
 
    ‘Poria is strong in me,’ said Alas. ‘Survivors need something to battle with even if it’s only the mountains and the weather.’ 
 
    ‘It’s right for you,’ said Oy. 
 
    ‘And it’s closer to the storm wall,’ said Alas. ‘Easier for you to visit.’ 
 
    Oy held his hand out. They both knew there would be no visiting. Alas ignored the hand and wrapped his arms around Oy. Then he took him by the shoulders and gave him a little push away. ‘Go on. When you’re ready we’ll see you to the gates.’ 
 
    Oy left them. Alas pushed the ground with his foot and leaned on Lucinda. The swing lulled them with slow creaks. 
 
    Molly, Dr Sandy, Lil and all of the waifs crowded round the gates to wave Oy and Gritty off. The talking and jostling died when the cart appeared in the distance. Everyone got to feeling as sad as they could feel given their happy lives. The cart pulled in. Oy’s closest friends gathered round him to ruffle his hair, pat his back and give him one last hug. Gritty swore to everyone that she would keep him safe and return with Gertie and all the news before long. 
 
    Oy and Gritty climbed up to their seats. The cart rattled off towards the mountains. Alas stood staring at the space where it had been. 
 
      
 
    Gritty was glad to be on the move again. She chattered like a Chee about their past adventures and how truly remarkably it had all turned out. Oy was quiet. He kept one arm around his bag as though he feared to lose what was in it. It wasn’t over for him. The most important thing was yet to be done. They passed Mair’s farm and the trapper camp. Then the cart tilted skywards as it climbed the mountain road. Bram and Kurt waited where the road ran out. They offered the comfort of the snowhouse but Oy wouldn’t waste a minute of daylight. ‘Linnet’s waiting,’ he said, ‘and I’m already late.’ 
 
      
 
    Bram proved to be good and useful company. In the Glumaws he was sure of his ground. When a snowstorm struck he quickly built a shelter; he found food in the least likely places and he whistled away all weariness and discomfort. 
 
    They passed below the storm wall without difficulty. It wasn’t so frightening when they knew there was an end to it. Bram marvelled and his marvelling continued all the way to Nondula. Oy and Gritty also wondered greatly because so much had changed. They would not risk getting lost in the Cracnazy so they walked the long way around the border. Many times they passed groups of Chee deserting from distant camps and heading back to their homelands because, they said, the dam was broken. The Chee told different stories but they all agreed on one thing. Two women and a girl had brought it all about. Their names were Yehvo, Ferralee and Gertie. What the Chee could not agree on was which of them had survived. When Gritty heard this she felt faint. Not to know the truth was unbearable. She was ready to run all the way back to Nondula. Oy was just as anxious. They slept little and pressed on with all the speed they could. 
 
    Before long part of the rumour proved to be true. They saw the mighty Cheelah flowing where there had been desert. Once barren lands were already turning green. Then, in a village close to the river, they found Clair and the Nondul healers treating those caught in the first flood and also casualties from fighting between the quarry workers and their masters. 
 
    Clair welcomed them with her usual warmth but she was too busy to stop for long. In fact, she asked for Oy’s help. She knew the power of his hands to heal fractures and one of her patients had badly shattered legs with infection in both flesh and bone. Oy was willing. Clair led him to the bedside of a lady called Ferralee. She had been pulled from the river, black all over with bruising and barely alive. ‘But she’s strong,’ said Clair. ‘There’s a will in her like I’ve never known. It’s not likely she’ll walk again but do what you can.’ Clair left them alone. 
 
    ‘Ferralee!’ said Gritty. ‘Is it right what we heard? You and Gertie and Yehvo broke the dam?’ 
 
    ‘We broke the dam,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘And Gertie,’ said Gritty, ‘Is Gertie alright? She ain’t all smashed is she or...?’ 
 
    ‘The last I saw of her she was scribbling numbers or something like that,’ said Ferralee. 
 
    ‘But she was there and she helped you.’ 
 
    ‘More than that; she was the brains behind it.’ 
 
    ‘What a girl,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Yes. I had a poor opinion of her till I was out there on the dam and I saw the first crack. Tell her I gave her homage in my mind before I fell. Tell her I’m sorry I mocked the way she walked. I’m not so proud now. It might give her satisfaction to know that I can no longer walk at all.’ 
 
    ‘Gert’s not like that. She would feel for you. You’ve suffered bad.’ 
 
    ‘I looked at death and I said “no”.’ Ferralee looked at her legs. ‘Perhaps I should have said “yes”.’ 
 
    ‘You’re finding it hard?’ said Oy. 
 
    Ferralee bit her lip and nodded. ‘I’ll never want for any thing. People come with thanks and gifts every day. See all the beads and the food there. They even say they want to make me queen.’ 
 
    ‘After what you did that would be fitting,’ said Gritty. ‘I’ve never seen anyone more queenly.’ 
 
    ‘Not any more. Look at me. I’m sick and broken. They can give me gifts and queenships, but no one can give me my legs back.’ 
 
    ‘You can give them back to yourself,’ said Gritty. ‘You could will a log to get up and walk. I’m sure your legs won’t resist you for long.’Ferralee shook her head. ‘For the first time in my life I need help.’ 
 
    ‘Well Clair thinks I can help you,’ said Oy. ‘I can’t promise anything. I’ve only done Berd bones before, but I’ll do my best.’ 
 
    ‘Clair has a lot to do. I understand. She wants to help those who can be helped but there was no need to mock me by sending a child.’ 
 
    ‘Ma’am you’re wrong about Clair. She wouldn’t know how to mock. When I say Berd bones, I mean the race of Berds as well as the flying type. Both of ’em got better. Will you let me try?’ 
 
    ‘Come on then, healer.’ Ferralee smiled grimly and gestured at her useless legs. ‘Mend me.’ She pulled her smock up above her knees. Oy unwound the dressings and removed the splints. Underneath, the flesh was discoloured and swollen. A deep sore wept yellow pus. ‘Nasty, isn’t it?’ she said. 
 
    Oy was not shocked; he was interested. He placed his hands on Ferralee’s legs, lingering longer in certain areas. That was all he did. He left the wounds open to the air and went away. By the time he returned the next day Ferralee knew that the poison in her limbs was abating and the bones were mending. Ferralee might not dance again but she would walk and for that she was grateful. 
 
    Oy waited another day to be sure, then they resumed their journey. They passed many Chee returning to their homelands along the gorge. Gritty had only to mention Gertie’s name and everyone was willing to help them. They heard news of Yehvo and Jeffee: they were travelling the length of the gorge bringing the proud history of the Chee to life by teaching the old crafts and traditions. One campfire tale they heard concerned Fettapigi. A child from Dysma had found a package in a shallow stream. Fettapigi stole it from the child. When she opened it, it had exploded turning the hag and her hovel to dust. Gritty thought the story unlikely, but if it were true then Lil would be delighted.  
 
    Another strange tale was told to them many times, but this one confirmed what they knew to be true. The Felluns, fearing that their own race was dying out,  
 
    sent pelicans to steal babies from the Canatic coast. They fed the babies with blood-rich food and splashed their eyes with carnate. The children grew to resemble the Felluns but they were lighter, weaker and less angry by nature. They heard the Chee rumours and realised that they were not true Felluns. When the fighting began they deserted Fellund altogether. The Felluns that were left rallied behind three would-be Fellonas: Bligerine, Gastrict and Guerm, and battled it out. 
 
    Barely able to breed and without Nondul tonics to unblock them the Felluns were likely to die out within a few generations.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



29  Oy Goes Home 
 
      
 
    The rest of the journey was uneventful. On the edge of the marshes they were mobbed by kingfishers. Since the death of Bominata their eggs were safe and they had the freedom of the marshes. They would always be grateful to the waifs for that. Out on the scrubluns Chee children ran for the pleasure of speed; they were the hunters not the hunted and all they caught was rabbits. 
 
    Nondula was forever the same. To step into the woods was to feel at peace. It was difficult to hurry but for Linnet’s sake they must. 
 
    When at last the Sajistry was in sight, Oy forgot how tired and hungry he was. He could not walk quickly enough. Bram took his bag. ‘Go on,’ he said, ‘run.’ 
 
    ‘The Lellick,’ said Oy. 
 
    Bram opened the bag and handed Oy a pouch. Oy ran off. 
 
    Gritty and Bram walked as far as the herb stacks, then Gritty dropped her bag. ‘I hope you don’t mind I got to run too. I’ll pick that up later. I’ll see you in the Sajistry.’ 
 
    ‘Go,’ said Bram, laughing. 
 
      
 
    Ede came out of the Sanctry to see Oy running by. She called to him and he turned back. Ede saw the desperate question on his face and answered straight away. ‘You’re in time,’ she said. ‘Just.’ She hugged him quickly and told him the rest as they hurried to the somin. ‘She was quite well when you left as you know, and she stayed that way for a good while. Then I had to dilute the medicine to make it stretch. She started slipping. The medicine ran out weeks ago. She’s very poorly but hanging on. You’ll see.’ Ede opened the door of the somin. They entered quietly. Linnet was sleeping. Her face was the colour of laundry rinse. The veins in her lids were dark and her lips looked frosted. ‘Her breath’s coming gentler today,’ said Ede. 
 
    ‘She’s only got scraps left to breathe with is why,’ said Oy. ‘Like bits of old rag in the wind. She’s near gone, Ede.’ 
 
      
 
    Gertie wasn’t in the library. Gritty found her in the dining hall sitting at a table with two Emberds and a number of other Berds. Gritty came at Gertie from behind. Gertie felt an arm across her chest and a head resting on hers. She turned and saw bits of Gritty’s dear face between locks of hair. She stood up and they stood silently rocking each other. Then Emberd called for more bread and Gritty ate with them and they told her how Scriberd had come to Nondula with several cousins.  
 
    ‘You should see what they’ve done with the library,’ said Gertie. ‘Emberd don’t need me no more.’ 
 
    ‘Not true,’ said Emberd. ‘We’ve barely started on the archives.’ 
 
    ‘Tis true,’ said Gertie. ‘The archives might take a while but you’ll do it just as well with or without me.’  
 
    ‘Good,’ said Gritty, ‘because there’s a library in Duldred that does need you. Got nobody at all to look after it.’ And Gritty began her own long tale. 
 
      
 
    Oy returned with a flask, a spoon and a dropper. ‘Linn,’ he whispered. ‘Linn, it’s me. I’m back.’ Linnet didn’t move. He dipped the dropper into the flask and ran a line of liquid along her lips. She did not move. Oy did the same thing again. ‘Come on, Linn. I’ve brought your yellow, just like I said. And there’s enough to make you like new if you’ll take it.’ Linnet swallowed. ‘That’s it,’ he said, running more of the bright liquid into her mouth. She swallowed again and opened her eyes. They crinkled. She looked at Ede and back at Oy. ‘Don’t try to talk yet,’ he said. ‘All you got to do is swallow. Ede can you raise her a bit?’ 
 
    Ede put one arm under the pillow so that Oy could use the spoon. He spooned and Linnet swallowed. ‘Can you feel it yet?’ She pointed to her mouth. ‘More?’ he asked. She nodded. After two more doses Linnet’s eyes popped then her body popped. Her back arched violently. She sat up and began rubbing her legs briskly. She moaned with closed eyes. ‘Is it painful?’ said Oy. 
 
    She nodded. ‘Life coming back too fast. Little pins and big needles.’ She kept on slapping her legs and arms. She convulsed again then lay quiet. 
 
    Oy and Ede watched her anxiously. 
 
    ‘It’s alright,’ she said, ‘I’m done. Sleep’s coming. It’s dragging me off and no stopping.’ 
 
    ‘Let it,’ said Oy. 
 
    Linnet felt for his hand. ‘And you’ll still be here when I wake up.’ 
 
    ‘Promise,’ said Oy. 
 
    And he was. When Linnet woke two days later Oy was still holding her hand. After smiling quietly at Oy the first thing she said was, ‘I’m so-oo hungry.’ 
 
    For several weeks Linnet ate and slept. Oy baked bread with everything needed to remake her from inside to out, and it showed. The last residues of blue were flushed from her. Her skin peeled and turned pearly. She was fresh as new buds after winter. Her limbs were as round as a child’s should be. Soon there was nothing left of her long illness but a line of blue across each nail and that would grow out quickly. The scholars watched her progress with delight and Per came down several times to look at her. 
 
    Bram had not yet stopped marvelling. He thought Per was the biggest marvel of all. ‘I didn’t know, or guess, or dream that a person could be like that,’ he told Gritty. ‘It gives you something to aim for don’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Not me personally,’ said Gritty. 
 
    ‘Nor me I suppose,’ said Bram. 
 
    ‘Oy’s got the seed,’ said Gertie. 
 
    ‘I think he has,’ said Bram, laughing. 
 
    One day Yehvo, Jefee and Trotdog came to visit. Gritty and Gertie were delighted to see them. Jefee was feeling very proud of herself. With Yehvo’s help she had set up a postdog service which carried messages to the remotest manches in the gorge. Trotdog headed a team of dogs and to his intense satisfaction took on the most challenging runs. Elfee was the only Chee who regretted the fall of the dam. She had lost her role as diva and had become nothing more than a widely disliked gossip. 
 
    Soon after that Per told Oy it was time to go to the Kith and meet his grandparents. It was also time for Gertie, Gritty and Bram to make their way back to Affland. So on a day in early juvir, the season of new beginnings, the friends separated one more time. As partings go it was a good one. No fears or worries attached to it. They said goodbye to each other with great warmth and smiles. 
 
      
 
    Oy and Linnet held hands and walked over the soft hills and down through Kithvale. They followed the sound of laughing bells into the wood. A little way in a tall man and a woman greeted them. They were old and beautiful. 
 
    ‘Are you lost my lovelies?’ said Inigma, the grandmother of the Kith. She looked at Oy and caught her breath. ‘Our heart knows you,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Found,’ said Inigpa, wide-eyed. He opened his arms.  
 
    Oy went to him. Inigpa reached down and lifted him up. Oy wrapped his legs around the tall man and rested his head on his shoulder. ‘Am I your grandson?’ he said. ‘Am I Vera’s baby?’ 
 
    Inigma touched Oy’s face with one hand and her heart with the other. ‘Little Ikriss,’ she said. Oy raised his head and put his arm around her neck. 
 
    ‘Ikriss!’ said Linnet. ‘Well I never. It suits but I’ll stick with Oy if you don’t mind. I always told him he had a ma, you know. A grandma is a step on but in the same line.’ 
 
    ‘Come here, little one,’ said Inigma. She drew Linnet to her. 
 
    Oy dropped to the ground and took Linnet’s hand. ‘This is my friend, Linnet,’ he said.  
 
    Inigma and Inigpa faced them like a mirror. Oy rested in his past. Linnet smiled at their future. Linnet was shining whiter than ever, but with an iridescence that showed every colour, like the heart of the nigma puzzle. Oy turned his palms to the sky as though feeling for rain. 
 
    ‘What you doing, Oy?’ said Linnet. 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Oy, dropping his hands. 
 
    ‘It’s alright,’ said Inigma. She opened out his hands again and held them upwards. ‘What do you feel?’ 
 
    ‘Something dancing, softer than rain. I don’t know what it is.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll come to know,’ said Inigma. ‘And now, why don’t you go and play?’ 
 
    Oy and Linnet looked at each other with a sparkle in their eyes. They started to move away but Oy turned back. ‘Will you still be here?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Always,’ said Inigpa. 
 
    So Oy and Linnet walked among the trees looking around them and wondering at the beauty of the forest. Then Linnet broke away and began to run. Laughing, Oy ran after her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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