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INTRODUCTION

ar far away, jutting out into the emptiness beyond,

like the figurehead of a mighty stone ship, is the
Edge. Shrouded in mist and bordered by open sky, itis a
place of forests, swamps and rocklands.

There are many who inhabit its various landscapes;
from the trolls, trogs and goblins of the perilous
Deepwoods to the phantasms and spectres of the
treacherous Twilight Woods, from the bleached
scavengers of the Mire to the white ravens of the Stone
Gardens. While in Undertown - that seething urban
sprawl which straddles the Edgewater River — there are
creatures from all over the Edge who have travelled
there to discover what they hoped would be a better life
than the one they left behind.

Not all the inhabitants of the Edge live with their feet
on the ground however. Some - the citizens of the great
floating city of Sanctaphrax — live with their heads
literally in the clouds. Dwelling and working in their
sumptuous palaces and lofty towers, they are academics,
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alchemists, sub-acolytes and apprentices, plus, of course,
all those who make their lives of research and study
possible: the guards, the servants, the cooks and cleaners.

Secured by the great Anchor Chain to the centre of
Undertown below, the rock upon which Sanctaphrax has
been constructed is still growing. Like all the other
buoyant rocks of the Edge, it started out in the Stone
Gardens - poking up from the ground, growing, being
pushed up further by new rocks growing beneath it,
and becoming bigger still. The chain was attached when
the rock became large and light enough to float up into
the sky.

Over the years, successive generations have built more
and more impressive buildings upon it; ever grander,
ever higher. The once-splendid Great Library and erst-
while Palace of Lights are now dwarfed by the College
of Cloud, the palatial School of Light and Darkness,
the Twin Towers of the Mistsifters and, of course, the
magnificent Loftus Observatory. The latest additions to
the Central Viaduct — that grand marble walkway which
spans the air between the Observatory and the Great
Hall - are the most grandiloquent and ornate so far.

Overseeing it all, is the Most High Academe, an
individual chosen by the Sanctaphrax academics for his
intellect and independence. In the past, this post was
filled by one of the earth-study librarians. Today, with
the sky-scholars in control of Sanctaphrax, it is from
their ranks that the current Most High Academe has
been selected.

His name is Linius Pallitax. He is a father and a



widower. In his enthronement speech he
spoke of the need for the sky- LA

scholars to work with the ousted
earth-scholars once again for the
betterment of all. What he is to

discover, deep down inside
the floating rock itself, is

that when the earth and sky @‘ \\
come together for the wrong 7
reasons, then there is no room
for the greater good, but only for the greatest evil.

The Deepwoods, the Edgelands, the Twilight Woods,
the Mire and the Stone Gardens. Undertown and
Sanctaphrax. The River Edgewater. Names on a map.

Yet behind each name lie a thousand tales - tales that
have been recorded in ancient scrolls, tales that have
been passed down the generations by word of mouth —
tales which even now are being told.

What follows is but one of those tales.






-CHAPTER ONE-*-

THE PALACE OF
SHADOWS

‘I’he great vaulted entrance-hall to the Palace of
Shadows was silent save for the hiss of the wind and
the soft, yet echoing, footfall of the immense insect-like
creature that teetered unsteadily across the marble floor.
High up above, beams of dim light streamed in through
a circle of arched windows and criss-crossed the
shadowy air. And as the floating rock of Sanctaphrax —
fixed in place by the Anchor Chain - turned slowly in the
breeze coming in from beyond the Edge, so the light
swooped and the shadows danced.

The spindlebug paused for a moment at the foot of the
sweeping staircase and looked up. The skin, as trans-
lucent as the high arched windows above, revealed
blood pumping through veins, six hearts beating — and
last night’s supper slowly digesting in a see-through
belly. The light glinted on quivering antennae, and on
the goblet and oval-shaped bottle of cordial which stood
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on the burnished copper tray clutched in the creature’s
claws. The spindlebug was listening intently.

‘Where are you, master? Where are you?” he murmured
to himself.

He cocked his wedge-shaped head to one side. The
antennae quivered impatiently. They picked up the soft
murmur of voices throughout the vast building: the
inconsequential chatter of the old woodtroll nurse, the
soft humming of a girl — the young mistress — intent on
some absorbing task, and there, unmistakable, from up
in the master-study, a dry cough.

‘T hear you, master,” the creature responded. ‘I'm sure
you could do with a little pick-me-up to go with the
news I bring,” he trilled to himself. And with the goblet
clinking against the bottle, he began the long climb up
the staircase.

It was a staircase the spindlebug knew well — but then
he knew every single nook and cranny of the sprawling
Palace of Shadows well: its hidden chambers, the
murder holes, the corridors that led nowhere, the great
balcony from which, for centuries, High Academes had
stood to address the plotting, scheming academics
below. What was more, the creature knew all the palace’s
secrets, his antennae picking up the whispers, the gossip,
the rumours and cries.

He stopped at the first landing, wheezing heavily,
breathlessly aware that he wasn’t getting any younger.
Indeed, even for a spindlebug, he was old. A hundred
and eighty years had passed since he had first hatched
out in the underground gardens of a gyle goblin colony,



far away in the Deepwoods. So long ago, so very long ago . . .
The slavers had come. They’d destroyed the precious
fungus beds and enslaved the spindlebugs who tended
them. But not Tweezel, oh no. He was a young bug then,
fast, quick-thinking. Hearing the slavers breaking
through the walls, he had hidden himself away, making
himself invisible in the shadows. Then he had fled into
the Deepwoods, keeping to the shadows; always listen-
ing, always on his guard. Shadows were his friend.
Tweezel reached the second landing, the place where
he’d first laid eyes on his new master — Linius Pallitax,
the youngest Most High Academe anyone could remem-
ber — and his young wife. She had been standing by the
entrance to the robe-chamber, Tweezel remem-
bered, laughing at her husband’s ill-fitting
new robes and the Great Seal of High Office
round his neck. Big with child, and so

pretty and full of life, she had
seemed out of place in the
dusty old palace.
Tweezel



But soon after had come that terrible night, when her
cries of joy became cries of pain. He didn’t like to think
about it: the woodtroll nurse running back and forth, the
terrible screams from the birthing-chamber, the sobs of
the young master. Pitiful sounds. Terrible sounds. And
then, silence.

Tweezel shook his head and climbed to the third land-
ing. He still remembered how long the silence had
seemed to last and how impenetrable it had been.
Despite his sensitive antennae, he had had no idea what
had happened. The seconds had ticked past, one after the
other ... And then all at once, shattering the deathly
silence, had come the most wonderful sound of all — the
sound of a baby crying. The sound of the young mistress.

Linius Pallitax had suffered a terrible tragedy: he had
lost his wife in the throes of childbirth, yet he had also
brought life back into the Palace of Shadows. It had been,
Tweezel thought, almost like the old days when he’d
first come to the great floating city, and the palace had
been a noisy, bustling place, bursting with life.

Back then, the academics of Sanctaphrax had been
primarily earth-scholars, fascinated by the flora and
fauna of the Deepwoods. Why, even he, Tweezel, had
been considered a marvel! The High Librarian himself -
the greatest earth-scholar of all - had found him starving
in the slums of Undertown and brought him up here to
the palace. Oh, happy, happy memories!

In those days, of course, the Palace of Shadows had
been known as the Palace of Lights and, with its count-
less windows of coloured glass which bathed everything



inside in jewelled light, it had been the most magnificent
building in all of Sanctaphrax. And he, Tweezel, the
strange creature seemingly made out of glass, had been
appointed its custodian.

The ancient spindlebug reached the fourth landing
and paused to catch his breath. But times had changed.
The sky-scholars had begun to take over. Earth-study
was no longer fashionable, it seemed. All over
Sanctaphrax, the towers of sky-scholarship had begun to
sprout; taller and taller they grew, reaching high into the
sky. With the completion of the College of Cloud, the
Palace of Lights had finally been surrounded totally, and
thrown into deep shadow.

The Great Purges had begun soon after; earth-scholars
had been expelled from Sanctaphrax in wave after wave,
and Tweezel’s magnificent palace had become the Palace
of Shadows. Tweezel sighed. There had followed the
lonely years. The old librarian had died and a sky-
scholar had been elected new Most High Academe. He
had chosen to live in one of the magnificent new towers,
and Tweezel had been left on his own to look after the
empty palace as best he could.

But shadows were his friend. He had stayed, and
listened, and waited.

And then - some sixty years later — Linius, the young
Professor of Mistsifting, had become the Most High
Academe. Just another sky-scholar, Tweezel had
thought. But he’d been wrong. Linius was different. He
respected the old ways. He had moved back into the
palace, stood on the balcony and called for an end to the

10



rivalry and faction fighting, and the beginning of a new
era where earth-studies and sky-scholarship would
complement one another, rather than compete.

The sky-scholars hadn’t liked that one bit — then or
now. They muttered, they plotted — Tweezel heard them
- but what could they actually do? Linius was the Most
High Academe.

Tweezel stopped at the door of the master-study and
knocked three times.

‘Come in, Tweezel,” came a weary voice.

‘1 bring news of Wind Jackal, master,” said Tweezel,
entering the smoky room. ‘He sends word of his
estimated time of arrival.’

"Which is?’ said Linius.

‘Three hours, master.”

‘Wherever are you taking me, Maris?’ Linius chuckled
as, still blindfolded, he found himself being steered
across the floor by his daughter, his injured left leg
dragging slightly as he went.

‘Stop!” his daughter commanded, and Linius felt her
little fingers teasing at the knot behind his head. The
silken scarf fell away. ‘All right,” she said. “You can open
your eyes now.’

Linius did as he was told. He rubbed his eyes and
looked down to see a half-finished mosaic spread out on
the table before him. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

A soft beam of muted yellow light swept across
the shadowy room as the great floating rock turned.
Maris held her breath.



Would he like the picture she had made with the frag-
ments of sky-crystal, or would he have preferred her to
do something original?

When she’d started out, making a copy of the ancient
Quadrangle Mosaic had seemed like such a good idea,
and Maris had spent several hours the previous day
down in the airy marble square in front of the Great Hall
taking detailed measurements of the intricate design.
The circumference of the concentric circles. The angle of
the lightning bolts. Getting the irregular series of
calibrations just right. Later, she had turned the figures
into a sketch, which she was now using to make as
accurate a reproduction as she could.

Her father picked up the sketch, glanced at it, laid it
aside and returned his attention to the incomplete
mosaic. ‘It’s . . .” He hesitated, his brow furrowed.

Maris swallowed anxiously. She should have done
something original. A caterbird, perhaps. Or a league
ship - no, a sky pirate ship, soaring over the Sanctaphrax
spires. Or maybe the white ravens circling the towering
Loftus Observatory . . .

‘It's wonderful!” he breathed. He leaned across the red-
oak table and tousled his daughter’s hair. “You're a
clever girl, Maris.’

Maris smiled. It was all she could do not to purr out
loud and her hand trembled as she tried to decide
exactly where to place the piece of yellow sky-crystal she
was holding.

‘What about over there?” Linius suggested, and
pointed to a gap in one of the zigzag lightning bolts.



Maris slipped it into place as, from outside, there came
the sound of a bell chiming five. She looked up and
smiled shyly — but her father had turned away and was
staring out of the tall glass balcony-doors, a puzzled
frown on his forehead.

‘It fits perfectly,’ she said. “Thanks.’

turning back, he noticed the completed lightning bolt.

‘Oh, I see.” He paused. ‘Tell me, Maris, why did you decide
to make your mosaic in the shape of the Great Seal?’

‘The Great Seal?’ she repeated, surprised.

“Yes, child,” said Linius, a little impatiently. He raised
the heavy chain of office which hung round his neck and
let the medallion it supported swing back and forwards
in front of her.



‘O, that,” said Maris. “Yes, it does look similar. But my
picture is of the Quadrangle Mosaic.’

‘I can vouch for that,” a voice piped up from the other
side of the great room. ‘Three hours we spent there
yesterday. Blowing a gale it was, and so cold!’

Linius turned round and peered into the shadows.
‘Welma Thornwood,” he said, ‘is that you?” -

‘No, it’s the Queen of the Wodgiss Parade,” the voice
replied sarcastically.

Linius smiled. How different from the academics
Deepwooders were. No airs, no graces, no false compli-
ments that became whispered insults the moment your
back was turned. With Welma, the old woodtroll nurse,
what you saw was what you got.

‘Mind you,” Welma went on, ‘far be it from me to com-
plain. If three hours of standing around in the bitter
wind is what it takes for a daughter to get her father’s
attention, then so be it.” She cleared her throat quietly.
‘No offence intended,” she added.

‘None taken,” said Linius. He knew there was truth to
her words. The time-consuming responsibilities of high
office had driven a wedge between a father and daughter
who, before, had always enjoyed such a close relationship.

The floating rock of Sanctaphrax turned once more,
sending the shadows darting round the vast room.
Welma Thornwood was briefly bathed in the dim yellow
light. She was seated in a hanging-sofa with her em-
broidery frame on her lap and Maris’s pet wood-lemkin
on her shoulder.

‘Of course, the mosaic will look even better when it’s



finished,” she said, without looking up from her needle-
work. The shadows swallowed her up once more. ‘And
since Maris has promised to complete it as soon as
possible, it would be so nice if you didn’t leave it too long
before your next visit.”

‘Quite, quite,” said Linius, who hadn’t heard a word.
With his stave back in his hand to support his weight, he
was looking over his shoulder at the balcony-doors. The
long, lace curtains fluttered in the breeze. ‘Curious,” he
muttered to himself. ‘1 could have sworn Tweezel said
three .. .’

At that moment the lemkin on
Welma’s shoulder began jumping
about on its leash and shrieking furi-
ously: a high piercing cry followed
by a staccato cough which - had
it been back in the Deepwoods
rather than in this floating
palace - would have alerted

‘Calm yourself, Dlglt, sa1d Welma, tugging it closer
and stroking its trembling neck and shoulders. ‘Come
on, now. Quieten down.’

But the lemkin would not quieten down, and when
Welma tried to hold it in her lap, it scratched at her legs
and slapped her face with its prehensile tail, so hard that
it left an angry white weal on her cheek.

‘Aargh!’ she cried out in pain, and let go of the end of
the leash.



The lemkin leapt to the floor and bounded towards
the door, its large eyes narrowed and mottled blue fur
bristling.

‘Digit!" called Maris, dashing after it. “You naughty
thing, you. Come back here.’

‘Waa-iiii — kha-kha-kha-kha,” the lemkin shrieked back.

‘Come back!” Maris demanded again, angry now. “At
once!” She glanced round at her father anxiously. He’'d
never approved of her keeping a pet in the palace, and
the last thing she wanted to do was give him an excuse to
get rid of it. But oddly, he didn’t seem to mind what was
going on - in fact, it didn’t look as if he’d even noticed.

And then Maris saw why. On the other side of the tall,
glass balcony-doors, a mighty sky pirate ship was slowly
descending from the sky. Its sails fluttered, its brasswork
gleamed in the golden light of the setting sun. It was
magnificent. What was more, from the curve and
carvings of its shiny polished bow,

she recognized it as the Galerider.

As she continued to watch, the
sky pirate ship dropped anchor.
The next moment, a gangplank
was lowered onto the balustrade,
and the Galerider’s elegant cap-
tain descended.

Maris’s heart sank.

Not that she had anything
against the sky pirate captain —
in fact of all her father’s friends,
Wind Jackal was probably her



d been; forever checking the
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She now knew that she’d been wrong, and she remem-

When Linius had entered the room earlier that after-
bered how distracted he

No, it wasn’t Wind Jackal she was disappointed with, but
noon, unannounced and out of the blue, Maris had been
so happy to see him that she hadn’t questioned his
reasons for coming. She’d simply assumed he wanted to

time and glancing out of the windows. He hadn’t come

funny - and sometimes he would do magic tricks for her.
to see her at all. He

favourite. Uncle Windy, she’d once called him. He was
her father — and herself, of course, for being so stupid!

spend some time with his daughter.

‘Will you be

kha-kha . . .
Maris cried in a sudden fury.

‘Digit!

quiet!”’

appointment with one of his Deepwoods friends.
"WAA-iiii — ’

’

. kha-kha . . .

/
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Welma lunged forwards and swiped at the screeching,
scratching creature, knocking it firmly away from the
door. Maris seized the end of the leash and wrapped it
round and round her hand. At the same instant, the door
opened and the angular head of the spindlebug looked
round furtively.

‘T've brought the master’s cordial,” he began, ‘together
with ../’

‘YAAOOOW!" the lemkin howled with a mixture of
pain, rage and frustration.

Tweezel paused. ‘Wh... where is the young
mistress’s little pet?” he asked breathlessly.

“You're quite safe,’ said Welma. The spindlebug
noticed the furious lemkin writhing in Maris’s grasp and
winced. Welma smiled. ‘Shame on you, a great big
spindlebug frightened by a little wood-lemkin.’

‘1...thatis ... Tweezel’s antennae quivered uneasily.
‘A new message came for the master, the Most High
Al 17

Yes, yes, get on with it!” said Welma impatiently. The
old spindlebug could be painfully slow at times.

‘The message comes from Wind Jackal, captain of the
sky pirate ship, Galerider.” Tweezel cleared his throat. ‘He
regrets that unforeseen circumstances have delayed him,
but hopes to arrive no later than two hours after the time
I originally informed the master would be the time of his
official appointment . . ./

‘As usual, you're too late,” said Welma, interrupting
him for a second time. She nodded towards the now
open balcony-doors, where Linius Pallitax was warmly



greeting Wind Jackal behind the flapping white curtains.
‘I dare say the captain will be able to deliver his own
message,” she added sniffily.

‘This is most irregular,” the spindlebug muttered
miserably. ‘I haven’t announced him yet ...’

‘Oh, well, never mind,” said Welma, who had never
found the glassy creature’s behaviour anything less than
bizarre. ‘But I'd go if I were you,” she added, ‘before
Digit breaks free again.” The lemkin screeched, louder
than ever. Tweezel drew back his head and Welma
closed the door. ‘Ridiculous creature,” she laughed.
‘Haven’t announced him, indeed! Why, Wind Jackal is
the master’s oldest friend. Now, Maris,” she said, turning
to her charge, ‘hurry up and clear everything away. Your
father’s got work to attend to.”

But Maris was not listening. Idly stroking the now
purring lemkin under its chin, she was staring out on to
the balcony where a third person had joined her father
and Captain Wind Jackal. Although dressed up in sky
pirate gear, with a longcoat and parawings, he was a
mere youth - little older than Maris herself judging by
his height and build.

Yet when he caught her gazing at him, the look he
returned with his deep, dark eyes was sky-wise beyond
his thirteen or so years. To her horror, Maris realized she
was blushing.



-CHAPTER TWO:

QUINT

* 7t has been a long while, Linius,” said Wind Jackal as
he pumped the Most High Academe’s hand up and
down. “Too long,” he added. ‘I noticed you were limping.’
‘Oh, a little accident, no more,” said Linius. ‘It’s on the
mend.’

‘Glad to hear it,” said Wind Jackal. He looked round to
inspect his ornate surroundings and nodded appreci-
atively. ‘Sky-fortune has clearly shone down upon you.’

“You, too, Wind Jackal,” said Linius, nodding at the
Galerider which hovered above them. ‘That’s certainly a
magnificent vessel.”

‘Sails from the costliest woodspider-silk,” the sky
pirate captain confirmed. ‘And the finest lufwood timber
that money can buy.” He shook his head. ‘Mind you, the
whole sky ship could do with an overhaul. You wouldn’t
believe what we’ve been through on our journey here.
Storms, gales, turbulent fog - and then the most
almighty sky battle you could possibly imagine! It was
us against the Great Sky Whale.’

20



‘The Great Sky Whale,” Linius murmured. Such matters
as sky battles seemed far removed from his life of study
and research — yet even he had heard of the Great Sky
Whale. The slave-ship’s terrible reputation went before it.

‘We were lucky to escape with our lives,” said Wind
Jackal. “Eh, Quint?’

From her hiding-place behind the billowing curtains,
Maris watched as the youth stepped forward. He looked
so horribly sure of himself, and when he spoke his voice
was big and confident.

‘But we did escape, Father,” he said, his dark eyes
flashing gleefully. “And with enough black diamonds to
pay for the Galerider to be overhauled a hundred times
over!’

‘Well said, lad,” Wind Jackal laughed, clapping his son
on his shoulder. He turned to Linius, and tapped his
prominent nose conspiratorially. “That accursed Leagues-
master, Marl Mankroyd, got more than he bargained for,
I can tell you. He'll think twice before trying to ambush
Wind Jackal the sky pirate captain again.’

Quint chuckled throatily. “That is, if he ever makes it
back to Undertown at all.’

Wind Jackal looked back at Linius. ‘He had a little
“accident” with his flight-rock,” he explained. ‘It got
chilled and . .’

‘Hurtled upwards into open sky,” Linius completed for
him. ‘Why, you wily old skycur!” he said, and embraced
his old friend a second time. ‘I see you haven’t changed
a bit. Welcome to the Palace of Shadows - to you, Wind
Jackal, and to you, too, Quint.’

21



Maris watched the youth touch
his heart with his left hand and
lower his head respectfully.

‘So, Quint, my lad,” Linius went
on, ‘you were three years old when
I last saw you. How old are you
now? Twelve? Thirteen?’

Quint raised his head.

‘Seventeen next year,” he

announced.

‘Wishing your life away
again, Quint?” said Wind Jackal, and cuffed his son
lightly round the head. ‘He’s fourteen,” he said.

Maris stifled a snigger.

‘But it’s true,” said Quint, a little sulkily. ‘I'll be fifteen
later this year and sixteen next year, at which time I shall
enter my seventeenth year and ..

'l see young Quint here has quite a head for creative
counting,” said Linius, amused. He looked the youth up
and down.

’So, tell me, Linius,” said Wind Jackal, his face growing
more serious. ‘Why such an urgent summons, eh?
What'’s on your mind?’

Linius smiled. “All in good time, old friend,” he said,
and called back through the open doors to his daughter.
‘Maris? Are you still there in the balcony-chamber?”

Heart racing, Maris scampered from the curtain and
over to the table where the half-finished mosaic lay.
Y ... yes, Father,” she called back, hoping he wouldn’t
hear how breathless she was.
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‘Come here, then, child!” said Linius. “You haven’t yet
greeted Wind Jackal.’

With her head down, Maris left the shadow-filled
room and stepped out onto the balcony. She smiled at
Wind Jackal.

‘Sky above!” the sky pirate captain gasped as he
moved towards her. ‘Who is this tall and elegant vision
before me? Surely it can’t be Maris.” He placed his finger
under her chin, and tipped her head upwards. ‘Can it?’

Maris beamed. ‘It is me,” she said.

Wind Jackal shook his head in disbelief. ‘But it’s not
possible,” he said, then added,
‘though there’s one way to
find out. My little -

Maris always kept g
a single gold piece ¢ &
in her ear” He
reached forwards
and grazed her
cheek with his
hand. "And
here it is!” he
announced. ‘It
must be Maris.’
He slipped the
coin into her hand.
‘Thank you,” Maris whispered shyly. She was
beginning to feel self-conscious being the centre of
attention, particularly with Wind Jackal’s son, Quint,
staring at her so intently. ‘I didn’t ... I mean, I wasn't
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expecting ...” She looked down at the gold piece.

‘Of course you weren’t,” said Wind Jackal.

‘Maris,” said her father, ‘Wind Jackal and I have some
important business to attend to. I wonder if you'd be so
good as to entertain our young guest here.” He paused.
‘His name is Quint.”

‘Quint,” said Maris slowly, pretending that she was
hearing it for the first time. She glanced at him quickly.
His eyes, she noticed, were not black, but rather a deep
indigo, like the darkest storm clouds that sometimes
swirled in from beyond the Edge. “You’d better come
with me, then,” she said.

As the two of them disappeared into the building,
Wind Jackal turned to Linius. ‘She is growing up to
resemble her mother closely,” he said softly.

Linius nodded sadly. ‘I confess that sometimes I find it
difficult even to look at her. And it isn’t just her appear-
ance . . . The way she purses her lips. The way she chews
the tips of her hair. I mean, how is it possible that she
should have the mannerisms of a mother she never even
knew?’ He shook his head.

Wind Jackal placed his hand on Linius’s shoulder. ‘Do
not forget, my friend,” he said, ', too, have had my share
of loss.’

Linius swallowed guiltily. ‘Forgive me,” he said. 'I've
had a lot on my mind. I did not intend to be so thought-
less st

Wind Jackal nodded. ‘It hasn’t been easy,” he said.

T'm sure it hasn’t,” said Linius. ‘That’s what I want to
talk to you about. Please sit.”
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The sky pirate captain took a place beside the Most
High Academe on the wrought ironwood bench at the
edge of the balcony. The shadows of the neighbouring
towers fell across them, deepening the mood.

‘Losing your family like that must have been hard,
Wind Jackal,” Linius said.

‘It was, Linius, it was,” said the captain. ‘But I saved
one — and I haven't let the lad out of my sight since. The
pair of us travel everywhere together. Quint and me,
and the Galerider . . ." He paused.

‘I have a great favour to ask of you, old friend,” said
Linius. He rubbed his injured leg tenderly.

‘Anything, Linius. You know that. Just ask.”

‘This leg of mine,” said the Most High Academe. ‘It’s
brought home to me the fact that I can’t do everything
myself. I have important work. Difficult work. And I
need help with it.’
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‘I'm just a sky pirate captain,” laughed Wind Jackal.
‘But anything I can do for the Most High Academe of
lofty Sanctaphrax, I do willingly.”

“You can give up your son to me,” said Linius, quietly.

Wind Jackal stood up abruptly. ‘Quint?”

‘I need an apprentice,” Linius continued hurriedly.
‘Someone I can trust to help me. You don’t know
Sanctaphrax like I do, Wind Jackal. It's a treacherous
place. I cannot share my Great Work with an academic
who would smile to my face and then betray me behind
my back. I need a Deepwooder. Someone young, agile,
eager to learn. I need a sky pirate’s son as my
apprentice.’

‘This is quite a shock,” said Wind Jackal, sitting down
again. ‘After losing his mother and the young’uns on
that terrible night, the thought of losing Quint . . .’

“You wouldn'’t be losing him, Wind Jackal, old friend,’
said Linius reassuringly. ‘He’d be with me, the Most
High Academe of Sanctaphrax. He’d live here in the
palace, be educated at the Fountain House with my own
daughter and perform certain simple duties as my
apprentice. Why, who knows? A fine lad like Quint - in
due course, he might even secure himself a place in the
Knights” Academy.’

“Yes, well, I don’t know about that,” said Wind Jackal,
who understood all too well the perils of life as a knight
academic. His eyes moistened. ‘I couldn’t bear it if . . .’

‘Wind Jackal, my old friend,” said Linius, taking him
warmly by both hands, ‘Quint will be safe here.
Nowhere in all of the Edge could be safer. While the lad
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is in my charge, not a single hair on his head will come
to harm. I give you my word.’

‘Aword I trust as much as my own,” said Wind Jackal.
He smiled. “You are offering my son a fine opportunity,
Linius. I won’t stand in the lad’s way.’

‘Thank you, old friend,” the professor said warmly.
“You don’t know how much this means to me.” He
cocked his head towards the open balcony-doors, from
where the low buzz of conversation was coming. ‘He
seems to be making himself at home already.’

‘Put it back!” Maris snapped.

Quint turned the curious yellow crystal over and over
in his hand. ‘But what is it?” he persisted.

‘It's a sky-crystal, if you must know,” said Maris im-
patiently as she snatched it from his hand. "My father
created them in his laboratory.’

‘He must be very clever,” said Quint.

‘He is.” Maris sniffed. ‘Recognized by all in
Sanctaphrax as the most brilliant academic of his gener-
ation. That, after all, is why he was made Most High
Academe.” She returned the crystal to its place in the
mosaic. ‘Please don’t touch anything again,” she told
him primly. ‘I am making this picture for my father. On
my own.

Quint shrugged. He didn’t like the bossiness in her
voice, or the fact that she clearly thought herself
superior to him. But he said nothing. Better answer with
silence than with indignation, as the saying went. And
while Maris continued to select the beautiful crystals
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and slot them into place, her back turned pointedly
towards him, he wandered off to look round the rest of
the room by himself.

When he’d first come in through the balcony-doors, it
had been too dark to see properly. A ‘chamber’, the Most
High Academe had called it — and that was what he’d
expected to see. Somewhere small, somewhere cosy.

Yet now his eyes had become accustomed to the
curious shifting shadows, Quint found himself standing
in a vast hall with tall pillars, lofty arches and mag-
nificent crystal chandeliers. And though there were
indeed a few armchairs and hanging-sofas clustered
round a rug at the far end of the room beside a
cavernous fireplace where a tiny lufwood stove burned,
they looked ridiculously small and out of place, and
served only to emphasize the grandeur of the great
stately room.

He was about to ask Maris more about the exact
function of this curious Palace of Shadows when a voice
piped up from the hanging-sofa in front of him. ‘It’s
rude to stare!” it said.

Quint started back. ‘I...I'm sorry,

I didn’t know anyone was there,’
he said. He peered into the shad-

ows and saw a short, roly-poly

creature — a woodtroll, by the _, ‘
look of her - sitting on ‘
a hanging-sofa, her
stubby legs stick-
ing out before her.
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He stepped forwards and held out his hand. ‘My name
is Quint,” he said, and added formally, ‘I am honoured
to make your acquaintance.’

Welma giggled as she put her embroidery aside and
jumped down onto the floor. “The honour is all mine,’
she replied as etiquette demanded, and shook his hand.
‘My name is Welma Thornwood.” She smiled. ‘It is a
long time since I have come across a youth with such
fine manners.’

‘Then it must be a long time since you came across the
son of a sky pirate captain,” said Quint, glancing round
to see whether Maris was listening. She should know
she wasn’t the only one with an important father.

‘A sky pirate captain,” said Welma, clearly impressed.

‘The bravest, the finest and the noblest sky pirate
captain who ever took to the sky,” said Quint.

Poised over the mosaic with a piece of red crystal in
her hand, Maris groaned. It was bad enough having
been asked to entertain such an obvious roughneck in
the first place, but for Nanny to be taken in by a couple
of oily phrases! Couldn’t she see how rough he was
underneath? How uncouth? How . ..

‘Oh, is that a wood-lemkin?’ she heard Quint exclaim,
and turned to see Digit leaping down from the
chandelier and onto the back of Welma’s hanging-sofa.

‘Why, don't you like them?” Welma asked. ‘I can tie
her up if you'd prefer.’

Maris held her breath. Could this be a chink in the
youth’s otherwise impenetrable armour? she wondered.

Of course it couldn’t! With a broad grin plastered
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across his face, Quint reached a hand out towards the
screeching creature and rubbed his thumb and fore-
fingers together. Instantly soothed, the lemkin jumped
up into his arms and began purring with pleasure. Her
hopes dashed, Maris turned away petulantly.

‘I love lemkins,” Quint was saying, ‘and this one’s an
absolute beauty. Does she have a name?’

‘Digit,” said Welma.

Quint smiled down at the creature and tickled it
behind the ears. “You like a good tickle, don’t you, Digit?
Oh, yes, that’s nice ...” The lemkin went helplessly
floppy and purred all the louder.

Maris scowled. First her nanny. Now her pet. She just
wished that Wind Jackal and her father
would hurry up and finish their busi-

ness and the sky pirate captain
would take his horrible son and go.
At the other end of the room, Welma
was having other ideas.

‘If you're staying,’” she said,
T1l see about some refresh-
" ments. What do you fancy?’

Quint looked up. ‘Anything at all,” he replied. ‘Except
for one thing. Pickled tripweed. I know it’s a woodtroll
delicacy but I'm afraid I can’t stand the stuff.’

“What a coincidence,” Welma laughed. ‘Neither can
Maris.” She bustled off and, as she reached the door,
Digit leapt down from Quint’s arms and scampered
after her. ‘It's her tea-time, too,” she said. ‘I shan’t
be long. Just you make yourself at home.’
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With Welma and the pet lemkin gone, the huge hall
fell into awkward silence. Quint paced over to the walls
to have a closer look at the inlaid panels. The footfall of
his boots echoed eerily.

Maris wanted to abandon her mosaic work for the
day. The fading light was making it difficult for her to
see the exact shades of the sky-crystals. But if she gave
up now, she’d have no option but to talk to Quint — and
she had no intention of doing that.

Unaware of Maris’s irritation, Quint stopped by the

walls and traced his fingers

lightly over the intricate mar-
quetry. Each of the panels
was decorated with delicate

patterns picked out in different
coloured woods. Twists and
coils and plaits were carved into
the timber in great interlocking
swirls and raised lattice-work
sections, each one cornered
with curlicues and containing
complicated and unfamiliar

emblems. A flower and coiled

rope. Three crossed lad-
ders. A series of concentric
circles split up by a seven-
pointed star . ..
The panelled wall was quite
unlike anything Quint had ever seen before. ‘It's amaz-
ing,” he whispered softly.
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‘It's amazing ... amazing ... zing...” his echo
repeated excitedly.

Maris could bear it no longer. Spoiling her afternoon
was one thing, but so obviously enjoying himself was
quite another! There he was, all bluster and rough edges.
He’d come in, ruined her mosaic, spellbound Welma,
bewitched Digit . . . She groaned angrily.

Quint spun round. ‘Are you all right, Maris?” he
asked.

Yes, I..." she began, embarrassed by the concern in
his voice. ‘Just clearing my throat,” she said, and did it
again. ‘The echo makes it sound worse than it is.”

Quint nodded. ‘It’s the best echo I've ever ...
HEARDY

HEARD ... HEARD... heard ... heard...

The pair of them burst out laughing, and the sound of
their laughter mingled with all the other noises as Quint
crossed the hall to the table where Maris was still work-
ing on the mosaic. He put his hands up defensively.

‘T won’t touch,” he said. ‘Promise!”’

‘I should hope not,” said Maris with mock severity.

Quint frowned. ‘Can you actually see anything?’ he
asked.

‘It is a bit dark,” Maris conceded. ‘The thing is, I
promised my father I would complete it for him as soon
as possible.” She looked up at Quint. “You couldn’t light
my lamp for me, could you?’ she asked. ‘Only I'm not
allowed to.’

‘Me?” Quint gulped and, for a split second, Maris saw
fear — raw and blind - flash across the young sky pirate’s
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face. The next moment, he was in control once more.
‘Light your lamp?” he said jauntily. “Yes, I can do that.’

Maris looked at him closely. Even in the shadows, his
skin was glistening with sweat. ‘If it’s too much trouble,
then don’t bother,” she said meanly. “Welma will be back
in a moment.’

‘It’s fine,” said Quint. ‘How does she do it? Fire-sticks?
Flint-flames?’

‘She usually takes a piece of flaming wood from the
stove,” said Maris. ‘The tongs are on the hook.’

Quint nodded, grabbed the lamp and turned away.
Face set grimly, he crossed the floor to the little stove
standing in the middle of the huge fireplace. His heart
was thumping. His legs felt like lead. Out of the corner
of his eye, he thought he saw something glinting scuttle
across the floor — though when he looked, there was
nothing there.

The lufwood was burning well; deep purple and very
hot, it bounced around buoyantly inside the stove.
Trembling uneasily, Quint placed the lamp
down on the floor. Then he unhooked the
tongs, crouched down and flipped the

front catch of the stove up.
The iron and glass
door swung open
and Quint was :
struck in the
face by a blast
of scorch-
ing air.
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‘It’s all right,” he whispered to himself. ‘The f...f...
tire’s in the stove. Don’t panic. J ... ] .... Just reach in
with the tongs, take out a single piece of burning wood
and light the lamp. You'll be f . . . fine, Quint. Absolutely
fine ...

On the other side of the room, Maris’s brow furrowed
with consternation. The curious echoes and acoustics of
the vast room being what they were, she had heard
every faltering word. For whatever reason, Quint was
clearly petrified of fire. Perhaps she’d gone too far.

Suddenly, she found herself running towards him. ‘It
doesn’t matter,” she shouted out. ‘Quint, leave it!’

But by then, Quint was already pulling a length of
burning wood from the stove. His sweaty hands were
shaking so badly he could barely maintain his grip on
the tongs. And when Maris cried out, her booming voice
gave him such a jump that he let go of them completely.

The tongs clattered to the hearth. The burning

lufwood log,

] however,

4 %/% neither fell
/_ ?‘—////éf/ nor flew away.
Half burning, half
smouldering, it hovered

in mid-air inches away
from Quint’s eyes.
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Mesmerized, he stared at it in horror, unable to move,
unable to cry out. Fire. Fire! He could see the white-hot
flames coming closer. He could feel them getting hotter.
He could smell that terrible stench once again. He could
taste it. Burning hair, burning flesh. And he could hear it
all. The hiss and crackle. The screaming, screaming,
screaming . . .

‘No! It mustn’t happen again!” he cried out, and before
Maris knew what he was doing, he had reached for-
wards and seized the burning log in his left hand.

‘Quint!” she shrieked. "What are you doing? Don’t be
a...” Quint thrust the log back into the stove and
slammed the door shut. Maris swallowed. ‘... a fool,’
she finished weakly.

At the same moment, the door behind them opened.
Both Maris and Quint spun round guiltily. Welma was
standing in the doorway, a laden tray in her hands. Digit
jumped down from her shoulder and bounded towards
them.

‘T thought you could have toasted oakbread with
hyleberry jam,” she said, as she pushed the door shut
with her foot. ‘"With some hammelhorn curds and syrup
for . ..” Her brows lowered. "What have you two been up
to?” she said suspiciously.

‘N ... nothing,” said Maris.

Welma sniffed the air. Her rubbery button nose
twitched. ‘Lufwood and . .. who’s burned themselves?’
she said sharply. ‘Come on, show me.’

Quint held out his upturned hand. There were angry
red sores and frayed blisters on his fingers and his palm.
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The soft pad of his thumb looked particularly raw.

Maris gasped and bit into her lower lip. Welma put
the tray down, seized the pot of hyleberry jam and
dolloped a huge spoonful into Quint’s hand. Quint
looked at Maris, his eyes asking her whether the old
woodtroll had gone completely mad.

‘Jam, Nanny?’ said Maris.

‘Hyleberry jam,” said Welma, as she smoothed the
sticky yellow substance over the burns. ‘Hyleberry salve
would be better, of course — but I dare say a little bark-
sugar won’t do any harm. There,” she said at last. ‘Now
if we wrap this napkin around it . . . So.” She looked up.
‘It’ll be as right as rain by the morning.’

‘1 give you my heartfelt thanks,” said Quint politely.

But Welma was no longer in any mood for his fancy
words. ‘And I'll give you a heartfelt kick up the back-
side if I catch you playing with that stove again!” she
said sternly.

‘He was only trying to light my lamp for me,” said
Maris.

‘Ay, well, leave things to those who can,” said Welma.
She stood up. ‘I'd better fetch another pot of jam, then
I'll - I'll - see to the lamp. Is that understood?’

“Yes, Nanny, Welma,” Maris and Quint chorused.

Only when she was out of the room did Maris turn to
Quint. ‘What happened?’ she said. “What did you see?’

‘See?” he muttered.

‘When you were staring at the burning wood.’

Quint shook his head, unable to speak. He took a
deep breath, and swallowed away the lump in his
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throat. ‘I was once in a fire,” he began. ‘A terrible fire.”

‘I didn’t know,” said Maris in a quiet voice.

‘The Great Western Quays fire,” said Quint. ‘It was no
accident. It began in my house. My father’s quarter-
master, Smeal, decided it was time to become captain of
the Galerider. He set the house ablaze. My father was
away, but . . .” His voice broke. ‘My mother, brothers . . .
our nanny ...’

‘I’'m so sorry, Quint,” said Maris.

‘1 escaped across the rooftops,” Quint continued. ‘I
always had a head for heights. But I couldn’t save them

.I...couldn’t...” Quint put his head in his hands,
his voice sob-cracked and small. ‘The fire . . . the smoke
...the heat...’

Maris stared at him. She was beginning to under-
stand just how brave he’d been to agree to light the
lamp, to put his hand inside the stove, to grasp the
burning log ... A rather alarming thought suddenly
struck her. All the things he’d done, he’d done them for
her.

Maris tingled uneasily inside. With her father acting
so oddly of late, she already had enough on her plate to
contend with. She glanced up at Quint, still shaking
from his ordeal, and sighed. The sooner Wind Jackal
came and took him away, the better.

The lamps and torches had all been lit by the time Wind
Jackal and Linius Pallitax finally re-entered the balcony-
chamber. Night had fallen and a chill, spiralling breeze
was giving the crew of the Galerider a hard time keeping
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her stationary above the balcony of the Palace of
Shadows.

‘There’s a storm brewing,” said Wind Jackal.

‘A sleet storm,” said Welma Thornwood, pulling a
face. ’I can feel it in my joints.’

‘Then we must conclude our business as soon as
possible, so that Wind Jackal can depart,” said Linius,
plucking at his fingers nervously. ‘Sit down, everyone,
please. I have something to announce.’

Maris and Quint sat down on adjacent chairs, with
Quint taking care to keep his makeshift bandage
hidden - there would be time for explanations later.
Welma sat back in her hanging-sofa, the lemkin on her
knee. The sky pirate captain stood behind Linius, who
cleared his throat.

‘Wind Jackal and I have made a decision,” he said.
‘Quint is to be enrolled in the Fountain House. He will
study skylore and cloudcraft; he will learn the rudi-
ments of mistsifting, windgrading, raintasting,
fogprobing . . . His schooling is to commence tomorrow
morning . ..

‘But, but . . .” Quint objected. He leapt to his feet, red-
faced and flustered.

‘Don’t interrupt,” said Wind Jackal sharply.

‘Maris will be responsible for showing him the
ropes,” Linius continued, and shot his daughter a warn-
ing glance that she was not to interrupt either.

‘But, Father,” Quint shouted, ‘an academic life is not
forme...

“You need an education, lad,” said Wind Jackal
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gruffly. “You’ll thank me for this one day.” His eyes
darkened. ‘By Sky, if I'd had the chances I'm giving
you...

‘But [ don’t want . ..

‘And then, as my apprentice, there are the little tasks
that I will be asking you to do,” Linius butted in.
‘Perform them well, and there could be a place for you
in the Knights” Academy.’

'No, no, no,” said Quint firmly. “That’s not what I
want. Father,” he said, turning to Wind Jackal, ‘I'm a sky
pirate. Like you. Like Grandfather. And ... And ...
Maris watched his lower lip trembling. All at once he
was racing across the floor to his father, arms open
wide. ‘I don’t want to be separated from you,” he
wailed.

‘It won’t be permanent,” said Wind Jackal, his own
mouth tugging at the corners with emotion.

‘But we’ve been good together, haven’'t we?” Quint
persisted. ‘Haven't we? Sailing the skies together. You
and me...” He swallowed. “You're the

oS

only one I've got left!” he sobbed.

‘Quint!” said Wind Jackal.
“You're to stop this.” He placed
his hands on his son’s shoul-
ders and looked him in
the eye. “You're shaming us
both,” he said quietly.

Quint sniffed and
wiped his nose. ‘I'm
sorry, but . . ./
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‘It’s not going to be easy for me either,” Wind Jackal
continued. ‘I've come to depend on your cool head,
your bargaining skills...” He paused. ‘Besides,” he
went on, his voice now little more than a whisper, ‘you
are the only one I've got left.’

Linius, who hadn’t managed not to hear what was
being said, stepped forwards and stopped before them,
resting against his stave. ‘Quint, Wind Jackal,” he said,
looking from one to the other. “While Quint is here, he
will be like my own son.” He smiled. “What more can I
say?’

‘There is nothing more fo say,” said Wind Jackal. He
hugged his son, Quint, one last time, before letting go
and marching stiffly back across the room to the
balcony-doors. His elbow caught on one of the lacy
curtains as he strode through the doorway. He did not
look back.

Maris shivered unhappily. Things were not working
out at all the way she’d hoped. By now, Quint should be
gone. Instead, he had been left behind in Sanctaphrax to
take up a place at the Fountain House school — and as if
that wasn’t bad enough, she had been put in charge of his
well-being. She snorted with irritation. It just wasn't fair.
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+CHAPTER THREE:-

THE GREAT LIBRARY

uint put his pen down and listened. Yes, there it

was again. A howling and shrieking, discordant,
distant — but coming closer, and closer, till the air was
throbbing with the terrible noise.

‘What is that?” he muttered. He glanced over at the
tiny window. There was only one way to find out.

Scraping his chair back on the wooden floorboards,
Quint jumped up, knocking the barkscrolls he’d been
reading to the floor, and hurried across the room. As he
flung the window open, what had been a raucous noise
abruptly became a deafening cacophony. What was
causing it?

Quint thrust his head through the small window as far as
it would go and craned his neck backwards. A blizzard?
he thought, surprised by the sight of the snowy banks of
whiteness swirling round in the air. In such warm
weather? And making so much noise? Then, catching
sight of the gleaming eyes and glinting talons, he real-
ized that it was a blizzard not of snow, but of feathers.
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‘White ravens!” he gasped. ‘Hundreds of them.’

Of course, when in Undertown, he had seen the
white ravens flocking before. Their eerie flights
alerted the academics of Sanctaphrax that the
flight-rocks in the Stone Gardens were ready to be
harvested. Everyone knew that. But he’d never been so
close before, nor heard them so loud. Even now, as
they came spiralling down, down out of the sky,
they were still maintaining their ear-splitting
screech. Easing his feet off the ground, Quint squeezed
himself a little further out of
the window and
twisted round until

he was lying out

across the sill. " N
He watched in \\\\ '
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flock of ravens came
in to land on the roof
of the Observatory. )

‘Incredible!” he murmured. ‘Quite . . . Ouch!”

Something hard and bony had taken hold of his ankle,
and was wrenching at it painfully.

‘Ow!” he cried — though nowhere near loud enough to
be heard above the din of the ravens. He kicked out with
his feet. ‘Get off me.” He wriggled awkwardly back-
wards. The bony pincer-like objects suddenly grasped
both his ankles.
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‘Maris,
, if that’s you,
2N 1% I'll . . . whooaah,” he

A/%(, % i " groaned, as he found

{LX QX\ i ijgd; “himself being pulled back
g "’\L = into the room. The next
moment, the back of his head

knocked sharply against the edge of the

{7 " sill on its way down to the floor, which it
i struck with a loud crack!

"Unkhh!” he groaned.

His ankles were released and his legs crashed down.
His eyelids fluttered, opened. The room gradually stopped
leaping about. ‘You!” shouted Quint. “‘Why in Sky’s name
did you do that?’

‘A thousand apologies,” said Tweezel, bowing stiffly. ‘I
did not mean . . . That is, I thought you were in danger.”
He trilled with agitation.

Quint rubbed his head and winced theatrically. ‘I'll be
fine,” he said.

‘That is just as well,” said Tweezel, ‘for I have been
requested to convey the following summons of atten-
dance by my master, who is also your professor and
who, as such . . .’

‘What?’ said Quint sharply.
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The spindlebug solemnly closed the window to muf-
fle the shrieking din of the white ravens. “The Most High
Academe wants to see you.’

‘Now?’ said Quint, climbing unsteadily to his feet.

‘No,” said Tweezel. ‘Fifteen minutes ago. Urgent, he
said it was. Extremely urgent.’

Quint hurried towards the door. Over the last week he
had heard, if not seen, just how angry the Most High
Academe could be when kept waiting. He was just about
to leave his room when Tweezel laid a pincer on his
shoulder.

‘Just one thing, young apprentice,” it said.

“Yes?’ said Quint.

‘The Most High Academe hates to be kept waiting.’

With his poky little garret a narrow staircase up from
the vast balcony-chamber, and the Most High
Academe’s study two storeys below that, Quint hurtled
down the stairs in twos and threes. He didn’t want to be
even later than he already was.

’Ah, there you are, lad,” said Linius, looking over his
shoulder as, hot and breathless, Quint knocked and
poked his head round the open door of the professor’s
study. ‘Come in. Come in.’

Quint entered the room. He was relieved to find that
the Most High Academe, who was seated on a tall
battered stool at a cluttered desk overflowing with
charts and scrolls, seemed in a better mood than
he’d anticipated — although he looked strained and
tired. Quint hadn’t yet discovered that Tweezel
would always lie about the time, so that those he
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was called to summon were always on time.

‘And close the door,” Linius added. His voice dropped
to an urgent whisper. ‘I don’t want a single word of what
I’'m about to say to go beyond these four walls. Is that
understood?’

Quint nodded calmly as he pushed the door shut, but
inside his heart was racing. What was the professor
about to say?

The professor swivelled round completely. ‘So, Quint,’
he said, how are you finding Sanctaphrax?’

‘It ...it... he said, at a loss to know where to start.
Everything was so bewilderingly different from what he
was used to on board the Galerider — from the unspoken,
yet rigidly upheld, pecking-order of the steamy refectory
to the intrigue, whispers and lies that took place on the
Viaduct Steps. And then there was the Fountain House
school: the archaic rules he inadvertently kept breaking
in Wilken Wordspool’s classroom — and the lessons
themselves, so long, so repetitive, so tedious.. . .

Just then, the white ravens outside, who had been
silent for a while, started up once again. His words were
lost to their raucous clamour.

‘What was that?’ the professor shouted back, his hand
cupped to his ear.

‘Noisy!” Quint shouted back. ‘I find Sanctaphrax very
noisy.’

‘I agree,” Linius nodded earnestly. He stood up and,
limping slightly, crossed to the windows and closed
them all. ‘Shamefully noisy for a so-called place of learn-
ing, I would say.” He turned and smiled. ‘How would
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you like to go to the quietest corner in all of
Sanctaphrax?’

‘I think I should like that very
much,” said Quint.

‘Very good,” said Linius. He
plucked at his fingers, making
some of the joints crack. ‘It con- [
cerns one of those little tasks 1
mentioned the day your father
dropped you off here. Do you
remember?’

“Yes,” said Quint warily, remembering that the pro-
fessor had also spoken about the Knights” Academy. He
certainly hoped the task had nothing to do with that
place. Then again, he thought, he had passed the acad-
emy several times and, what with all the para-jousting,
pummelball, and one-to-one combat that was going on
inside, it was probably the noisiest place in all
Sanctaphrax.

‘The place I want you to visit,” said Linius Pallitax, ‘is
the Great Library.’

Quint’s brow furrowed. ‘The Great . ..” He paused. ‘I
don’t think I know where that is.”

‘Very few academics do, I'm afraid. It was an ancient
centre for earth-studies. These days it is most unfashion-
able. Nobody goes there any more,” said the professor,
and tutted unhappily. ‘Sky above, have we really come
so far?” he murmured. ‘Here I am, Most High Academe
of a place where the very presence of the Great Library
is ignored.’
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The High Academe’s eyes had a faraway look in them.
He seemed to be talking to himself. ‘Oh, it was a sad day
indeed when the schism between earth-studies and sky-
scholarship first occurred.” He glanced round nervously,
as if worried that someone might be listening. ‘Don’t
misunderstand me, lad. I am not saying that sky-
scholarship is not invaluable. After all, were it not for the
windtouchers and raintasters and, yes, the mistsifters
also, we wouldn’t know about stormphrax. And without
stormphrax to weight down the floating rock, then
Sanctaphrax itself would break its moorings and then
everything would be lost. And yet..." his eyes misted
over, ‘the old scholars of earth-studies had accumulated
so much knowledge . . .’

Quint listened closely, trying to take it all in.

‘About the properties of plants, the qualities of
minerals, the secrets of trees. And living creatures! They
listed and sorted and classified and categorized the
Deepwoods more precisely than even the Professors of
Light and Darkness grade luminosity. And that’s saying
something, I can tell you!’

Quint looked suitably impressed.

‘The problem, my lad, is that the knowledge they
accumulated over the centuries is being lost. Despite my
best efforts to revive it, earth-studies is ignored and the
place where its wealth of information is stored - the
Great Library — has been abandoned and left to fall into
utter neglect. Even as we speak, the priceless barkscrolls
and tomes it houses are crumbling to dust.” He sighed.
‘And it is knowledge we cannot afford to lose . . .’
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‘Can’t we go and tidy the place up a bit?” Quint
suggested. ‘Sort things out?’

‘Oh, Quint,” said Linius wearily. “You haven’t a clue
what you're saying. A hundred academics could work
there for a thousand days and still barely scratch the
surface.’

‘Then what do you want me to do?’ said Quint.

Outside, the departing white ravens flashed past the
windows. Agitated, the professor began plucking at his
fingers again, one after the other. ‘I want you to fetch me
a barkscroll,” he said.

‘Is that all?’ said Quint, smiling.

The colour drained from the professor’s face. ‘This is
no laughing matter, lad,” he said coldly. ‘I would go
myself, but my leg is still not up to it.’

‘I'm sorry,” said Quint. ‘I didn’t mean ..

‘I cannot impress upon you enough the importance of
your task,” the professor continued. ‘If you fail, then . . .’
A shudder ran the length of his body. “You must not fail.”

Quint nodded solemnly. Linius looked up to see the
flock of white ravens, still streaming past his windows.

‘Listen well,” he said. “Tweezel will give you precise
directions to the Great Library. Once inside, the layout is
complicated to the uninitiated, but not impossible to
negotiate. It is set out like a forest - filled with trees of
knowledge, so to speak. Each tree has a core subject -
Aquatic Vegetation, Earth Organisms, that sort of thing.
You'll find the exact academic discipline on a small
plaque nailed to the trunk. The core subject you are look-
ing for is Aerial Creatures.’
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‘Aerial Creatures,” Quint repeated, committing it to
memory.

“You are to climb into that tree,” said Linius. ‘The
higher you climb, the more branches you will come to.
By following the words and symbols carved into the
bark, you must climb up the relevant branches — each
one representing a branch of the subject — until you
home in on the barkscroll I need.’

‘It sounds complicated,” said Quint.

‘That is why you must listen carefully,” said Linius. As
he spoke, the stragglers of the huge flock flapped past
the windows and a plaintive cawing began. ‘Oh, no,” he
whispered nervously, ‘I shall be late again.’

‘Late for what?’ asked Quint.

‘As Most High Academe, it is my duty to bless the
ritually purified academics who are about to harvest the
flight-rocks,” he said. ‘They may not go to the Stone
Gardens until I have.” He wiped his sweating brow on
his sleeve. ‘So much to do and so little time,” he muttered
and, once again, Quint couldn’t help but notice how
exhausted the Most High Academe looked.

‘Then tell me exactly how to find this barkscroll,” said
Quint. “And quickly.’

“You must take what is known as the negative ascent,’
the professor explained. ‘At the first fork you will come
to bird and not bird. Take not bird. At the second fork,
reptile and not reptile. Take not reptile. At the third fork,
mammal and not mammal.’

‘And 1 take not mammal,’ said Quint.

‘Precisely,” said Linius. ‘Do this so long as the option
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allows. Then it becomes more tricky — and the branches
rather slender — so do use the walkways and hanging-
baskets provided. You need to find two twigs, one
marked legendary . ..

‘Legendary,” said Quint.

‘The other marked celestial.’

Quint nodded.

‘Hanging from the point where these two cross, you
will find the barkscroll I need.” He breathed out noisily.
‘Now have you got all that?’

‘I think so,” Quint said. “Aerial Creatures. Not, not, not,
as far as I can go. Then legendary and celestial.’

‘Well done,” said Linius. “You make it sound easy. I
only hope you don't find it too difficult in reality.”

“You can count on me,” said Quint confidently.

‘1 hope so,” said the professor darkly. ‘As I said before,
Quint, you must not fail. So, keep your mind on the task
at hand at all times and do not let yourself be distracted.”

He turned

and picked
up his stave.

‘Now, go,
lad. And Sky
speed be
with you.’
He sighed. ‘1
must go and
see to my
blessed
academics.’
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Head spinning with Tweezel’s directions and the pro-
fessor’s instructions, Quint stepped outside the Palace of
Shadows. It came, as it always did, as quite a shock to
Quint when he stepped outside to find that it was
still the middle of the afternoon — and sunny. Since the
Palace of Shadows was completely surrounded by tall
buildings which kept it in the shade, daylight was a
constant twilight and even the sunniest day seemed
overcast. As he emerged from the narrow alley onto the
broad central concourse opposite the Central Viaduct, he
had to raise his hand to shield his eyes from the dazzling
sun.

‘Which way?’ he muttered, and answered himself in
the same breath with Tweezel’s words, ‘At the southern
end of the Viaduct Steps.’

A week earlier even this would have confused him,
and he remembered how Maris had laughed at him
when he’d headed in completely the wrong direction to
the West Landing. The thing was, the compass directions
of Sanctaphrax had been fixed before the floating rock
had become buoyant. Now that the great rock was float-
ing in mid-air and turning constantly, the so-called
southern end could have been anywhere — except that
Quint had recently learnt that the towering Loftus
Observatory was at the southern end of the Central
Viaduct, and it was that way he headed, skirting along
its West Steps.

In the week he’d been in Sanctaphrax, Quint had
learned a lot about the great floating city. His school
day started at the unearthly hour of six in the morning,
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but finished at one, which meant that his after-
noons were free. Every one, he had spent walking
around, getting to know the various schools, coll-
eges and faculties, familiarizing himself with its avenues
and walkways; its bridges and landing-stages, large
and small. The Viaduct Steps, in particular, fascinated
him.

High above, the Central Viaduct itself was a magnifi-
cent structure, forming the main thoroughfare between
the Loftus Observatory and the Great Hall. Lined by
some two hundred small towers of the lesser academic
faculties — anything from bark-reading to moon-
chanting — it stood astride twenty-four mighty pillars.
Beneath and between these were the Viaduct Steps, east
and west sloping.

At first, Quint had paid little attention to the shifting
groups of clustered academics on the marble steps. But
as the days passed, he started to notice the same
characters in the same places doing the same things, and
began eavesdropping on their conversations.

The twelfth West Steps, for instance, was the
place where young apprentices would furtively swap
exam papers and gossip about their professors.
The eighteenth, in contrast, was a place where
academics with a grievance would air them publicly, and
often to a huge audience. While on the other side, the
eighteenth East Steps hosted fromp-fighting and illicit
gambling . . .

On this particular afternoon, however, with the
urgency of the Most High Academe’s instructions still
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ringing in his ears, Quint did not dawdle - tempted
though he was. He hurried on past staircase after stair-
case of feverish activity without once pausing, round the
base of the Loftus Observatory, and stopped in his
tracks. His jaw dropped.

How in Sky’s name did I miss that? he wondered, star-
ing at the vast wooden structure before him. He noted
the simple design: a low circular wall surmounted by a
tall fluted roof like a giant umbrella, all topped off with
a modest observation tower. Unlike its tall, showy neigh-
bours — which, in every way, put the ancient library into
the shade - it simply did not stand out.

Quint crossed the shadow-filled square and dis-
appeared into the still deeper shade beneath the great
roof. No-one noticed him walk round the curving wall or
stumble across the concealed door. And no-one saw him
enter.

‘Wow!” he gasped. If the outside of the Great Library
had surprised Quint, then the inside left him utterly
breathless. It was vast, yet deserted. It was cool and
silent. It smelled faintly of pine-sap with an ominous
hint of leaf-mould. It was like nothing he had ever ex-
perienced before.

The ‘trees’ that Linius had described were massive
vertical columns of wood set into the packed-earth floor,
with pegs up their sides to serve as hand- and footholds;
the ‘branches’ were an intricate system of arches and
cross-beams far, far up above his head. There were plat-
forms and decking attached to the trunks at various
heights, and ladder-ways and pulley-ropes with
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hanging-baskets connecting one tree to another. And
suspended on wires from the ‘twigs’ were the bark-
scrolls themselves. Some hung individually, like leaves.
Others hung in bunches, fifty or so at a time, in large
holders. Some, having fallen away completely, had
turned the floor into a scene reminiscent of the
Deepwoods in autumn.

Quint crouched down, retrieved a scrap of barkscroll
and unrolled it carefully on the ground. As he did so, he
thought he saw several shining things — objects or crea-
tures, it was not clear — gliding across the floor. But when
he looked round, there was nothing to be seen.

Returning his attention to the barkscroll, he smoothed
his hand over its leathery parchment surface and looked
at it closely. The text — all neatly written in a minute,
feathery script, and accompanied by annotated sketches
and charts — concerned banderbears, or rather the pale
sytil moss which grew in their thick fur and gave the
huge lumbering Deepwoods-dwelling creatures their
green hue. The detail was phenomenal.

‘And this is just a scrap from one single barkscroll,’
Quint muttered, amazed. ‘One of countless thousands,’
he added, looking up at the hanging holders. ‘The sheer
amount of knowledge! What an incredible place this
Great Library is.” He climbed to his feet. ‘But don't let
yourself become distracted,” he reminded himself
sharply. ‘Just find the barkscroll the professor wants and
get it back to him as soon as possible.’

This, he soon discovered, was much easier said than
done. Not only were there more than a hundred of the
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tree-pillars to check through, but the plaques which
differentiated them were written in a curling script
which Quint found almost impossible to decipher.

'S-0-c-i-a-1-G-e-s-t — Social Gestures,” he said, tracing his
fingers over the unfamiliar letters. He moved on to the
next. G— No, C-g-r-n . .. Carnivorous F . . . Flora. And the
next. And the next. Gradually the letters became easier
to read. The As were like Ss, the Fs were like Ts, the Cs
were like Gs. He moved more and more quickly from
tree-pillar to tree-pillar, searching systematically for the
one core subject he had to find.

But as the time passed — half an hour, an hour, two
hours — Quint became more worried and his searching
increasingly frenzied. What if he’d somehow missed the
one he was looking for? What if he couldn’t find it before
sundown? — there didn’t seem to be any working lights
in the library.

The professor’s doom-laden words echoed round his
head — You must not fail! — over and over, like the tolling
of a bell. But what if he did fail?

‘Pull yourself together,” he told himself. ‘It is here. And
I'shall find it.” There were still ten tree-pillars to go. Quint
ran from one to the other reading off the plaques but, as
he feared, not one of them bore the name Aerial Creatures.
If his calculations were correct, then he was right back
where he’d started from. ‘

He crouched down by the one in front of him. “Yes,
that was the one,” he muttered to himself. ‘Social Gestures
... Except. Hang on a moment.” He leaned forwards for
a closer look. ‘I don’t believe it!" he exclaimed. ‘This is
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the one! Aerial Creatures. I can see it now. And to think
that it was the very first one I looked at!’

Furious with himself for his mistake, yet relieved
beyond words to have finally found the right tree-pillar,
Quint wasted no time in scampering up the pegs. He
was agile, with nimble fingers and an excellent head for
heights. His burnt hand had healed well enough for him
to climb with no discomfort Vel =g
and, having lived on a sky
pirate ship for years — forever
shinning up masts and negoti-
ating sky-rigging — the ascent
offered no difficulty. He was
soon at the first fork.

‘Bird. Not bird,” he read, the
words carved into the wood in
the same floral script.

As instructed, he chose not
bird and continued. From this
point on, although the climb
was no longer vertical,
because the pegs had stopped
he needed to take great care
not to slip and fall - especially @
since the light was beginning :
to fail.

Further up the professor’s
so-called ‘negative ascent’, the
choices began to get weirder.
At first, Quint gave it little
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the further he went and the more he saw, the greater his
curiosity was becoming about these earth-studies
academics who had devised such an intricate system of
categorization and been fit and agile enough to use it.
The search continued until, with a whoop of delight,
Quint announced to the echoing air that he had found
what he was looking for.

‘Legendary,” he read off, ‘and celestial.” He looked up
and saw —just as the professor had said — that where the
two of them crossed, a single barkscroll was hanging.
Quint grinned. ‘There you are!’

All those hours
of searching, and
finally he’d found
what he was looking
for. He tugged at
the pulley-rope to
manoeuvre himself
forwards. The
basket lurched, but
stayed where it was.
Quint pulled on the
rope again, harder
this time and, when
that did nothing,
once again. Still
nothing.

‘Cursed thing!” he
muttered, and looked

across at the barkscroll, so

60



temptingly near. ‘Maybe if I could just lean across . . "

He climbed onto the edge of the basket and, support-
ing himself on the attached rope, reached out. The gap
was still too wide. Below him, the cavernous drop
yawned. With his shaking hands shifting little by little
along the rope, Quint stretched out still further. Closer
and closer his fingertips came. They grazed the edge of
the barkscroll, setting it turning.

‘Tust a little further,” he muttered.

The barkscroll continued to turn, infuriatingly slowly.
Quint strained forwards, and waited for it to come right
round. His eyes bulged, his arms shook, the tendons in
his neck flexed. As the scroll came closer, he jerked for-
wards. His fingers closed around the leathery tube. He'd

got it. The
barkscroll
was in his
grasp.
‘Phew!’
he whis-
)\ ( _ tled with
eﬁ LA = relief, as
momns G 78 he eased
himself

carefully
back along the rope and dropped down into the basket.
“This place is lethal. It’s . . ./

At that moment, there was a sharp tearing sound
behind him. Quint spun round to see a knot of rope
wedged into the pulley fraying, fibre by breaking fibre.

61



Within seconds the whole lot had taken on the appear-
ance of a woodthistle’s fluffy seedhead. Quint’s elation
turned to despair.

‘Oh, no,” he muttered, his heart thumping in his ears.
‘Oh, no.” He thrust the barkscroll down inside his shirt
and clung on to the rope and the side of the basket. The
last strands snapped. ‘Oh ... Help!” he screamed as the
basket abruptly plummeted.

Down, down, down, boy
and basket crashed through
the branches, tearing the
barkscroll holders from their
moorings and sending the
barkscrolls they contained
fluttering off every which way.
Then, twisting and turning,
Quint lost his grip and tum-
bled out of the basket.

Falling! He was falling
towards certain death . ..

... when all of a sudden and
out of nowhere, a hand seized
him round his wrist.

‘Hold on!” a voice hissed
close to his ear.

Quint tried in vain to crane }
his neck round to see who had §
rescued him. It was all happen- }
ing too quickly. Yet he was
aware of a dry, crackling sound
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and a ripe, juicy odour like the smell of rotting leaves.
The next moment, he found himself being swung hard to
one side.

Terrified, Quint screwed his eyes shut. For an instant
he imagined himself to be back on board the Galerider,
tossed about in a great storm. Then, with a jarring thud,
he felt something solid beneath his feet and looked
down to find he was on an aerial platform, high up in
one of the trees.

But who had got him there?

Scrambling to his feet, Quint scoured the forest of tree-
pillars for the character who had caught him as he fell.
There was no-one there.

Quint frowned. "You saved my life,” he murmured. He
patted the rolled-up barkscroll, still safely tucked into
his shirt, and grinned. ‘In more ways than one.’

Although Quint knew he hadn’t been quick, he had no
idea just how long his task had taken him. By the time he
reached the entrance to the Palace of Shadows, the new
day had already broken and the far horizon was blush-
ing pink and red.

He turned the great brass handle and pushed the
heavy front door open. A mournful creak echoed round
the hall. He stepped inside.

‘Where have you been?’ came a voice. He turned to see
Maris standing in the centre of the entrance hall, hands
on her hips.

‘1...Iwas on an errand,” said Quint, ‘for your father.’
He reached down inside the shirt and pulled out the
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barkscroll. ‘He asked me to fetch this for him.” He
stepped forwards. ‘I need to get it to him at once.’

‘Oh, no you don’t,” said Maris. “You know how tired
he’s been looking.’

But:

‘He was up working all night again,” she insisted
firmly. ‘He’s absolutely not to be disturbed.”

‘But, Maris!” Quint protested. He really couldn’t make
her out at all. Did she like him, or didn’t she? Sometimes
it seemed as though he couldn’t do a single thing right.

‘Just give it to me,” she said impatiently, her hand out-
stretched. T'll give it to him the moment he wakes.’

Reluctantly, Quint did as he was told.

‘Thank you,” said Maris primly. ‘Now go and get
washed and changed. You can’t possibly come to class
looking like that. Wordspool would throw a purple fit —
and anyway, it reflects badly on my father and myself.’

‘Class? Wordspool?’ said Quint, confused. "What time
is it?’

At that moment, the bell at the top of the Great Hall
chimed the three-quarters. ‘A quarter to six,” said Maris.
‘We've got fifteen minutes before school starts!’
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-CHAPTER FOUR-":

WEIMA THORNWOOD

The kitchen was stiflingly hot. The air above the glowing
cooking-range shimmered like water while the high
vaulted ceiling was thick with swirling clouds of steam. Yet
still Welma was not satisfied.

‘More heat,” she wheezed as she pumped up and down
on the stove-bellows, first with one foot, then with the
other. Up down, up down. The compressed air hissed
through the pipes. The fire roared.

Maris flicked away the hair which clung to her glistening
brow and looked up. Having spent the whole morning cold
and shivering in Wordspool’s draughty classroom, she was
now dizzy with the intense heat coming from the glowing
stove. ‘Does it have to be so hot?’ she asked.

‘If we . . . don’t want our spiced scones to . . . end up like
spiced stones,” Welma replied breathlessly. ‘The hotter the
fire...

‘The lighter the dough, Maris finished for her, and
laughed. She’d heard the words on a thousand other bak-
ing days. It was one of the many woodtroll sayings that

65



Welma had brought with her from the Deepwoods,
passed on — word of mouth — down countless gener-
ations. She’d been told it by her mother, who’d been told
it by her mother, who’d been told it by her mother . . . and
Welma — who had no young’uns of her own - had
passed it on to her, Maris.

Welma looked round to see the young mistress
perched on her step-stool at the round table, smirking
from ear to ear. She tugged at her apron. ‘Forgive me,’
she said, ‘but I thought you liked your scones crunchy
on the outside and fluffy on the inside.’

‘I do,” said Maris.

‘And for that, we must do two things,” said Welma.
‘One, ensure the oven is furnace-hot. And two ...” Her
gaze fell on the whisk idling in Maris’s fingers. “We must
beat the mixture until it is frothy light” Her eyes
narrowed. ‘Is it frothy light?’ she enquired.

Maris looked down into the bowl. The mixture
slopped about in the bottom. "Not quite,” she said, a little
shame-faced.

“Then beat, child! Beat!” said Welma. "While I see to the
woodapples.’

Maris nodded, tucked the huge bowl into the crook of
her arm and began whisking the creamy mixture
furiously. Ever since she was little, of all the cakes,
pastries and other assorted dough-bakes that Welma and
she had made together, it was spiced scones that she
liked most. Delicious on their own, with the traditional
Wodgiss Night filling of woodapples steeped in honey
and topped off with cream, they were sublime. It was
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Maris who had suggested they make some for Quint.
Now, with her right arm aching and her left arm stiff, she
was beginning to regret her generosity.

‘So, how are you and the young (
sky pirate captain’s son A

getting on, anyway?’ asked Welma as she stirred the
stewing woodapples.

Maris started. It wasn’t the first time she’d wondered
whether her old nurse could read minds. If she hadn't
already been so red in the face from the heat, she would
have blushed with embarrassment. ‘We’re getting on all
right,” she said.

‘More than all right, if you ask me,” Welma persisted.
‘After all, why else would we be making him Wodgiss
spiced scones?’
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Maris whisked the mixture more vigorously. Glops of
it splattered down her front, on the table, on the floor.
‘Like I told you,” she said, ‘we’re getting on all right.’

‘Only you did say you thought he was a little.. .’
Welma placed the lid back on the bubbling pot
‘... rough and ready.’

Maris snorted. ‘Well, he is,” she said.

‘Hmm,” said Welma thoughtfully. “Your father cer-
tainly seems to think highly of him,” she added.

Maris’s lips pursed. ‘Does he?’ she said, and began
beating the mixture so violently that a huge dollop
landed in her face. ‘Ugh!” she exclaimed and the bowl
slipped from her arm and fell to the stone floor with a
loud clang!

‘NO!” Maris shouted and burst into tears. ‘Oh, Nanny,’
she sobbed. ‘I'm hopeless! I'm useless! I can’t do anything
right!

‘Maris, my little sugar-dumpling,” said Welma, her
face crinkling up with concern. She trotted across from
the stove, wrapped her arms around Maris’s waist and
squeezed her tightly, warmly. ‘There, there,” she whis-
pered, as she reached up and wiped Maris’s face clean
with her apron. ‘Don’t fret so. It’s only a bit of batter.”

‘But I've ruined it,” said Maris. Scalding tears streamed
down her cheeks. ‘We're going to have to start all over
again. Separating the snowbird eggs, sifting the barley
flour, grinding the spices . . .’

Welma pulled away and glanced down at the floor.
She shook her head. ‘No we won't,” she said. ‘Look!”’

To her surprise, Maris saw that the ironwood bowl

68



had landed on its base. None of the mixture - frothy
light as it was — had been spilt. She picked it up, placed
it on the table and wiped her eyes.

“You see,” said Welma, taking Maris by both hands,
‘things are never so bad as they first seem.’

Maris flinched. Never so bad as they first seem. The
words echoed in her head. Never so bad as they first seem.
She tore her hands away. ‘No, they’re not,” she laughed
bitterly. “They’re worse! Far far far worse!’

‘Why? How?’ said Welma. “What in Sky’s name are
you talking about, child? What is worse?’

‘Everything!” wailed Maris. ‘I mean, I try...” she
sobbed. ‘I try so hard. But Father never even seems to
notice me. Whatever I do. I know it’s not his fault. He
... he spends so many hours on that Great Work of his,
and — oh, Welma, I do worry about him so. He never
even seems to sleep . ..

Welma nodded sympathetically. She was only too
aware of how much the young mistress worried about
her father.

‘And then he comes along. Him! That cocky little
know-it-all son of a sky pirate, QUINT!’

‘But you said you were getting on all right,” said
Welma, patting her arm.

‘We are,” said Maris. ‘But now my father’s got even
less time for me. It's all “QUINT, can you do this?
QUINT, can you do that?”’ She looked away. ‘It’s as if
he’d rather have a son than a daughter .. .

‘That’s enough, Maris,” said Welma sharply. She shook
her head. ‘All this carry-on! I mean, I'm not saying that
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the Most High Academe doesn’t spend too much time on
his work. He does. But that doesn’t mean he loves you
any the less. Work is work and family is family and . . .”

"And Quint is both!” she said. "Work and family.”

‘He’s not,” said Welma.

'He is,” said Maris. ‘Father includes him in everything.
Sending him on errands, giving him tasks...” She
looked up angrily. "He’s never given me a task!’

‘He’s made him his apprentice,” said Welma gently.
‘That's what apprentices do.”

"Yes, but what was it he told Wind Jackal?’ said Maris,
still fighting back the tears. ’ “While Quint is here, he will
be like my own son.” His own son! You see! Work and
family. He is both! And where does that leave me?’

‘Maris, my treasure,” said Welma, ‘if you don’t mind
my saying, you're sounding a bit jealous.’

‘Jealous?’ Maris stormed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous! Jealous
of that oaf. I'm not jealous, I'm ... I'm..." Her lower lip
trembled. ‘Lonely,” she said at last, her voice small and
wobbly.

Welma shook her head sadly. ‘Oh, Maris,” she
whispered.

‘I can’t help it,” Maris blurted out. ‘It’s just the way I
feal.s. .’

‘What you feel is what you feel — that’s what we
woodtrolls say.” She patted Maris on the shoulder. “And
knowing how you feel is the first step to changing how
you feel,” she said. ‘If you really want to.’

Maris shrugged. She still felt like crying. ‘How can I
change if nothing else changes?’ she said. ‘I mean, if
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Father continues to work so hard and Quint takes all his
attention the whole time . . .

‘Well,” said Welma, ‘you must make things change.’

‘How?’ said Maris.

Welma’s eyes twinkled. ‘Let’s look at this logically,’
she said slowly. “You feel your father ignores you. You
can’t seem to get close to him. And you're lonely. Quint,
on the other hand, seems close to him, but is new here.
He doesn’t have any friends. I would think he was a little
lonely himself. He probably needs someone his own age
to talk to. So . ./

‘So, I ought to make friends with Quint?’ said Maris.

Welma smiled. ‘Let’s just say that I don’t think it’s any
bad thing us preparing delicious Wodgiss spiced scones
for tea,” she said. ‘So, come on then, Maris. You dollop
out the mixture into the baking trays while I give the
oven a final blast of the bellows, and . . .

‘And when they’re in the
oven,” said Maris.

“Yes?” said Welma.

‘Can I scrape the bowl?’
she asked.

Welma smiled so hard

that her eyes disappeared
and her button-nose
creased back on itself.
‘Of course you can, my
little sugar-dumpling,’
she said. ‘Of course
you can.’



In the upper gallery of the kitchen, far above the heads
of the young mistress and her woodtroll nurse, stood a
solitary figure, his head swathed in the clouds of steam.
It was Quint.

Too tired after his long night in the Great Library to do
any of Wordspool’s homework, yet far too excited to
sleep, he had taken to the palace corridors once again.
The whole place fascinated him.

He’d just stumbled upon a music chamber. It was
amazing. On the platform stood a klavinette — a key-
board instrument that seemed to produce sound by the
internal plucking of its strings. Beside it were three
chairs, each with a different instrument on it. One was a
wind instrument, one was a string instrument, while the
third was a combination of the two, with a bow leaning
up against the back of a chair. It was made from the outer
carapace of some giant barkbeetle, with a hollowed
length of lufwood and woodcat gut. From what he could
make out, it was designed to be bowed and blown at the
same time.

What impressed Quint most was the fact that, thanks
to the attentions of the faithful spindlebug Tweezel, the
room was so clean. And not just clean — but ready. At any
moment, that quartet of musicians could walk through
the door, pick up their instruments and play as if nothing
had ever happened.

And it was the same in the other rooms he stumbled
across as he roamed the corridors, storey after storey, try-
ing door after door. Room after room, each one lovingly
tended to — yet so still, so unused.
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There was the ground-floor Caucus Ante-Chamber - a
wood-panelled room with leather chairs once used by
the senior librarians who, following the death of the
previous Most High Academes, would cluster together
there until they had selected a new one. And on the third
storey, the Gift Chamber where cavernous glass cabinets
housed generations of officially received gifts — every-
thing from a set of crystal woodgrog goblets to a stuffed
and gilded banderbear. Further along the corridor was
the Portrait Gallery with its paintings of Most High
Academes — each one carefully dusted — stretching back
down the centuries. Some were famous, like Ferumix the
mathematician and Archemax, whose philosophical
musings on light had once been considered heretical.
Others were nonentities, forgotten even before the white
ravens in the Stone Gardens had picked their bones and
set their
- spirits
free.

Quint

had
stood

looking
at the
portrait of Linius

Pallitax for several
minutes. It smelt of
fresh paint and, from

the dates on the plaque
below, he could see that
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it was the first new painting to have been hung in
decades — one more of the old traditions to have been
reinstated by the current Most High Academe.

Certainly, the likeness was good; the hooked nose, the
wispy beard and the ears, almost twisted at their tips,
had all been faithfully reproduced. And as for the eyes,
the artist had captured the expression in them perfectly
— that sparkle of childlike eagerness, tempered by a
haunted look of . . .

‘What is that look?’” Quint murmured. ‘Weariness?
Despair? Fear?” He shook his head. ‘Or perhaps a
combination of all three?” He sighed. ‘But you're not
going to tell me, are you?’ he said to the portrait. ‘I'll
have to find out for myself.’

As Quint closed the door of the Portrait Gallery
behind him, all thought of the Most High Academe
vanished. The smell now filling the corridor was in-
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