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INTRODUCTION

cloud of uncertainty hangs over Sanctaphrax, the

magnificent centre of sky-scholarship. Perched high
up on top of the great floating rock, the city has been in
a state of crisis ever since its Most High Academe -
Linius Pallitax — fell mysteriously ill.

Since that time, the academics have talked of little else.
Rumours are rife that Linius Pallitax did things he ought
not to have done - that he gleaned forbidden earth-
scholar knowledge from the Great Library; that he
ventured down inside the rock and broke into the
Ancient Laboratory, which the First Scholars had taken
such care to seal up; that he used their scientific
paraphernalia and, in an act of terrible folly, attempted
to create life.

Of course, no-one has any proof that this is what actu-
ally happened, but the further the rumours spread, the
more certain they seem until the whole city is convinced
that Linius Pallitax is to blame for his own illness. And
after all, what was the Most High Academe doing up on



the rooftops the night the Palace of Shadows burned to
the ground?

There are two individuals who are especially
concerned about the ailing High Academe’s health. One
is his daughter, Maris, who loves him deeply and can’t
bear to think about what will happen to her if he should
die. The other is Quint Verginix, son of sky pirate
captain, Wind Jackal, and the Most High Academe’s
former apprentice.

The youth has been promised a place in the presti-
gious Knights Academy as Linius Pallitax’s protégé.
Without sponsorship Quint will have to leave
Sanctaphrax once and for all, and learn instead to be a
sky pirate.

Of course, there would be no shame in this. As a
young lad, Quint often dreamed of standing up at the
helm beside his father, the wind in his hair and sun in his
eyes as they sailed high above the Edge. Indeed, the pair
of them have already had many adventures together as
they voyaged between the dark Deepwoods and
bustling Undertown, the hold of the Galerider laden with
all manner of illicit cargo.

Quint, though, has tasted the heady excitement of life
up in the floating city in the service of the Most High
Academe, and knows that this is only the beginning.
He dreams of entering the Knights Academy and learning
how to become a full knight academic who, Sky
willing, might one day be sent off to the Twilight
Woods on a stormchasing voyage — the greatest adventure
of them all.



For the great floating
city depends for its
very survival on
the amazing
properties of
stormphrax —
tiny shards of
lightning
found only
in the far-off
Twilight
Woods, that in
darkness weigh
more than a thousand N
ironwood pines. Used to =Ty b
weigh down the Sanctaphrax rock,
stormphrax is the prize that has been sought
by the Knights Academic on their solitary storm-
chasing quests ever since the days of their illustrious
founder, the great Quode Quanx-Querix.

But now, with Linius Pallitax’s life hanging in the
balance, all that has suddenly been thrown into doubt.
All Quint can do is hope and pray that, for Maris’s sake
and his own, and for the good of Sanctaphrax itself, the
Most High Academe will recover. Yet as Linius’s eyes
dim and his breathing becomes ever more laboured, the
signs are not looking promising.

The Deepwoods, the Stone Gardens, the Edgewater
River. Undertown and Sanctaphrax. 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.



PART 1

" THE LOWER
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-CHAPTER ONE"-

THE SCHOOL OF
COLOUR AND LIGHT
STUDIES

The academic, in his grubby, paint-spattered robes of
faded ‘viaduct’ blue, turned the crank lever with his
free hand. The cog wheels in the rotating tower high
above him chattered and squealed like angry ratbirds,
and a shaft of light cut through the dusty air. The
academic levelled the brush in his other hand and tilted
his head to one side, his pale yellow eyes fixed on the
youth before him.

’A little more to the left now, I think, Mastér Quint,” he
said, his voice soft but insinuating. ‘So the light catches
you. Justso ...

Quint did as he was told. The early morning light
streaming in from the high tower window fell across
his face, glinting on his cheekbones, the tips of
his ears and nose and, with its rusting pipes and



gauges, the battered armour he wore.

"Excellent, my young squire,’” the academic muttered
approvingly. He dipped the tip of the hammelhornhair
brush into the white paint on his palette and dabbed
lightly at the tiny painting on the easel before him. ‘Now
we must let the light work its magic,” he murmured. The
dabbing continued. ‘The highlights complete the picture,
Master Quint. But I must insist that you hold still.”

Quint tried to maintain the pose — but it wasn’t easy.
The tower was small and airless, and the heady odours
from the pigments, the pinewood oils and the thinning
varnishes were combining to make his eyes water and
his head ache. The rusty, ill-fitting armour chafed his
neck, and his left leg had gone quite numb. Besides, he
was dying to see the finished portrait. It was all he
could do not to turn right round and inspect it for him-
self.

‘The dawn light,” clucked the academic. ‘There’s
nothing like it for illuminating the subject ...” His pale
yellow eyes darted back and forth over Quint’s features.
‘And what an illustrious subject we are, my young
squire.’

He chuckled, and Quint tried not to blush.

‘The protégé of none other than the Most High
Academe of Sanctaphrax . . .” He turned away and began
stabbing at the palette like a woodthrush after a
spanglebug. ‘How lucky you are, Master Quint, not to
have to scrabble about with the rest of us in the minor
schools, but to be given a place at the most prestigious
academy of them all.  wonder . . ." The academic’s voice



was laden with sudden spite. ‘I wonder what you
actually did to deserve it?’

The academic’s eyes were fixed on Quint’s face once
more. They were so pale that there was almost no
difference between the irises and the yellowish white
that surrounded them. It was a mark of his trade, Quint
told himself, trying not to shudder. Just as years of
working as an Undertown rope-turner resulted in
spatula-shaped fingers, and just as a slaughterer tanner
from the Deepwoods ended up with skin the colour of
blood, so, as the years passed, the eyes of Sanctaphrax
portraitists were gradually bleached by the vapours of
the thinning varnishes they used — and Ferule Gleet had
been a portraitist for many, many years.

‘I was the Most High Academe’s apprentice . . ." Quint
looked down, his cheeks blazing as he remembered the
monstrous gloamglozer and the night of the terrible fire.

'Keep still!” rasped Gleet, irritatedly dabbing at the
portrait. “Ah, yes,” he smiled thinly. "'There was that fire
at the Palace of Shadows, wasn't there? Strange and
dreadful business ... How is the Most High Academe?
Recovering well, I hope.’

The pale yellow eyes bored into Quint’s once more.

‘As well as can be expected,” the youth replied, but the
words rang hollow in his ears as he thought of his
mentor lying in the gloomy bedchamber at the School of
Mist.

Linius Pallitax had suffered grievously at the hands of
the terrible gloamglozer. He had almost been destroyed.
Perhaps it would have been better if he had, for now he



never left his bed, and his haunted

eyes stared into the distance, seeing
neither his faithful servant, Tweezel,
nor Quint, his apprentice — nor even
his own daughter, Maris, who
sat beside him for so many
hours, praying for him to
recover.
Ferule Gleet daubed at the

tiny painting in silence for a

moment.

‘As well as can be expected,
eh?” he mused at last. ‘Doesn’t
sound too good. You wouldn’t

want anything to happen to him,
my fine young squire. Not in your
position.’

"My position?” said Quint, trying not to move.

“You're the High Academe’s protégé, aren’t you?
Without him, you don’t expect that the Knights
Academy would accept you into its hallowed halls, do
you? Of course not!” Ferule shook his head. “Sanctaphrax
born and bred, that’s always been the rule. The rest of us
have to get by at the minor academies as best we can.’

He wiped his brush on a piece of rag, and turned the
easel round.

“There,” he announced.

Quint found himself staring at the miniature painting
of a young knight academic in gleaming armour, with
deep indigo eyes and a smile on his face. Ferule Gleet of



the School of Colour and Light Studies had done a fine
job all right. Quint shivered.

‘Is anything wrong?’ Ferule asked.

‘It’s nothing,” Quint said quietly.

He had no intention of telling the pale-eyed academic
about the memories the miniature painting had stirred -
memories of the first time he’d had his portrait done.

How young he’d been then. Four, maybe five years
old; the youngest of six brothers. His father, Wind Jackal,
had commissioned the mural of the whole family for the
grand hall of their palace in the Western Quays. What
happy days they’d been. But they hadn’t lasted, he
thought bitterly. Within a year of the painting being
completed, Turbot Smeal - his father’s treacherous
quartermaster — had torched his master’s house. Quint’s
mother and brothers had perished in the blaze, and with
them, the painting itself had been destroyed.

‘Of course, there’s one thing you haven’t captured at
all accurately,” Quint said quickly.

‘Indeed?’ said Gleet, raising his eyebrows.

Quint tapped the pipes and gauges on the armour he
was wearing, each one more corroded and tarnished
than the next; then nodded towards the picture. “The
armour there sparkles like burnished brass and silver,’
he said, ‘newly forged and freshly polished. Whereas
this . . " He looked back down at the breast-plate.

Gleet laughed, revealing a mouthful of thin, pin-like
teeth. “You're right, Master Quint,” he said. ‘The armour
you are wearing has indeed seen better days. [use itas a
mere prop. Once you enter the Knights Academy, you



will have to work hard to win the honour of wearing a
suit of armour as fine as the one I have painted; a suit of
armour fit for a knight academic on a stormchasing
voyage. That is why every squire has a portrait painted
- to remind him always of his ultimate goal.’

Quint nodded solemnly and reached for the miniature
portrait.

‘Not so fast!” snapped Ferule Gleet. ‘There is still the
background to do. The School of Mist is your mentor’s
academy, I believe. I must go up to the balcony at the top
of the tower to paint in the Mistsifting Towers before the
sun rises too high and I lose the shadows.” He began
packing up the paints and brushes into a small
leadwood box. ‘If you would care to join me?’ he said.

‘1 certainly would,” Quint replied, rubbing his eyes.
‘T could do with some fresh air.”

With Gleet carrying the heavy box in one hand and the
tiny half-finished picture in the fingertips of the other,
and Quint manoeuvring the cumbersome easel up the
circular stairs, the two of them made their way to the
upper balcony.

At the top, Quint leaned over the balustrade and took
deep gulps of air. It was a crisp, clear morning, with
broad billowing clouds sweeping majestically across the
sky, and a golden light falling across the towers of
Sanctaphrax.

To his left and right, lining the broad span of the
mighty viaduct, were the minarets and turrets of
the two hundred minor schools. At one end was the
stately Great Hall, its dome and belfry gleaming in the



morning light; at the
other end, towering above
every other building in
Sanctaphrax, was the mag-
nificent Loftus Observatory,
with the unmistakable out-
line of the twin Mistsifting
Towers just beyond.

Quint looked  across
at them. The huge globes,
like two wvast balls of
twine, rotated and shim-
mered in the morning
breeze and, as they did
so, they produced a soft,
haunting music of exquis-
itely subtle harmonies.

It was the sounds of
Sanctaphrax, even more
than the sight of its resplen-
dent buildings, that always
thrilled Quint. Now, on the
balcony of the viaduct
School of Colour and Light
Studies, there was music all
round, filling the air, the
paraphernalia of every
tower adding to the mighty
symphony. It was said that
the blind could never get




lost in Sanctaphrax. All they had to do was keep their
ears open to know exactly where they were. Quint didn’t
doubt for a moment that it was true.

Cocking his head to one side and closing his eyes, he
listened dreamily. There was the buzz of pinwheels, the
clatter of hail-weights, the timpani of wind-vanes and
fog-clappers. From the Academy of Wind, there came
flute-like notes as the breeze blew over the calibrated
air-apertures, and the mesmeric hum of the sifting-
combs; while from the Raintasters’ Tower there came a
constant tinkling sound, as the glass collecting-bottles
which hung down in great bunches from the jutting
gantries overhead knocked softly together.

It wasn’t only the buildings that were making a sound
that morning. As Ferule Gleet began sketching in the
outline of the Mistsifting Towers, Quint could hear a
babble of voices bubbling up from the viaduct below.

He opened his eyes and looked down at the viaduct
walkway, flanked by towers on each side, stretching into
the distance. Every one of the two hundred towers was
different — some were castellated, some had spires; some
were shaped like pepper pots, others like colanders.
One, tall and conical, was bedecked with small lanterns
that hung from hooks. Another was strung with wind-
chimes. And one, he noticed, had fluted columns, like a
small-scale parody of the School of Light and Darkness
itself. The only thing they all had in common was the
number of individuals scurrying in and out of them.

Most wore robes of ‘viaduct’ blue, showing that they
were academics from the lowly viaduct schools, housed



in the towers. On one side of the School of Colour and
Light Studies was the School of Refraction and
Reflection, full of academics polishing and grinding
lenses for the telescopes of the major academies. On the
other, Quint could see the School of Sight and Smell-
Filtering, where academics busily spun spider-silk and
soaked woodmoth gauze in scented tinctures for the
delicate weather instruments of the more important
schools of Wind, Rain, Cloud and Mist.

Across the way, a group of academics in the red capes
and black and white chequerboard collars of the School
of Mist barged the blue-robed scholars aside.
Approaching them, a dozen white- and grey-robed
professors from the Institute of Ice and Snow raised their
noses snootily in the air, and close behind, a gaggle of
yellow-caped apprentices from the College of Cloud
gossiped and laughed noisily.

‘A little more ochre, I think,” Gleet was saying.

Just then, a furtive-looking individual caught Quint’s
eye as he emerged from the door at the bottom of a bat-
tered turret opposite. He glanced over both shoulders -
clearly forgetting that someone might be looking at him
from above — and pushed a gleaming phial of dark red
liquid inside his gown, before scurrying off. He was thin
and stooped, and from his flapping green gown with its
distinctive fur trim Quint could tell he was an under-
professor from the Academy of Wind.

Quint looked more closely at the turret. It seemed
neglected. The windows were shuttered, the roof had
missing tiles, while the walls were cracked and in need



of serious repair. He won-
dered what viaduct school it
might be. Maybe the clue
lay with the dried corpse of
the vulpoon — an ungainly
bird of prey with straggly
plumage, a viciously ser-
rated beak and razor-sharp
talons - suspended from a
jutting hook above the door.

‘What do they study
there?” Quint asked Gleet,
nodding down at the
strange tower.

The portraitist followed
Quint’s gaze and shook his
head. ‘A fine young squire
of the Knights Academy
doesn’t need to concern
himself with such schools.’
He smiled thinly. ‘Or the
services they offer.”

He held up the disc of
wood and Quint could see,
in the background, the two
Mistsifting Towers of the
School of Mist.

‘Once it is dry,” said the
academic, gathering up his
brushes and paints, ‘you



can get it fixed to the handle of your sword. You do have
a sword, I take it?’

‘Of course,” Quint nodded, unsheathing the long,
curved sky-pirate sword his father had given him.

Gleet laughed unpleasantly as he eyed the sword with
disdain. “Yes, well,” he sniffed. “There won’t be many
squires at the Knights Academy with swords like that, I
can tell you.’

Quint’s face fell.

‘Just as well you're the protégé of the Most High
Academe is all I can say ...

Just then, as Ferule was turning to go, the loud
sonorous tones of a tolling bell filled the air. Quint looked
up to see the huge bell of the Great Hall swinging back
and forth. As if in answer, rising up from the Stone
Gardens and filling the sky above Sanctaphrax like a
mighty swirling snowstorm, there appeared a vast flock
of white ravens. They wheeled through the sky, a great
halo high above the Viaduct Towers, looping round at the
Great Hall and the Loftus Observatory. And as their
numbers grew, so the raucous cawing became a deafening
cacophony that drowned out the sound of the ringing bell
that seemed to have summoned them all in the first place.

Quint gripped the balustrade, his face ashen white.
‘No!” he cried. ‘It can’t be! Not now, after everything ...’

Ferule Gleet turned and shook his head, his yellow
eyes glinting and a malicious smile on his thin lips.

‘The tolling bell; the white ravens . . . It can mean only
one thing.” He handed Quint the miniature portrait.
“Your mentor, the Most High Academe . . . is dead.’

17






-CHAPTER TWO-

THE CHORUS OF THE
DEAD

e gnokgoblins and mobgnomes in charge of the
ﬁanging-baskets had been busy since daybreak,
lowering load after load of academics from the East
and West Landings down to Undertown below.
They’d had all types coming their way and using
their services that chilly morning. Old and young,
venerable and callow: professors, apprentices, squires
and knights-in-waiting — academics from every insti-
tute, college and school in the great floating city and
representing every department and discipline of
Sanctaphrax life.

There were solemn mistsifters, their chequerboard
hoods pulled down over their faces so that only their
metal nose-pieces were visible, poking out like vulpoon
beaks. There were under-professors from the School
of Light and Darkness in robes of every shade of grey,
from slate-flecked white to stormcloud black; and



cloudwatchers who, despite the occasion, were looking
decidedly crumpled.

Then there were the academics from the College of
Rain, sticking close together and carrying parasols and
umbrellas of every shape and size, from huge spiky
canopies to tiny delicate funnels. And apprentices from
the different faculties of the Academy of Wind, who
were walking in step, ten abreast. Behind them, the
flimsy black kites they were pulling fluttered like a flock
of excited ratbirds.

Following the representatives of the seven major
schools of Sanctaphrax, there came the scholars from the
fourteen minor academies. Less formal than those
preceding them, they were chattering and jostling
each other, their robes of bright colours merging and
mingling.

In one place, the white and yellow hoods of the
Academy of Squall surrounded the deep orange robes of
the Academy of Dawn, creating a pattern that, from
above, resembled the early morning sun itself. Some
way back —behind a group of excited whirlwind appren-
tices — the patterned cloaks of the Academies of Breeze,
Hailstones and Gust intermingled like the clouds of a
gathering storm. And at the back, like a river breaking its
banks, the blue robes of all those from the viaduct
schools stood out in the stark, early-morning light.

With lanterns, lamps and flaming torches held high,
the procession of academics wound its way through the
streets of Undertown and along the narrow tracks to the
furthest tip of the Edge. Those too old or infirm to
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manage the journey on foot were transported in barrows
and hand-wagons by lugtrolls and cloddertrogs, and in
golden carriages drawn by teams of prowlgrins in span-
gled livery and feathered head-dresses.

Ever since the break of dawn, the procession had been
streaming along the road from Undertown to the Stone
Gardens. Hundreds of the Sanctaphrax academics had
already gathered, yet still they were coming, each one
keen to be seen paying their last respects to the former
Most High Academe — and even more eager to learn of
his successor.

Quint himself had got up and left his small room in the
School of Mist well before dawn. He’d paused outside
the High Academe’s chamber below and listened to
Maris’s anguished sobs,

uncertain what to do for
the best.
Then, before he had
a chance to make
up his mind,
he’d felt a
glassy claw on
his shouder
and, looking
round, had

found

Tweezel

standing
behind
him.

21



‘We've been expecting it for some while now,” the
spindlebug had trilled mournfully, ‘but it has still come
as a terrible shock. Give her time, Quint, to come to
terms with her loss.’

Quint had nodded, but inside, he was in turmoil. He
wanted to comfort his friend, to be with her at this, her
hour of need. Yet he knew that, as the daughter of the
late Most High Academe, Maris Pallitax also had official
duties to perform. Reluctantly, he’d agreed that they
should meet later, to talk and share memories and con-
sole one another.

In the meantime, Quint had duties of his own to see to.
Leaving the mistsifting school behind him, he had
hurried off towards the baskets on the West Landing.
He’d found Sanctaphrax bustling. Word of the Most
High Academe’s passing had spread quickly, and even
at that early hour, there were scores of academics outside
in the streets, milling about, gathering in groups, and the
air buzzed with rumour and supposition.

By the time the sun had risen over the horizon, Quint
was standing by the entrance to the Stone Gardens,
peering back anxiously in the direction of Sanctaphrax.
He blew on his hands and stamped his feet, for despite
the pink-tinged dawn, it was icy cold and a bitter wind
was blowing in from beyond the Edge.

The place was filling rapidly. Groups of Undertowners
mingled with the academics all round him, too super-
stitious to enter the Stone Gardens, yet eager not to miss
the funeral procession. Suddenly, coming through the
crowd, Quint caught sight of a tall, upright individual in
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the long coat and tricorn
hat of a sky pirate. His
heart missed a beat.

‘Father!” he cried.
‘Father! Over here!’

As the figure of
Wind Jackal approached,
Quint threw himself into
his outstretched arms.

‘I said sun-up, and
here I am,” Wind Jackal
smiled, hugging his son.
‘I only wish we could
have met under happier
circumstances.’

‘Oh, Father!” Quint
cried, burying himself in
Wind Jackal’s coat. ‘So
much has happened
since you left me at the
Palace of Shadows.’

‘I know, son,” said
Wind Jackal. ‘I was
raiding league ships
beyond the Great
Shryke Slave Market
when I received word
from the Professors of
Light and Darkness.
I came immediately.’
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He put an arm around Quint’s shoulders. “You have
been very brave, my boy.’

Around them, the gathering of academics was
growing larger by the minute. The sky pirate urged his
son forward.

‘Come, Quint,” he said, ‘we’ll have time enough to talk
of the past, and the future, but first we must pay our
respects to my friend and your mentor.’

Quint nodded and, wiping his eyes with the back of
his hand, walked with his father through the Stone
Gardens towards the great stone stacks in the distance.
It wasn’t long before they approached the highest of
these stacks, a towering pillar of rocks, each one larger
than the one beneath, and capped with a broad flat-
tened slab. Around it, in concentric circles organized
strictly by rank, the vast procession of academics was
congregating.

There were murmurs and grunts of disapproval as
Wind Jackal pushed through the throng, but no-one
challenged him, for all of Sanctaphrax knew of the late
Most High Academe’s boyhood friend, the sky pirate.
He and Quint stopped and took their place in the front
rank, among the under-professors of the School of Light
and Darkness, who moved aside with stiff nods of the
head.

‘Not long now,” whispered Wind Jackal, glancing
back.

Quint followed his gaze back towards the Sanctaphrax
rock, silhouetted against the sky. And there in the
distance, just visible above the towering Loftus
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Observatory, was a mag-
nificent sky ship with
billowing, black sails.

‘It's a stormchaser,’
breathed Quint, shiver-
ing as the icy wind
picked up.

As he watched, the
stormchaser — sky ship
of the Knights Academy
- gathered speed and
headed towards them, a
blizzard of circling white
ravens blurring the top
of its tall mast. And as it
drew closer, Quint saw
all those who were on
board the funereal
vessel.

There were thirteen
knights-in-waiting from
the Knights Academy
making up the crew,
each one dressed
in shining, burnished
armour. On the foredeck
stood Maris, flanked
by the unmistakable
figures of the Professors
of Light and Darkness.
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And there, before them on a raised platform, the
winding-cloth pale against the dark wood, lay the
shrouded body of Linius Pallitax.

Quint longed to wave to Maris, or call out. He
wanted so much to let her know that he was there, and
felt the loss of her father almost as much as she did. But
he knew he could not. He hung his head in sadness -
and felt his own father’s reassuring arm round his
shoulders.

And at that moment, Quint realized that it had all
been no more than a dream. The magnificent city upon
the floating rock. The life he’d had in the Most High
Academe’s employ ... Now Linius Pallitax was dead,
and his dream was over.

What madness it had been to imagine that he could
have ever fitted in. He could see that now. How could he
become a knight academic like those proud, noble
figures approaching in the stormchaser? It was never
going to happen. The academy would never accept him.
A sky pirate’s son, with no mentor . ..

Quint returned his father’s reassuring hug.

No, his future lay on board his father’s sky pirate ship,
where it always had. His time in Sanctaphrax had been a
mirage, an illusion; a strange and beguiling dream that
he would soon leave far behind.

The floating rock, the Knights Academy, the Most
High Academe, and . . . Maris.

Quint felt a lump in his throat.

The stormchaser was now hovering directly overhead,
the swirl of white ravens circling above it like a great
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storm. Slowly, carefully, the shrouded body of Linius
Pallitax was lowered over the side of the vessel,
suspended on golden ropes.

Quint could hear Maris’s sobs, louder than ever, and
the mournful trilling of Tweezel, Linius’s faithful
spindlebug. He bit into his lips, his eyes full of tears.

The body came to rest on top of the huge boulder that
topped the stone stack, and the ropes were released from
above. The voices of the Professors of Light and
Darkness rang out in unison.

‘Linius Pallitax, Most High
Academe of Sanctaphrax,

we commend your spirit
to Open Sky!”

At the sound of their
voices, the academics
below - Wind Jackal
and Quint included -
bowed their heads,
and the raucous cries
of the white ravens
rose to an ear-splitting
crescendo.

All around him,
he could hear the
academics. ‘Chorus of
the Dead,” and ‘Spirit
unbound,” and ‘Sky
take him,” they whispered under their breath, before
bowing and turning to leave.
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Quint looked up. On the great boulder, Linius
Pallitax’s body was covered in a soft down of screeching
ravens busily devouring his remains, while above, the
black sails of the sky ship billowed afresh as it returned
slowly to Sanctaphrax.

‘Goodbye, and may Open Sky take you, Linius
Pallitax,” whispered Quint, turning to go. ‘And goodbye,
Sanctaphrax,” he added, looking up at the floating city in
the distance.

‘Not so fast,” he heard his father’s voice in his ear.
‘I told you we’d have time to talk of the past and the
future.’

Yes,” said Quint, following his father through the
crowd of academics shuffling back through the Stone
Gardens. ‘My future with you, aboard the Galerider . . .’

Wind Jackal turned and looked deep into Quint’s eyes.
‘Are you truly so keen to turn your back on this great
floating city of yours?” he asked him, with a smile.

‘Of course I'll be sorry to leave, Father,” Quint began.
‘But I'll never get into the Knights Academy without a
mentor and I don’t want to end up as a gossipy old
under-professor at the School of Mist or a scheming
funnel-tender at the College of Rain. I'd much rather
come with you.’

‘Before you decide,” said his father, “perhaps you had
better see what the new Most High Academes of
Sanctaphrax want with you.’

Academics all around stopped and stared.

‘The new Most High Academes?’ said Quint.

“Yes,” said Wind Jackal. “They haven’t announced it
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yet, but Linius passed the chain of office on to them
when he was being carried from the fire at the Palace of
Shadows. He decreed that they should be joint Most
High Academes on his death, and told them to send for
me.” He smiled. ‘And now, they want to see you.’

‘But ... but who . ..? Quint began.

Wind Jackal smiled. ‘The Professors of Light and
Darkness, of course,” he told him.

Around him, the academics burst into an excited
frenzy of whispers and muttering.

‘And we'd better hurry,” said Wind Jackal, turning the
collar of his coat up and holding out a hand as a soft
white flake fluttered down. ‘I know I'm just a battered
old sky pirate without all the sky learning and weather
wisdom of these fancy professors of yours — but it looks
like snow to me!’
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THE KNIFE-GRINDER

ews of the unprecedented appointments to the

highest office in Sanctaphrax spread rapidly as the
crowds of mourners made their way back to the great
floating rock from the Stone Gardens. No-one could
quite believe that it was true. And all the while, the snow
grew steadily heavier, swirling round them thickly, yet
doing nothing to cool the feverish atmosphere.

Quint and Wind Jackal headed towards the hanging-
baskets at the centre of Undertown as quickly as the
worsening weather and clumps of gossiping academics
allowed. But it seemed to be taking for ever. An hour
later and they were still only halfway to their
destination.

All round them, the buzz and clamour of conversation
filled the air. Whoever was talking — be it scholars from
the seven main schools, apprentices or under-professors
from any of the fourteen minor academies, scribes from
the viaduct schools, or even Undertowners returning
home — the subject under discussion was the same.
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‘Not one, but two Most High Academes,” a mistsifter —
his face as red as his robes - was expostulating to his
three companions. ‘Absolutely unbelievable! The pair of
them!”

‘Who’d have thought it?" his neighbour chipped in.

‘And I'll tell you this for nothing,” a third added, his
chequered hood raised and metal nose glinting. ‘It doesn't
bode at all well for any of us at the School of Mist.”

‘Aye, you're right enough there, Pentix,’ the first one
said, nodding vigorously. ‘At least Linius was one of us.
There’s no knowing how these professors from the
School of Light and Darkness are going to treat us.’

‘There’ll be changes,” the one with the nose-piece said
darkly. “And you can bet your brass beak that they won't
be for the better.’

As he pushed past them, Wind Jackal shook his head.
‘For all its splendid towers and magnificent academies,
Sanctaphrax is just as full of spite, intrigue and petty
rivalry as any Deepwoods slave market,” he said, eyeing
the academics with scorn. “And twice as dangerous.’

‘That’s something I know only too well, Father,” said
Quint with a rueful smile. “And yet ...

‘And yet?’ said Wind Jackal.

‘And yet,” Quint continued as they approached the
Anchor Chain Square, with its rows of hanging-baskets,
‘there are such wonders to be found in the floating city.
The bustle and colour of the Viaduct Steps, the Mosaic
Square at twilight as the last rays of the sun hit the tiles,
and the Great Library!’

Quint clasped his hands together and his eyes glazed
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over. Lost in his thoughts, he noticed nothing around
him. Neither the hooded figure with four muzzled
fromps on leashes hurrying past, nor the gang of
cloddertrog young'uns darting in and out of the crowds,
relieving the unwary academics of their valuables. And
nor did he hear the strident calls of the Undertowners
hawking their wares — everything from heavy ironmon-
gery to tawdry lace.

‘The Great Library?’ said Wind Jackal, prompting his
son to continue.

Quint turned and smiled. ‘Oh, Father! The wealth of
knowledge in that place!” he said animatedly. “You can’t
imagine. I tell you, a scholar could spend a thousand
years in its rafters and still not read a tenth of the
barkscrolls it contains!” His face fell. “And yet it just sits
there, shut up and forgotten . . ./

Wind Jackal smiled. ‘I can see that Sanctaphrax has
certainly got to you,” he said. “You sound like Linius,
may Sky rest his soul. Despite all its faults and failings,
he loved the place, and did his best to serve both
academics and Undertowners alike . . ./

‘Hear, hear!” came a voice to their left.

Wind Jackal turned to see a wizened mobgnome with
grizzled side-whiskers and a threadbare jacket, who was
suspended just above the ground in a hanging-basket.

‘Linius Pallitax was a fine Most High Academe,” he
said, ‘and there are many of us humble workers who
have reason to be grateful to him.” He frowned. ‘Going
up?’

Wind Jackal nodded.
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‘Then climb aboard,’
said the mobgnome, ges-
turing behind them. ‘Before
all those academics push in
front. Hanging-baskets are
like gold dust today.”

Quint climbed into the
hanging-basket after his
father and held on as the
mobgnome unhitched the
crank-brake and began
turning the set of hand-
pedals. The basket began
its long ascent.

‘So you knew the Most
High Academe?’ said
Wind Jackal to the mob-
gnome as the streets and
alleys of Undertown fell
away below them.

The mobgnome grinned.
“That I did, sir. When I was
an earth-scholar.’

“You?’ said Wind Jackal,
surprised.

‘Under-librarian, 1 was,
sir,” he said. ‘In charge of
the library baskets. Until the
sky-scholars drove us earth-
scholars out of Sanctaphrax.’




He hawked and spat over the side of the basket.

‘At the time, Linius Pallitax was a young mistsifter
professor,” he went on, ‘but he stood up for me when
they closed the Great Library. And even though it made
him unpopular, he saw to it that those of us that wanted
them got jobs around the city.’

"Excellent,” said Wind Jackal.

“Yeah, thanks to him, I make a very good living
as a basket-puller.” He grinned, to reveal a smile more
gaps than teeth. “And I never miss an opportunity to
overcharge those pompous sky-scholar types!’

Wind Jackal chuckled.

‘But for a fine sky pirate gentleman like yourself, sir,
he added, ‘and a friend of the late Most High Academe,
there’ll be no charge.’

‘That’s very good of you,” said Wind Jackal, raising his
hat to the basket-puller.

‘And as for you,” said the mobgnome, eyeing Quint up
and down when they arrived at the top. “You spoke well
of the Great Library, Earth and Sky bless you. I thank
you for that.

Night had fallen and, by the time Wind Jackal and
Quint had shaken the basket-puller’s hand and bade
him farewell, the lamp-lighters had already lit all the
streetlamps lining the broad Grand Avenue which led
into the centre of Sanctaphrax. Pools of golden light
spread out across the intricate patterns of red, black and
white tiles beneath their feet, while to their left and right,
every building — from the squattest, sturdiest hall to the
tallest, slenderest tower swaying in the rising wind —
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was illuminated by the light streaming from their
windows.

‘It’s this way,” said Quint, leading his father over a
finely wrought curved bridge to his right.

They passed between a tall palace with elongated
diamond-shaped windows and a curved wall, with
honeyed light pouring out of the narrow slits along its
length. The sound of muted rustling came from some-
where high up above them, and there was a hint of
mildew in the air. Then, at the end of the wall, where a
high-pitched squeaking noise seemed almost to be keep-
ing time with a dull and distant throb, Quint turned sharp
left, and the pair of them entered a narrow, unlit alley.
Wind Jackal stumbled on the irregular cobblestones.

‘Whooah! Slow down a bit,” he protested, and grabbed
hold of his son’s arm for support. ‘Quite the Sanctaphrax
academic, aren’t you?” he said a moment later. “You seem
to know this place like the back of your hand. Even by
night.’

Quint nodded, and felt a warm glow of pride. His
father was right. What with the sights and sounds and
smells of Sanctaphrax around him, he would always be
able to find his way around. It was as if, without his ever
having to learn it, his senses had absorbed the essence of
the great floating city.

‘We're nearly there,” he said.

Sure enough, a moment later, they emerged onto a
large square. Before them stood the palatial School of
Light and Darkness, bathed in light — and surrounded by
a vast crowd of baying academics.
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Constructed on a framework of narrow pillars and
flying buttresses, the great school seemed almost to be
floating; an illusion enhanced by the ornamental lake
which ran the length of its front wall. Soaring up
gracefully, storey after storey, each one designed to
combine light-filled promontories with darkness-
defined alcoves which pitched and shifted with the
passing of the sun and phases of the moon, the School of
Light and Darkness had been designed to illuminate and
reflect. There were countless blazing lanterns fixed to its
outer walls, at once lightening the facade and casting
dark shadows; while its windows — that great mosaic of
crystal-glazed openings which lanced every wall — were
divided into those through which you could see into the
opulent interior, and those which reflected back what
was outside.

Wind Jackal and Quint approached the front entrance,
where the crowd was at its thickest and most agitated.
Elbows were flying and voices were raised as the
academics jostled and scuffled with one another. In front
of them, a line of impassive flat-head goblins of the
Sanctaphrax Guard blocked their way, their arms folded
and weapons stayed.

Representatives of every school were gathered there,
Quint realized. Raintasters, cloudwatchers, mistsifters;
scholars of gloom, of gust, of drizzle, dawn and dusk, all
jockeying for position and vying with one another for
attention. They were waving their staffs of office and
barkscroll petitions in the air, each one desperate to be
granted an audience with the new Most High Academes
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as soon as possible — and, more importantly, ahead of
their rivals.

‘Behold the falling snow! a gaunt under-professor
from the Institute of Ice and Snow was bellowing.
‘I must see them at once!”

‘And 1, screeched the Professor of Balm, his rose-
coloured robes flapping wildly, ‘must insist that I be
allowed to address the venerable Most High Academes
about this unseasonable weather . . .’

As Quint and Wind Jackal approached, a huge
flat-head goblin, his tattoos and rings gleaming in the
lamplight, stepped forward from the ranks of the guard
and raised his sword.

‘Academics of Sanctaphrax,” he bellowed. ‘You shall
all be heard tomorrow
when the announcement of
who is to succeed the

late Linius Pallitax as

Most High Academe is
formally made ...

‘But we know who's
succeeded him!” pro-
tested the under-
professor from the

Institute of Ice and

Snow, ‘and I must see

them this instant, Cap-

tain Sigbord, or .../
‘Or what, Palvius
Quale?” Sigbord bared
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his teeth in a grim smile and grasped the under-
professor’s white hood in one massive fist. In the other,
he raised his curved sword.

“You ... you ... wouldn’t dare,” trembled the under-
professor.

‘Just you try me,” snarled the captain as, behind him,
the guards took a step forward and began slowly beating
their shields with their swords.

With mutters and curses, the crowd began to disperse.
Pushing through them, Wind Jackal and Quint
approached the entrance to the School of Light and
Darkness where Sigbord was standing, still clutching the
under-professor by the throat.

‘Haven’t lost your touch, I see, Sigbord, you old
hive-hut skulker!” laughed Wind Jackal, sticking out his
hand.

The goblin let go of the under-professor, who quickly
scurried off after his companions, and shook Wind
Jackal’s hand warmly.

‘Captain Wind Jackal, you old sky fox. It’s good to see
you. The professors ... or should I say, Most High
Academes are expecting you. Please, follow me.’

He turned, raised his fist and hammered at the heavy
leadwood door. It swung open at once, and Quint and
his father followed the brawny flat-head inside. The
three of them strode across the echoing hallway of black
and white marble flags, past a vast curved staircase and
on towards the tall, pointed archway at the far end.

On many occasions, Quint had peered into the
venerable school from the doorway, but never before
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had he actually set foot inside. This was the grandest
and most prestigious Sanctaphrax institution of them all,
and there were few academics who did not wear the
sombre grey robes of the School of Light and Darkness
who had ever managed to get past the Treasury Guard;
and fewer still who had been allowed to proceed beyond
this entrance hall.

Quint gasped as he followed the others through the
pointed archway and found himself in a cavernous
atrium, so vast that a whole flotilla of sky ships could
have comfortably moored there. Gallery after ascending
gallery ringed the atrium, each one supported upon a
forest of slender, fluted pillars. They rose up as far the
eye could see, a broad, encircling staircase linking one
with the other, and were crowned at the top by a vast
dome, painted on its concave face with intricate scenes
of light and darkness.

This same theme - light and darkness — was repeated
throughout the great school. There were chambers so
brightly lit that they were blinding, with marble walls
and crystal chandeliers; there were also dark rooms,
lined with black leadwood and wreathed in sombre
shadows. And everywhere, like grey wraiths, the aca-
demics of the School of Light and Darkness moved
about on soundless feet, absorbed in their various tasks,
calculations or hushed discussions.

They went from chamber to chamber, muttering under
their breath, or clustered together in twos, threes or
small whispering groups. Some would hurry off in this
direction, that direction, as if engaged in the most
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pressing work; while others sauntered - even stopped
completely - their eyes staring and brows furrowed.

Apart from the grey robes they wore, they could be
identified by the distinctive carved staffs they clutched,
each one with a lens or spyglass attachment set into
its ornate hilt. Those, and the spectacles they wore. All
but a few wore several pairs at the same time — on their
noses, on the tops of their heads, with more of dif-
ferent strengths hanging from chains and thongs around
their necks, so that, with the minimum of fuss, they
could easily replace those they were wearing with
ones more suited to their needs in the chambers they
entered.

How different they seemed, thought Quint, to the
noisy, scheming academics in the other schools of
Sanctaphrax. Indeed, not only was the School of Light
and Darkness the grandest in the floating city, but its
academics were also the most secretive, seldom involv-
ing themselves in matters beyond its walls.

Yet with the Professors of Light and Darkness
becoming the new Most High Academes, Quint mused,
surely that would all have to change.

They had reached the upper chambers, near the great
dome, when Sigbord abruptly turned down a long
corridor. At the end of it were two huge doors; one black,
one white. Sigbord turned to Wind Jackal.

‘The Most High Academes will see you now,” he said,
opening a door and ushering Quint’s father inside.

Quint was about to follow when he felt the flat-head
goblin’s hand on his shoulder.
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‘Not you, young sir,” he growled. ‘Take a seat over
there until you're called.”

Glancing round at where Sigbord was pointing, Quint
saw a gangly youth in a faded tunic and patched
breeches. He was sitting, hunched over, on a bench to the
right of the door. Quint crossed the floor and sat beside
him while Sigbord marched off down the stairs. When
the flat-head’s footsteps had faded away, Quint broke
the heavy silence that descended.

‘My name’s Quintinius Verginix, apprentice to . ..” He
paused. “Well, former apprentice to Linius Pallitax.”

Quint held out his hand. The youth eyed it
suspiciously, then looked down.

‘Sanctaphrax born and bred, no doubt,” he said with
an unpleasant sneer. ‘Surprised you can be bothered
to talk to the likes of me, a humble Undertown
knife-grinder.’

"Actually,” said Quint, a little stiffly, ‘my father’s a sky
pirate, and I was born in Undertown myself.’

The youth looked up at him, his eyes narrowed into
suspicious slits.

‘So what are you doing here?” he asked.

‘Twas sent for,” said Quint. He certainly didn’t like the
youth’s unfriendly tone. ‘But I could well ask you the
same question.’

‘I am the protégé of the Professor of Darkness,” said
the youth, sitting up and puffing out his chest. ‘Plain old
Vil Spatweed, I was — ’til I found the professor’s
telescope half-buried in the mud of Anchor Chain
Square.” He smiled, his lower jaw jutting forward with
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pride. ‘Cleaned it up,
polished the lens, made a
few improvements of my
own and then returned it
to him. And mighty
impressed he was, too.
Invited me up here
himself, he did. Said I had
a rare talent which could
be put to good use.’

The youth stood up
and smoothed down his
tattered tunic.

‘And now,” he an-
nounced, a grin of smug
satisfaction =~ spreading
across his features. “You
see before you none other
than Vilnix Pompolnius,
soon to be a squire of
the Knights Academy -
and with the Most High
Academe, no less, as my
mentor!’

‘One of the two Most
High Academes, Vilnix,
my lad,” came a deep rum-
bling voice. ‘And must
I remind you again not to
boast?’
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Quint spun round. There, emerging from the black
and white doors, was the owner of the voice, the
Professor of Darkness, in a robe of deepest black,
together with the white-robed Professor of Light and
Quint’s father, Wind Jackal.

Quint bowed his head in respectful greeting, but not
before he glimpsed the scowl on the youth'’s face.

‘Ah, making friends already?’ the Professor of Light
said, smiling benevolently at Quint and Vilnix.
"Excellent, excellent.”

Vilnix stepped forward and inclined his head respect-
fully. “Yes, sir,” he replied.

‘We have an announcement to make,” the Professor of
Darkness said, looking from Vilnix to Quint, and back
again. "An important announcement.’

‘This is indeed a day for the breaking of traditions,” the
Professor of Light said, his voice high-pitched and reedy.
‘Not only are there now two Most High Academes
where before there was only one. But there will also be
two Undertowners amongst the twenty-two apprentices
from the Sanctaphrax schools chosen to enter the
Knights Academy this year.’

"You mean . ..” Quint began.

‘We would like to invite both of you,” said the
Professor of Darkness, nodding. ‘Vilnix, you shall be my
protégé.’

‘And you, Quint, shall be my protégé,” said the
Professor of Light. ‘It is what I had intended all along.
You served our dear friend Linius well and would have
made him an excellent protégé. Now you shall make me
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proud. The pair of you will carry the honour of the
School of Light and Darkness into the Knights
Academy.’

‘If you choose to accept,” the Professor of Darkness
added.

‘Oh, I accept, all right,” said Vilnix eagerly, seizing the
professor’s hand and shaking it vigorously.

Quint glanced round at his father, his brow furrowed.
Wind Jackal stepped forwards and embraced him
warmly.

‘It’s up to you, Quint, what you decide to do,” he said.

‘Oh, Father,” said Quint, looking up into Wind Jackal’s
concerned face. ‘I'm part of Sanctaphrax now —and it’s a
part of me.’

"Yes,” said Wind Jackal, ‘I can see that.’

Behind them, Vilnix gave a sneering laugh, which the
Professor of Darkness silenced with a disapproving look.

‘Besides,” said Quint, ‘it isn’t just for the Knights
Academy that I want to stay in Sanctaphrax. There is
another reason, too.’

’And that is?’ said Wind Jackal, staring deep into his
son’s dark, troubled eyes.

For a moment, Quint was lost in memories of the past.
Dark memories. Painful memories. He returned his
father’s gaze.

‘Maris,” he said.
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-CHAPTER FOUR-"-

THE GATES OF
HUMILITY

aris!” Quint called, seizing the handle of the heavy

Mgilded door and pushing it open. ‘Maris! Maris,
| I

He stopped, scarcely able to believe his eyes. He was
standing in what had been Linius Pallitax’s magnificent
personal apartment in the School of Mist. But now the
place was an empty, echoing hall, with open doors
leading to other deserted rooms. In the middle of it all
sat a great, glassy-bodied spindlebug trilling mournfully
to himself.

"Tweezel?” Quint began uncertainly. “"What in Earth
and Sky ...7

‘Gone,’ trilled the spindlebug, shaking his huge
angular head slowly from side to side. ‘All the master’s
things. His scrolls, his instruments, even his bed . . . and
Mistress Maris with them. Gone, all gone.”’

‘Gone where?” Quint demanded.
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“To Undertown,” Tweezel replied, turning and fixing
his sad eyes on the youth. ‘'They had an order, signed in
the master’s own hand,” he added sorrowfully. ‘Mistress
Maris didn’t want to leave, but when she saw her
father’s signature, she couldn’t argue. So she left with
them ...

‘Left with who?” Quint demanded angrily. ‘I don't
understand, Tweezel. What’s going on?’

‘Heft Vespius and his wife, Dacia,” the spindlebug
trilled. "He’s a prominent leaguesman in the League of
Wicktwisters and Waxdippers. She’s a distant cousin on
Mistress Maris’s mother’s side.’

‘Cousin,” Quint repeated.

“Yes. Always pestering the master for favours, they
were, and in the name of his poor, dear wife,” said
Tweezel scornfully. ‘Most distasteful. Mind you, he
never gave in to them ...” He paused. ‘Never until,
it seems, now. Made them Mistress Maris’s guardians,
hedid ...

‘Her guardians?’ said Quint, frowning.

‘They showed me the scroll, signed in his own hand.
It said that they should look after her until she came of
age,” the spindlebug continued. ‘They came at noon,
Master Quint. Cleared the place out. By the time Maris
returned from her father’s funeral, they’d all but
emptied her room, and then they whisked her away, too.
I scarcely had time to say goodbye myself.” The spindle-
bug gave a sharp trill of misery. ‘And then they
dismissed me, just like that!” He gave a click of his claws.

‘They dismissed you!” said Quint, shocked.
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‘And Welma too,” said the spindlebug, nodding
vigorously. ‘After all the years we’ve served the Master,
and the young Mistress . . .’

‘What are you going to do?” asked Quint.

‘Oh, they can’t get rid of old Tweezel that easily,” he
said fiercely. “‘Welma and I are going to follow them
down to Undertown. And we’ll stay close enough to
keep an eye on the young Mistress. You see if we don’t.
Which reminds me,” he added, handing Quint a small
barkscroll he’d been clutching in one of his front claws.
‘She left you this.’

Quint looked
down at the
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familiar hand-
writing on the

outside, a painful
lump forming in
his throat. With
a sigh, he pulled
the ribbon and
unfurled the scroll.
Dear Quint, he
read, it seems that
Father has entrusted my
care to my mother’s cousin,
Dacia, and her husband. He
is rather fat and short-
tempered, but I'm sure it
must be for the best, or Father
wouldn't have arranged it.
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Don't forget me, Quint, now that I am to be a lowly
Undertowner while you are to become a lofty squire at the
Knights Academy. Yes, I heard your good news! The Professor
of Light told me himself at the funeral. It'll help me, to think of
you up there in beautiful Sanctaphrax if the sorrow I'm feeling
now should become too much to bear . . .

As he read those last words, Quint pictured Maris’s
face, her green eyes full of tears but her jaw set firmly,
and her eyebrows furrowed in that look of brave deter-
mination he knew so well. As he turned back to the
letter, he knew just how much he was going to miss her.

Don't let those Sanctaphrax born-and-bred squires push
you around, Quint, my old friend. You're better than the
whole lot of them put together. I bet none of them has fought a
gloamglozer, and won!

L will send word as often as I can.

Your friend always, Maris.

Quint rolled the barkscroll up and pushed it inside his
top pocket, his fingers trembling.

How ironic life could be, he thought. He had wished
to stay in Sanctaphrax so that he could be near Maris,
and that wish had come true. Yet now she herself was in
Undertown, alone and friendless, and in the care of
strangers.

Could this really be what Linius had wished for his
beloved daughter? he wondered. It didn’t make sense.

Quint shivered, though whether from unease or
simply the cold, he wasn’t sure. Certainly the empty
room was freezing, and outside the window, the snow
was thicker than ever. Like a mighty swarm of white
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woodbees, it swirled this way and that in the shifting
eddies of wind, obstructing the view and muffling every
sound.

All at once, Quint was stirred from his reveries by the
sound of someone clearing his throat. He turned to see
his father standing beside Tweezel, his arms folded.

‘Come, son,” he said gently. ‘It’s time to pack your
things and get ready. You're to be at the Knights
Academy at dawn.’

The morning broke even colder than the night it had
followed, with a blistering wind slicing through the air,
as sharp as slaughterers’ knives. The frozen snow
creaked and crunched beneath the feet of the sky pirate
captain and his son as the pair of them made their way
through the city. It lay thick and even, covering every
step, every statue, every dome, cupola, bridge and
buttress in a featureless white blanket that rendered
everything the same. What was more, fresh snow was
still falling from the slate-grey skies above.

‘And there was me saying it was too cold to snow,” a
young under-professor from the Institute of Ice and
Snow commented to his older colleague as the pair of
them hurried past.

‘Never known anything like this in all my born days,’
the older academic, his hair as white as the snow itself,
replied solemnly. ‘It's so cold, the quicksilver in the
cloudmeters has set hard.’

As Quint and his father turned the corner of the
Academy of Wind, the west wall of the Knights
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Academy came into full
view. Its polished surface,
made of rock hewn from
the cliff-face of the Edge
itself, shone and shim-
mered, as if countless
million glisters were
trapped beneath its sur-
face. At its very centre
was a small entrance in
front of which a line of
shivering squires-to-be
had formed.

Wind Jackal laid a hand
on his son’s shoulder.
‘This is where 1 must
leave you,” he said
gravely. ‘If it gets any
colder, it will be impossi-
ble to keep the flight-rocks
warm enough for safe
flight, and I've got busi-
ness to take care of at
Wilderness Lair.”

Just then a shadow fell
across the snow-covered
square and, looking up,
Quint saw the huge hull
of a sky ship looming over
the tops of the towers.



‘The Galerider,” he breathed. ‘Wilderness Lair ...
I almost wish I was going with you, Father.”

‘No, Quint. Your future lies over there,” said Wind
Jackal with a wave of his arm. ‘Through that gateway.’

Quint looked across and nodded. The squires were
clearly freezing, stamping their feet and hugging their
arms tightly about them. There were twenty-one others
in all, waiting patiently for the hefty gatekeeper in the
white tunic with its red logworm badge emblazoned on
the front to motion them forward to enter. Quint was the
last of them. They wouldn’t be going anywhere until he
joined them, he knew that — and yet he was finding it so
hard to leave his father.

From above his head, a rope-ladder dropped down.
Wind Jackal grasped it and put a foot on the first rung.

‘T must bid you farewell,” he said, ‘but before I go ...’
He paused, reached inside his greatcoat and pulled out
a small open-fronted box, with a lufwood perch inside
and a large ring at the top. ‘This is in case you need me,
my son,” he said.

Quint took the cage and peered in. A small creature
tethered to the perch peered back at him. ‘A ratbird,” he said.

Wind Jackal nodded. ‘From the Galerider,’ he said.
‘If you need me, tie a message to its foot and release it.
A ratbird always finds its way back to its roost ship,
wherever it may be.’

Quint smiled and nodded.

‘Make me proud of you, son!’ called Wind Jackal as he
climbed the rope-ladder towards the hull-rigging of the
mighty skycraft.
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An icy blast of wind made the Galerider lurch upwards
as its flight-rock was cooled to the core. There was a
bright burst of flame from the rock cage as the stone pilot
battled to keep the sky ship steady. The Galerider’s sails
billowed, and it soared off into the slate grey sky.

Tl do my best,” Quint shouted after it.

“T'll do my best,”” came a mocking voice behind him,
and Quint turned to see Vilnix Pompolnius at the back of
the line of squires, an unpleasant sneer on his lips. “Well,
you could start by doing your best not to keep the rest of
us waiting. It's freezing out here,” he added, ‘or hadn’t
you noticed?’

The other squires had turned and were staring at him.
Quint felt the blood rush to his cheeks as he joined the
back of the line. The squire next to Vilnix winked at
Quint.

‘Sky pirate for a father,” he said, whistling through his
teeth and smiling. ‘I envy you. My father’s a fusty old

= raintasting professor. Not nearly as

much fun!”

He stepped aside as Vilnix pushed
past him, and joined Quint at the
back of the line. A shock of
brown, curly hair fell over
his wide forehead and across
one of his smiling grey-blue eyes.
‘Belphinius Mendellix,” he
grinned, holding out a hand.
‘But you can call me Phin.

Pleased to meet you.’
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‘Quint,” said Quint, taking his hand and shaking it.

“You there at the back!” came the gruff voice of the
keeper. ‘'The Gates of Humility await.’

Quint and Phin turned to find the other squires had
already entered, and that they were alone at the
entrance.

‘Here goes!’ said Phin, with a smile, and bowed almost
double as he disappeared through the low opening in
the West Wall.

“You next,” said the gatekeeper. “And hurry up about
it. [ haven't got all day.’

Quint stooped low and entered what he discovered
was a low-ceilinged tunnel. Behind him, a metal door
clanged shut, while in front, Phin and the other squires
shuffled forward. As the ceiling came lower still, Quint
was forced down onto all fours. He emerged a moment
later through an opening little bigger than a fromp hole,
head bent and on his knees.

Looking round, he found himself in a great open
courtyard covered, like everything else, in a thick layer
of snow. At one side, running parallel to the West Wall,
was a long avenue of poles, with horizontal branches
that criss-crossed each other to create a sort of aerial
maze. These were the tilt trees, where the knights
academic-in-waiting and squires practised riding skills
with their prowlgrins.

Ahead rose the white walls of the Lower Halls, and
behind them, rising higher still, the ancient facade of
the Upper Halls, with its ornately carved timber beams
and lintels. At the western end of the Upper Halls,
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looming above the whole academy, was the
magnificent Gantry Tower, now just a misty outline
against the snowy sky. It was here that the young
knights academic practised lowering themselves on
their prowlgrin mounts, in preparation for their storm-
chasing voyages.

Around Quint, his fellow squires — all still down on
their knees — had formed themselves into a line. In front
of them, despite the early hour and the bitter cold, the
entire Knights Academy had turned out to greet the new
arrivals.

On one side stood the squires of the Upper Halls, in
short cloaks and white tunics. And how confident and
self-assured they looked, thought Quint. Next to them,
their teachers — the high professors — regarded the new
squires benevolently. These were the finest scholars in
the academy, destined some day, each and every one of
them, for high office in the other academies of
Sanctaphrax. Linius Pallitax himself, Quint knew, had
once been a high professor in the Knights Academy,
before joining the School of Mist.

On the other side of the snowy courtyard, in a great
untidy throng, stood the academics-at-arms. Dressed in
helmets, breast-plates and long black robes — and carry-
ing a bewildering array of weapons — these were the
members of the Knights Academy charged with the
duty of protecting the sacred rock. Highly trained and
well-equipped, the academics-at-arms were rugged
individualists who took their orders directly from the
Most High Academe.

56




Beside them, standing to attention in rigid ranks, were
the gatekeepers, keys hanging from their thick, studded
belts. Ignoring the scornful looks they were getting from
the academics-at-arms, they stared sullenly ahead, the
logworm badges on their tunics startlingly red against
the snowy backdrop. Recruited from Undertown, and
under the direct control of the Hall Master of High
Cloud, the gatekeepers were well aware how much all
the other academics despised them. Their captain,
Daxiel Xaxis, stood stiffly to attention at their head, his
hard, chiselled features betraying no emotion.

Directly in front of the kneeling squires, and complet-
ing the hierarchy of academics, stood the thirteen
knights academic-in-waiting. They were all in the full
armour —- complete with glinting array of pipes, valves
and dials — that Quint recognized from Linius’s funeral
ship. Each one of them had the visor to his helmet firmly
shut.

Thronging the courtyard, at a respectful distance from
the squires, high professors, academics-at-arms, gate-
keepers and knights academic-in-waiting, were the
massed ranks of hall servants, hushed and expectant.
Ostlers, stable-hands and byre-gillies from the Hall of
Grey Cloud rubbed shoulders with forge-hands, timber-
workers and lectern-turners from the other halls.
Servants from the barracks which housed the academics-
at-arms mingled with stew-cart tenders from the
Eightways refectory. All — no matter what their status —
had their eyes fixed firmly on the kneeling squires in
front of the Gates of Humility.
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A hush fell, as four figures made their way across the
courtyard. They came to a halt immediately in front of
Quint and his companions. And as the academy looked
on, they introduced themselves to the squires, one after
the other.

‘I am Arboretum Sicklebough,” snapped the first, an
aged, mottle-skinned tree goblin, dressed in deep green
robes and clutching a gnarled walking stick in both
hands. ‘Hall Master of Storm Cloud.’

T...1...er...Iam...Philius...”mumbled an aged
figure in full knight academic armour, his startlingly
blue eyes testifying to time spent in the Twilight Woods
on stormchasing voyages. ‘Philius Embertine. Hall
Master of ... of ..

‘White Cloud,” said the figure next to him, a sharp-
featured professor in a short grey cloak, who was carry-
ing a tilderleather whip. “Whilst I,” he continued, ‘am
Fenviel Vendix, Hall Master of Grey Cloud.”

The last of the four professors of the Knights
Academy stepped forward. He was tall, with a thick
white beard and stern, unsmiling features. His long
cloak was of finest woodweave, edged in quarm fur,
and he held an ornately carved staff with intricate
markings and calibrations inlaid in blackwood and
Edgewater pearl.

‘1 am Hax Vostillix, he announced in a deep and
sonorous voice, stroking his beard with a jewelled hand
as he spoke. ‘Hall Master of High Cloud.

He strode along the line of kneeling squires, their
shoulders and heads covered in a thin layer of snow.
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“You have entered the
Knights Academy through
the Gates of Humility on
your knees, young squires,’
he said. ‘In the Lower Halls,
you shall learn woodcraft,
forgecraft, prowlgrin hus-
bandry and navigation.
Some of you are destined
for the Upper Halls to
become high professors and
perhaps even, Sky willing,
Knights Academic. The rest
of you shall become
academics-at-arms  and
dedicate yourselves to the
protection of this great float-
ing city of ours. Whatever
your destiny, young squires,
I promise you one thing . . .’

The Hall Master of High
Cloud raised his staff high
above his head.

‘None of you shall ever go
on bended knees before
anyone again. Squires of the
Knights Academy, arise!’
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-CHAPTER FIVE:

THE HALL OF STORM
CLoUD

The deep, resonating sound of the dawn gong rippled
through the Hall of Storm Cloud. It was four hours in
the morning. Quint groaned and rolled over in the small
sleeping closet. In the closet directly beneath him, he
could hear Phin still softly snoring.

They, together with the other young squires, had been
studying woodcraft in the Hall of Storm Cloud for three
months now, under the short-tempered tutelage of
Arboretum Sicklebough, the irascible tree-goblin hall
master. Some said that it was his aching joints born of
barkfever that made Sicklebough so crabby and stern.
Others, that it was staying up most nights betting — and
losing — on fromp fights at the Viaduct Steps which gave
him such a foul temper. Whatever it was, Quint had
never seen the mottled-skinned tree goblin in a good
mood.

“You there! Squire Splinter-Finger!” he would snap in
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the woodworking theatres below the Central Staircase.
‘Call that a ship frame? A sick fromp could do better!
Do it again!’

‘Squire Blunt-Saw! I've seen ironwood stumps with a
better finish than that. This isn’t a mast, it's an eyesore!
Do it again!’

Even in Quint’s sleep, he heard Arboretum
Sicklebough’s rasping voice. Do it again! Do it again!
And for what? To make a scaled-down model of a sky
ship — perfect in every detail.

‘T wouldn’t mind,” Phin had joked as he fiddled to fit
tiny deck planks to his model, ‘if I was half a stride tall
and could actually sail in the thing!’

Unfortunately, the sharp-eared hall master had
overheard him.

‘One fine day!” he’d barked, rapping Quint’s friend
over the knuckles with his gnarled cane, ‘you’ll find
yourself turning turvey over the Twilight Woods in a
half-wrecked stormchaser, and the only thing between
you and a living death in the forest below will be your
intimate knowledge of sky-ship construction. Now,
remove that decking, and do it again!’

The ratbird gave a sleepy squeak as it stretched its
leathery wings and settled back down on the perch of its
small cage in the corner of the sleeping closet. Quint sat
up and pushed open the doors. Above him, below and
on either side, other doors were opening, and the sleepy
faces of his fellow squires were appearing. Tonsor Wexis,
his fat face puffy with sleep, yawned and knocked on his
neighbour’s doors. Quiltis Wistelweb’s head appeared,
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his black hair sticking up like an enraged fromp’s.

‘What do you want?” he demanded.

‘Dawn gong!”’

‘Already?’

Yes, pass it on.”

Soon, the dormitory closet ladders were full of squires
in various states of undress climbing down to the floor
below, capes, barkscrolls and satchels clasped in their
arms. Quint reached the floor and pulled on his cape,
before realizing that someone was missing. He called up
to one of the closets, high above his head.

‘Phin! Phin! You'll be late!’

Phin’s curly-haired head appeared. ‘Late?” he yawned.
‘Late for what?’

‘For the storm test, stupid!” yelled Quint.

‘Earth and Sky!” Phin exclaimed, disappearing inside
his closet, and reappearing half-dressed moments later.
‘Of course! It’s today, isn’t it?’

Phin shinned down the dormitory closet ladder to
Quint’s side.

‘To the woodworking theatres!” he proclaimed,
hurrying off towards the spiralling Central Staircase,
with Quint at his heels. “And let’s just hope old Barkface
is in a good mood for once!’

They raced down the staircase, jostling and being
jostled by the other squires as they went, and through
the high doorless archway below into the woodworking
theatres.

There, amongst the aromatic piles of wood shavings,
were high workbenches and tall backless stools,
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tool-chests and lug-barrels and long, extendable racks.
Heavy vices attached to the sides of the tables clamped
the squires’ skycraft models firmly, while suspended on
hooks from ropes and chains there hung great logs in
various stages of carving.

Over by the walls was the wood itself, in towering
stacks and of every shape, size and variety, as well as the
great, exotic machines especially designed to fashion it.
There were stipple-ridgers, plank-benders, turning-
lathes and corrugated buzz-saws; eyelet-piercers and
balk-strimmers, rivet-ties and adjustable planes . .. and
the whole lot was illuminated with large, spherical
lamps that bathed everything in pools of creamy light.

Most of the other squires were already at their work-
benches by the time Quint and Phin arrived, and the
atmosphere was tense. Everyone knew that the time for
theory and calculations was over. Their rigour was about
to be put to the test. After weeks spent shaping the bows,
erecting the masts, working on the deck/hull-weight
ratio, hand-stitching the miniature spider-silk sails and
securing the rigging, the day had come at last for the
young squires to see how well their model sky ships
would fly.

For today was the day of the storm test.

Wishing Phin good luck as he made for his work-
bench, Quint crossed the woodworking theatre to his
own bench, where his model craft was clamped rigidly,
yet delicately, in a heavy vice.

It was a classic stormchaser, just like the one that had
taken Linius’s body down to the Stone Gardens. It had a
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single mast, a high bow
and a sleek, pointed prow.
The rudder was polished
lufwood and the hull and
decking, bloodoak planks
no thicker than Quint’s
finger. The rock-cage in
the centre of the vessel
contained a polished ball
of buoyant sumpwood to
simulate a flight-rock, and
the flight-weights which
dangled beneath the hull-
rigging were made of
leadwood, meticulously
fashioned through many a
long night.

Quint stroked the blood -
oak hull and traced a
finger lovingly over the
gossamer-thin spider-silk
sails. You had to hand
it to the irritable old
tree goblin, he thought.
Under his tutelage, every
single squire had learned
all about how a sky-
craft worked and fitted
together. Today, at last,
they were going to find
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out whether that knowledge had been put to good use.

‘Not bad,” came a sneering voice to Quint’s left. ‘If you
want a skycraft for hauling ironwood to Undertown,
that is. Still, what can you expect from the son of a sky
pirate?’

Vilnix stood at his own workbench, smiling mali-
ciously at Quint. Perhaps because he felt inferior to the
Sanctaphrax-born and bred squires and wanted to
deflect attention away from himself, Vilnix never missed
an opportunity to needle Quint as another outsider.
What was more, he had heard Vilnix boasting to Quiltis
Wistelweb that his father was a powerful leaguesman
who lived in a sumptuous palace in the Western Quays.
Quint had said nothing because he actually felt sorry for
Vilnix who, despite his boasting and attempts to suck up
to his fellow squires, was liked by nobody.

‘This, on the other hand,” said Vilnix pompously, tight-
ening a hull-weight on his own model, ‘is a real
stormchaser.’

Quint looked across at Vilnix’s bench. He had to admit
that when it came to model-making, Vilnix was far better
than anyone else in the class. The ship he had designed
and fashioned had subtle innovations, like a retractable
nether-mast and double hull-weights which not only
added to its capabilities, but also enhanced its beauty.
Even Arboretum Sicklebough had seemed impressed.

‘Not bad, Pompolnius. Not bad,” he had snapped. ‘But
let’s see how she sails before congratulating ourselves,
shall we?’

And now at last that time had come.
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‘Good morning, squires!” A thin, peevish voice cut
through the theatre. The frail-looking tree goblin made his
way to the centre of the hall, his gnarled walking stick
tap-tap-tapping as he went. He looked round at the squires,
his dark, hooded eyes betraying nothing of what he was
thinking — although if the latest gossip was to be believed,
the number of gold pieces he’d lost on a fromp fight the
previous night must have been high on his list of concerns.

‘Take your models and follow me to the Storm
Chamber!” he barked.

The squires did as they were told, chattering excitedly
to one another while they removed their sky ships from
the vices and carried them carefully across to the neigh-
bouring theatre. As they approached the great
pump-bellows — huge concertina-shaped leather sacks
with tapered pipes emerging from them - the roar of the
wind they were making grew louder, and the air filled
with the smell of pinewood smoke.

‘That’s it, that’s it said Arboretum Sicklebough,
taking up his position on a podium above the pumping
bellows where he could watch everything that was
happening. ‘First of all, observe the movement of the air,”
he told them, and pulled on a lever to his side. "And
mark it closely.’

Immediately, a streak of grey-white smoke was
released into the airstream which, as the bellows
pumped, showed the swirls and eddies of the shifting
air. Quint noticed how it dipped in the middle, then
spiralled off to the left before whirling round and round
in the centre, like water pouring down a plughole.
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Sicklebough closed off the
lever. The smoke stopped.
‘Right,” he said. ‘Let the
storm test commence!’

The squires assembled in
a large circle round the edge
of the chamber, holding
their precious models by

the fingertips of their
outstretched left hands.
With their right hands, they
carefully adjusted the hull-
weights and sail settings.

Quint looked across the
Storm Chamber to where
Phin was battling with a
stubborn studsail, his brow
creased with concentration.
Looking up, he caught
Quint’s eye and smiled
weakly. Quint set his
hull-weights  high, to
compensate for the down-
draught at the edge of the
miniature storm, but gave
his mast extra topsail for the
eddying winds closer to the
centre.

He touched the talisman

| around his neck for good
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luck, and hoped that he hadn’t made a mistake in his
calculations — a mistake that would lead to his mast
being snapped off at the last moment. Just then, a sly
elbow dug into his ribs, knocking him off balance.

‘Sorry, didn’t see you there,” said Vilnix, smiling
unpleasantly.

He was standing next to Quint, attaching an extra
staysail to his retractable nether-mast and adding
neben-hull-weights below as a counterbalance. Quint
bit his tongue.

‘Make your final adjustments and prepare to launch!’
Sicklebough’s voice rang out above them.

Quint looked at the model in Vilnix’s hand. It was a
beautiful craft, certainly, but Vilnix had completely
misread the pinewood smoke. If he launched the
sky ship with the sails set as they were, the extra
neben-weights would cause it to turn turvey the
moment it reached the centre of the Storm Chamber.

Quint wrestled with his conscience for a moment.
Should he keep quiet? Let Vilnix humiliate himself after
all his hard work? He didn’t like Vilnix, but still . . .

“Your neben-weights,” Quint whispered out of the
corner of his mouth.

‘What?’ said Vilnix, a startled look in his eyes.

"Your neben-weights,” Quint repeated. "You've mis-set
them. They’ll wreck your ship. If you just take them up
three notches . . .’

‘I'm not falling for that,” sneered Vilnix. ‘I know your
sort, sky pirate’s brat!’

Quint turned away.
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‘Launch!” Sicklebough’s voice rang out.

As one, the squires released their sky ships into the
swirling air at the centre of the Storm Chamber, where
they darted and dipped like stormhornets at dusk.

Above their heads, Arboretum Sicklebough craned
his thin neck forward and

narrowed his eyes as he

assessed the performance of
each of the twenty-two miniature
sky ships. Several were torn to
shreds within moments.
‘Faulty hull construc-
tion, Squire Wexis!" barked
the tree goblin.
A moment later, his irritated
voice rose up above the
sound of the storm winds a
second time.
. = ‘Split rudder, Mendellix.
e M&:ﬂ// That’ll teach you to skip lathe-
il practice!” And Quint grimaced as
his friend Phin’s sky ship shattered in mid air.

The others hovered at odd angles, buffeted by the
savage winds of the miniature storm, until Sicklebough
signalled for their makers to haul them back in by
tugging on their anchor ropes. After several minutes,
only Quint and Vilnix’s sky ships remained, sailing ever
closer to the centre of the swirling storm.

Of the two, Vilnix’s model was faring far better, its
nether mast allowing it to ride the worst of the down-
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draught. But Quint’s stormchaser was holding its own -
despite its tiny mast bending alarmingly. He could
hardly bear to look.

All round him, the squires clasped their own battered
models and held their breath. Vilnix, at Quint’s side,
stared at his own beautiful model, a look of triumph on
his face.

Suddenly, Vilnix’s craft reached the centre of the
storm. For an instant, it hung there in the air. The next,
the neben-weights abruptly flew up in the air and
dragged the tiny ship upside down, like a fighting fromp
on the end of a chain. With a loud crack, the retractable
mast snapped, and the ship hurtled downwards, smash-
ing to smithereens on the ironwood floor below.

A gasp went round as Quint’s ship reached the centre
of the storm, where it hovered gracefully and effortlessly
in classic, stormchasing style.

Sicklebough pulled hard on the lever by his side, and
the bellows wheezed to a halt. Quint pulled his craft
back towards him with shaking hands before glancing
over at Vilnix.

‘I'm sorry, Vilnix,” he said. ‘I did try to warn you ...

He stopped, shocked at the look of pure hatred on the
squire’s face.

“You think you’re so clever, Quintinius Verginix,’
Vilnix rasped, spitting the words out. ‘But I'll show you.
Just you wait and see . . ./
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-CHAPTER SIX-

THE HALL OF WHITE
CLOUD

igbord smiled as he turned the breast-plate over in

his great paddle-like hands. ‘Excellent,’ he said.
‘Beautiful workmanship. I haven’t seen anything like it
since the old days back in the Deepwoods.’

The forge throbbed with heat thrown out by the
glowing furnaces and the pounding of the foundry
hammers. Spedius Heepe looked at the Captain of the
Treasury Guard, a greedy glint in his eyes.

“You just can’t get quality like this in Undertown,’
Sigbord continued, shaking his head. ‘Not for love nor
money,” he added, running his fingers over the stylized
emblem of the bloodoak that had been picked out in bur-
nished copper on the breast-plate’s front.

“Yes, I thought you’d appreciate that, as an old
Deepwoods goblin yourself,” said Spedius, pushing his
wire-framed spectacles up over the bridge of his nose.
‘Old hammerhead design, I believe. Isn't that right,
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Clud?” He paused, and frowned. ‘I said, isn’t that right,
Clud?

The huge mottled goblin turned from the convoluted
tangle of pipes and gauges that spread across the walls
and ceiling of the forge like metallic tarry-vine.

‘That’s right, Spedius,” Clud Mudskut growled, a lop-
sided, gap-filled grin crossing his lumpen face. “Though
what would a weedy little Undertown scroll-scratcher
like you know about old hammerhead designs, eh?”

Spedius gave a thin, high-pitched laugh and climbed
to his feet. Short and slight, the bespectacled armourer
barely came up to the mottled goblin’s waist, but he
reached up and slapped his colleague heartily on the
back.

‘Only what you tell me, Clud, you old Deepwoods
metal-basher. Only what you tell me.’

The two armourers laughed heartily, Spedius’s shrill
giggle mingling with Clud’s rumbling guffaw. Sigbord
waited for a moment, then cleared his throat noisily.

“Yes, well,” he said, placing the breast-plate carefully
down on the scroll-strewn desk, ‘beautiful workman-
ship, as I say. But if I know you two I'm going to have to
pay handsomely for it His stroked his stubbled jaw.
‘Shall we say fifteen gold pieces?’

Spedius Heepe stopped laughing and his small, dark
eyes narrowed behind the wire-framed spectacles.
‘Come come, Captain Sigbord,” he said, ‘you can do
better than that.” His mouth set in a thin, hard line
beneath his sharp, twitching nose. ‘Clud here has spent
the best part of a week on this breast-plate, just so that
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you'd look your best for
Treasury Day.” He paused
thoughtfully, and when

he spoke again his
voice was little more
than a whisper. ‘Shall
we say, fifty gold

pieces?’

‘Fifty!” Sigbord
exploded, the heavy
rings in his ears clink-
ing as he shook his
head. ‘Why that’s . ..
that's .../

He fell still. The
breast-plate was
indeed magnificent
and he did want to look
his best on Treasury Day. It was the day when all of
Sanctaphrax celebrated the overthrowing of the earth-
scholars by the sky-scholars — with a little help from a
band of loyal flat-head goblins. Now the descendants of
those goblins stood guard over the treasury and its
precious store of stormphrax, with Sigbord standing
proudly at their head.

‘I don’t have that sort of money,” he growled.

‘Then perhaps we can come to some other arrange-
ment?’ said Spedius, with a tight little smile.

‘Such as?’ said Sigbord, picking the breast-plate up
and stroking its polished surface.
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‘A trade,” said Clud with a grin.

‘Precisely,” added Spedius. ‘You, my dear captain,
have keys to the Treasury Chamber.’

‘A couple of shards of stormphrax,” growled Clud, his
face suddenly serious.

‘In return for this magnificent breast-plate . . .” Spedius
folded his arms.

‘Out of the question!” stormed Sigbord, raising the
armour as if to fling it across the forge.

‘And five more like it,” finished Spedius.

Sigbord hesitated.

Stormphrax was sacred, so sacred that it was consid-
ered blasphemy for anyone, save the Knights Academic
and the Treasury Guardians - the Professors of Light and
Darkness — even to cast their gaze upon it. The glowing
crystals, so heavy in absolute darkness, were the price-
less reward that lay at the heart of great storms; a
glittering prize which the Knights Academic risked their
lives for on their valiant quests. Certainly no furnace
masters would ever be granted access to it. Yet Sigbord
knew that, even though it was strictly forbidden, there
were many in Sanctaphrax desperate to get their hands
on it, to experiment with it, to wunlock its
fabulous secrets . . .

‘A couple of shards?” he growled.

‘Tiny little shards.” Spedius grinned. "Who's to
know, Sigbord? It'll be our little secret, and just think
how magnificent you and your lieutenants are going to
look ..
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‘Stope ... ! Stope ...V

The small, wiry grey
goblin stirred in the nest
he’d made for himself out
of rags and straw, in the
furthest corner of the
forge.

‘Stope!” Clud Mudskut’s
voice boomed, rattling the
forge pipes and setting the
gauges quivering.

‘Coming, Furnace Master,
siry’ he «called back,
scrabbling to his feet and
rubbing his eyes.

‘There you are,” the
mottled goblin growled as
Stope approached the cen-
tral furnace, where the
pipes from all directions
converged.

He grasped the young
goblin by the collar of
his shabby tunic and
lifted him off his feet.
Stope found himself
staring into the furnace
master’s mottled face,
which was inches from his
own.
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‘Listen up, whelp,” growled Clud. ‘That breast-plate
you made for me. ..’

"Y ... yes,’ stammered Stope.

“You're to make five more before Treasury Day.’

‘But ... but that's only a week away ..." Stope
protested. ‘There isn’t time . . .’

‘Then you’d better make time, my dear young forge-
hand,” came Spedius Heepe’s wheedling voice from
below, ‘or you'll find yourself back in Undertown next
Dumping Day!

Stope shuddered. Like so many before him, he’d
left the dark and dangerous Deepwoods to seek a
better life in Undertown, only to find squalor and
misery awaiting him. A friendly basket-puller had
taken pity on the starving grey goblin and smuggled
him up to Sanctaphrax, where he’d knocked on the
first door he’d come to and claimed ‘Sanctaphrax
Sanctuary’.

According to the ancient laws of the great floating city,
any who made it up to the rock and claimed sanctuary
had to be taken in, so long as they were prepared to
work as unpaid servants. After a year, they could be
thrown out on ‘Dumping Day’ if they hadn’t given satis-
faction. Stope had been taken in by the Hall of White
Cloud, where he’d proved himself a skilled forge-hand
and quick learner. But despite this, he knew that the
furnace masters, Clud and Spedius, could throw him out
any time they chose.

‘T'll do it,” he croaked.

Clud released his grip, and Stope slumped to the floor.
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‘That’s a good forge-hand,” smiled Spedius, turning to
go. ‘Oh, and Stope ...” The smile froze on his thin,
pinched features. ‘Not a word of this to anyone, under-
stand?’

The heat of the central furnace took Stope’s breath away,
despite the heavy tilderleather visor he wore. He
checked the ventilation gauze and the temperature
setting. The blue-grey metal ingot was now white-hot in
the heart of the furnace, ready to be beaten out into a
curved sheet on the great anvil beside him. Stope
grasped the fire tongs with gloved hands and carefully
removed the glowing lump of metal.

It was almost midday, but Stope was far too busy to
notice the time. Day and night, he’d worked in the
armoury forge, snatching sleep only while he waited for
the furnace to reach forging temperature. Two gleaming
breast-plates, each exquisitely tooled with bloodoak
designs, sat on the polishing bench in the corner, but
they were not enough. And time, as Stope knew, was
running out. He raised a hammer and brought it down
on the ingot.

Clang!

A shower of sparks flew into the air.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

The metal began to take shape beneath his blows,
thinning and curving as its glow turned from white to
orange, to a fiery red.

‘Such a pleasure to watch a craftsman at work,” came
a cracked, ancient-sounding voice.
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Startled, Stope looked up.

An aged knight academic in full armour stood before
him. His white hair fanned out like a halo around his
lined face, as his startlingly blue eyes sparkled in the
furnace light.

‘Hall Master!” Stope exclaimed, lowering his hammer
and lifting his visor.

‘Please,” said Philius Embertine, raising a gauntleted
hand. ‘Don’t let me stop you. You must be the forge-
hand my furnace masters told me about . ..’

The young grey goblin blushed. ‘My name’s Stope, sir,
and I'm proud to serve the Hall of White Cloud.’

‘I'm sure you are, my lad,” said Philius, his blue eyes
twinkling. ‘And by making these fine breast-plates, you
are rendering a service far greater than you can possibly
know ...

‘I...1... Stope stammered, unsure what to say.

‘Ah, Hall Master,” came Spedius’s voice as the furnace
master suddenly appeared through the tangle of forge
pipes. ‘Sigbord has agreed to your little deal, and you
can take delivery as soon as Clud and I finish these
breast-plates . . . With young Stope’s help, of course.’

Behind him, Clud scowled at Stope.

Philius turned and Stope saw a look of vague
befuddlement fall, like a veil, over his ancient features.

‘Good ... good ... You've made an old knight very
happy ...” he mumbled distractedly. ‘Just thought I'd
look inon you ... I'm on my way to ... to the Armour
Hall . .. to lecture . .’

Spedius smiled. ‘Of course you are,” he said smoothly.
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‘If you'll permit it, Hall
Master, my forge-hand
here can guide you
there.” He looked round.
‘Stope!” He clicked his
fingers and motioned
that the youth should
lay down his tools and
take Philius by the arm.

Quickly removing his
visor and gloves, Stope
did as he was bid, and
escorted Philius out of
the forge.

‘Most ... most oblig-
ing . . .” mumbled the old
knight academic as they
shuffled out. ‘So easy to
...lose ... one’s way.’

With the hall master’s
heavy, gauntleted hand
resting on his shoulder,
Stope made his way
from the forge, up a half-
flight of stairs and down
a long hallway. He could
hear the rasping breath
of the old professor close
to his left ear, and feel its
warmth. And glancing
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behind him, Stope caught him looking about — through
the windows, along the adjoining corridors and at the
name plaques on the doors they passed — without the
faintest hint of recognition.

As they approached the Armour Hall, the sound of the
rowdy squires echoed back along the hall. Bored with
waiting, they were laughing and joking and teasing one
another. Stope wondered how poor old Philius
Embertine — someone who could no longer even find his
way around his old academy hall - managed to conduct
lectures at all.

Just then, Stope heard a hissed, ‘Here he comes,’
followed by the sound of scurrying footsteps and scrap-
ing wood.

He peered in through the small, circular window in
the door. The squires had all scrambled to their seats,
and were perched on their jutting study-ledges, slates
balanced on their laps and legs dangling. Seizing the
handle, Stope pulled the door open and ushered the
professor in.

‘Er ... Good afternoon ... Knights of ... er ..." he
muttered, his voice soft and quavering.

‘Good morning, Professor Embertine, sir,” the squires
chanted back from the study-ledges.

The hall master clanked across the room to the raised
podium at the front, apparently oblivious to the
whispers that hissed round the high, vaulted ceiling.
He took his place at the lectern beside an ancient-looking
suit of armour, suspended from a rickety frame.

Stope turned to go. He was exhausted and knew he

82



had to get back to the forge to have any hope of finish-
ing the breast-plates. But it felt so cool in the corridor
beside the half-opened door compared to working at the
furnaces, and besides, the hall master — whom he’d only
ever glimpsed from a distance at meal times in the
Eightways - intrigued him. A moment or two wouldn't
make any difference, he told himself.

Up on the podium, the hall master seemed to be gear-
ing himself up for the lecture. He was swaying gently, to
and fro, to and fro, and staring straight ahead of him.

‘Um...Um...Right...um...yes...So where were
we?’ He looked at the hanging suit of armour as if half
expecting the answer to come fromit.‘I...um.. .’

Stope looked around at the group of squires. Some of
them he recognized.

There was that fat one with the pudding-bowl haircut.
Always in trouble he was. What was his name? Tonsor?
Yes, that was it. Tonsor Wexis. And there, next to him, the
brown, curly-haired one who was always making jokes
- Belphinius Something. And Someone Wistelweb ...
And ... Oh, yes, on the ledge just above him was the
young squire who’d noticed that Stope had burned his
arm that one time, and brought him hyleberry salve.
Stope wouldn'’t forget his kindness.

Quint was his name. He wasn't like the other squires
- Sanctaphrax born and bred, confident of their place in
the world and with no time for others. No, Quint seemed
to notice and care about the servants and hall attendants
and even had time for a lowly forge-hand with a burnt
arm. But then he was the son of a sky pirate captain, or
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so they said. He had flown on a sky ship high above the
Edge.

What things he must have seen! Stope marvelled.
What adventures he must have had! No wonder he
wasn't like those sons of academics, with their heads in
the clouds. Quint had actually flown above the clouds!
Stope smiled dreamily.
From the Armour Hall

B came the sound of the
hall master’s ancient
voice.

‘Ah, yes ... Now we
come to the flange
release of the light-
meter, to be calibrated in
twilight, here.” There
came a soft tapping
sound as the hall

master pointed out a

lever below a dial on the breast-
plate with a long stick of polished lufwood. ‘Connected
to the equalizing pipes, both exterior . . ." — Tap! Tap! Tap!

- ‘and interior’ - Tap! Tap! - ‘and regulated by the

sumpwood oil gauge, which in turn .. .” - Tap! - ‘leads to

the shoulderguard and bracing handles . . . Tap! Tap!

All round the hall, the squires were attending to the
lecture with varying degrees of concentration. Some
scribbled down notes on their slates, some frowned and
nodded earnestly, while some, Stope thought, seemed
barely able to keep their eyes open.
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‘And of course, at this juncture, note also the clever
design of the gauntlets,” Philius was saying. ‘“The fingers
are banded for maximum manoeuvrability ..." — Tap!
Tap! Tap! - “while the locking sprocket, here ... — Tap! -
‘ensures that a tight grip can be maintained effortlessly
for as long as the wearer requires . . ./

As he intoned the details he knew by heart, the old
knight’s words flowed smoothly — all uncertainty,
wavering and confusion gone. Outside, soothed by the
sonorous rhythm of his speech, Stope’s eyes began to
droop and his head to nod.
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-CHAPTER SEVEN:

THE EIGHTWAYS

oving on to the leg brace and knee protectors . . .’
Before Philius Embertine could expound further,
the lunch gong sounded in the distance and the squires
— those who were still awake, that is — let out a collective
sigh of relief.

‘... Um ... that will be ... all for today,” the hall
master mumbled. He lay down his lufwood cane and
shuffled out.

Yawning and stretching, the squires climbed down
from the study-ledges and, in groups of twos and threes,
followed him from the hall.

‘Did you understand any of that?” asked Phin,
scratching his head before replacing his cap.

"Most of it,” said Quint. "You see, it’s all about deflect-
ing the energy of the lightning charges. The knight has
to be insulated from the effects of twilight through the
filters in the . . ./

‘No, sorry,” said Phin, grinning. “You’ve lost me. But there’s
one thing a lecture from old Iron Breeches does give me.’
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‘What’s that?” asked Quint, gathering his barkscroll
notes and returning them to his satchel.

‘A healthy appetite,” laughed Phin. ‘Come on, let’s get
to the Eightways before they empty the stew-cart with-
out us!’

They left the Armour Hall and Phin strode off down
the hallway. Quint was about to follow him when he
noticed a figure slumped beside the doorway. He leaned
down and tapped the sleeping goblin on the shoulder.

‘Stope? Stope?” he said, then paused. ‘It is Stope, isn’t
it?’

The grey goblin stirred, shuddered, and opened his
eyes.

‘Squire Quint!” Stope leaped to his feet. ‘I must have
dozed off! How long have I been sleeping? What time is
it?

‘Calm down,” said Quint. ‘It's lunchtime. The gong'’s
just sounded.” He looked at the young goblin more
closely. ‘Stope, you look terrible . . .’

‘I must get back to the armoury!” he said, and turned
to go.

‘Not so fast,” said Quint firmly and grabbed his arm.
‘First you need a plate of stew and a hunk of barley
bread. Come, you can sit next to me on the lower
benches.’

Stope allowed Quint to lead him towards the
Eightways. The mention of stew had made his stomach
gurgle with hunger, and he felt too weak and tired to
resist. At the end of the hallway, they entered a circular
corridor with eight large doorways cut into its inner
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wall. They made their way round, past the Hall of Storm
Cloud and Hall of Grey Cloud entrances, to the White
Cloud entrance, where the Winter Knights and other hall
servants jostled impatiently for the doors to open.

As they approached, Spedius Heepe and Clud
Mudskut exchanged glances, and glowered at Stope.
Vilnix Pompolnius stepped out of the crowd and stuck
his face into Quint’s.

‘Who’s your little friend?’ he sneered, gesturing to
Stope. ‘Making friends with Sanctaphrax sanctuary-
slaves now, are we?’

‘At least I have friends,” said Quint icily, and pushed
past Vilnix, whose face seemed to drain of colour at his
words.

Just then, the sound of bolts being drawn filled the
corridor as, one by one, the doors to the Eightways were
pulled open by the gatekeepers.

First the hall masters entered and crossed the circular
chamber to sit at the high table, followed shortly after by
the knights academic, stern and silent, who joined them.
Then, in complete contrast, the rowdy academics-at-
arms came bursting in through the second entrance;
with the squires of the Upper Halls entering by the third
doorway, laughing and joking, and jostling one another
to find seats at the middle tables. Finally, with a surge of
bodies, the four Lower Halls doorways were filled with
squires, servants and hall attendants, who fanned out
across the lower benches, perching on them like roosting
ratbirds fleeing from a storm.

The great chamber of the Eightways was filled with

89



clamour and conversation as, all around at the different
tables, the various groups in the Knights Academy -
from ostlers who worked in the prowlgrin roosts of the
Hall of Grey Cloud and lathe-turners from the wood-
working theatres of the Hall of Storm Cloud, to
lectern-keepers from the Hall of High Cloud - engaged
in uproarious debate and gossip.

Only the thirteen knights academic-in-waiting at the
high table sat silently. They stared ahead of them, as if in
contemplation of the stormchasing voyages to which
they’d dedicated their lives.

Quint and Stope found a place next to Phin on the
lower benches next to a noisy group of lectern-keepers.
Above them, Hax Vostillix, Hall Master of High Cloud,
resplendent in purple robes with marsh-pearl embroi-
dery, stood up and beat the table with his staff.

The Eightways fell silent.

‘From Sky we come, to Sky we shall return,” he
intoned in his deep, sonorous voice. “Though we partake
of the produce of the Earth, may it be only to nourish the
Sky in our hearts.’

‘Sky in our hearts!” echoed the massed voices of the
Knights Academy.

As if in answer, the eighth door of the chamber
clanged open. There was a blast of icy air and a flurry of
snowflakes, and two huge grey hammelhorn bulls
entered, pulling an enormous sealed cauldron on
wheels, complete with a glowing brazier suspended
from its undercarriage. Behind them lumbered the
kitchen master, a massive cloddertrog in a pristine white
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apron and tall, conical hat,
with twenty mobgnomes
in white tunics in tow,
baskets piled high with
loaves of barley bread on
their heads.

‘Fresh from the Great
Refectory, from a grateful
Sanctaphrax!” boomed the
huge cloddertrog. ‘Come
and get it while it’s hot!’

At this, the occupants of
the lower benches and
middle tables surged for-
ward, and the mobgnomes
began tossing barley loaves
over their heads. Meanwhile
the gatekeepers, in their
white tunics and red
logworm badges, barged
through and collected
special tureens, which they
delivered to the high table.
As the squires jostled for-
ward, Quint glimpsed
Vilnix staring up at the
knights academic and hall
masters as they were
served their stew, a look of
greedy envy on his face.
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‘Come on!” shouted a lectern-keeper just in front
of them. ‘What’s the hold-up? We're starving back
here!’

Up ahead, the cloddertrog kitchen master was panting
with effort, sweat pouring down his flabby face as he
wrestled with the heavy metal tap on the side of the
cauldron. It seemed to be stuck.

He strained at the tap-handle.

Nothing happened.

Grunting with effort, he tried again. Still, the handle
would not move.

‘Damn and blast you to Open Sky!” the kitchen master
shouted, and seized the tap-handle with both hands.
He tugged with all his might, straining until the muscles
in his arms and neck bulged and the veins at the side of
his head began to throb. Yet for all that, the tap would
not turn. ‘It’s no good,” he muttered. ‘It’s stuck fast.”

A low groan of disappointment passed back through
the waiting crowd as everyone craned their necks to see
what the problem was. The groan became a mutter,
which rose in volume until everyone was roaring with a
mixture of anger and hunger.

‘Nourish the Sky in our hearts! Nourish the Sky in our
hearts! ...

The kitchen master turned, his face red with rage and
bellowed loudly.

‘Forge-hand! Is there a forge-hand here?’

His voice echoed round the Eightways above the
sound of the impatient chanting and, for a moment,
the noise subsided as everyone looked about them.
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Vilnix dug Quint in the ribs with a bony elbow.

‘What about your little friend?” he shouted in his ear.
‘He’s a forge-hand, isn’t he?’

‘Let him through! Let him through!” shouted the
lectern-keepers as the crowd parted to allow Stope to
approach the stew-cart. Vilnix gave him a vicious shove
in the back for good measure.

‘Sir?” said Stope, as he approached the red-faced
cloddertrog.

‘I swear I don’t know what you lot do all day in that
armoury,” the cloddertrog complained. ‘Maintenance of
the stew-cart is your responsibility. You tell your furnace
masters that! Too busy lining their own pockets to care,
no doubt ...

Stope tried to ignore the kitchen master’s tirade as he
kneeled at the tap and traced a finger along the pipe
leading to the cauldron.

‘Well?” demanded the cloddertrog as all round the
hall, the hungry demands for food once more began
getting louder.

‘The tap joint’s sound,” Stope began, ‘and the
pipework isn’t showing any sign of damage ...’

‘So, what’s wrong with it?” stormed the cloddertrog.
‘If the tap isn’t faulty, why won't it turn?’

Stope felt along the pipe. ‘I'm not sure, but it could
be...

‘Oh, I don’t have time for this!” roared the cloddertrog
to a mixture of cheers and jeers. He stuck his great head
beneath the tap and peered up into the spout. ‘It’s
broken, I tell you!
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Stope gave the pipe a
hefty thump. ‘... An air-
lock — nothing to do with
bad maintenance at all . ..’

From inside the great
stew-pot there came a
series of loud gurgles and
plops.

‘Broken,” the cloddertrog

repeated. ‘Thanks to you
lot in the armoury ...
Aargh! Cloppl-plobbl . . .

A sudden rush of steam-
ing stew came gushing out
of the tap and hit the clod-
dertrog full in the face.
He staggered backwards,
whimpering loudly, and
fell heavily to the floor.

‘Plobbl ... Stop it!" he
wailed. ‘Shut the tap off . ..
Now!’

Stope wrestled with the
tap, but the cloddertrog had
twisted it so violently that
the tap was now jammed
open. All he could do was
stand back as the stew con-
tinued to pour over the clod-
dertrog and onto the floor.
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The crowd gave a loud groan and, giving up on the
rapidly emptying stew-cart, they turned and grabbed
loaves of barley bread, before returning to the benches
and tables. The hefty cloddertrog clambered to his feet
and strode towards Stope, his face dripping with stew.

“You forge-hand moron!” he bellowed. “You over-
baked halfwit! You did that on purpose!” And he
grabbed Stope in one of his huge fists, raised him high
up off the ground and shook him about, like a prowlgrin
pup with a rag.

"Put him down!” shouted Quint, outraged.

‘Put him down?’ roared the cloddertrog, his voice
getting louder. ‘T'll put him down, all right!” and with
that, he tossed Stope to the ground, where he skidded
across the pool of spilled stew. He unbuckled his heavy
leather belt, pulled it from his waist and swung it round
his head. ‘And then I'll give him a hiding he won’t soon
forget!” he bellowed as he lunged at Stope.

But Quint was too fast for him. As the cloddertrog
leaped forwards, he seized the heavy brass buckle of the
belt and yanked it hard to one side. Caught off balance,
the cloddertrog skidded on the stew, lost his footing and
crashed to the ground once more. Quint stood above
him, the belt now in his own hands.

‘Now unless you'd like a hiding you won’t soon forget
from a squire of the Knights Academy,” he said, his eyes
blazing with anger, ‘you’ll thank Stope here for trying to
help, and get this mess cleared up!’

The cloddertrog gave a whimper. ‘I've got nothing
against you squires,” he pleaded, suddenly craven and
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subservient. ‘It's just them that don’t do their jobs
properly, that’s all .. ./

Quint snorted and tossed the belt down beside him.
‘Come on, Stope,” he said. ‘Let’s leave the kitchen master
to do his job properly.’

And with that, as the cloddertrog set to work on the
spilt stew with a shovel, bucket and mop, the pair of
them made their way from the Eightways.

‘That’s the second time you’ve helped me, sir,” said
Stope as he and Quint entered the circular corridor.

‘Is it?’

"Yes, sir,” said Stope. “You got me that hyleberry salve,
sir. For the burn on my arm . . . And it worked a treat, by
the way, sir.”

‘Glad to hear it, Stope,” said Quint. ‘But don’t keep
calling me “sir”. I'm not a day older than you.” He
smiled. ‘Call me Quint.’

Stope grinned from ear to ear. ‘Oh, thank you, sir,” he
said. ‘I...Imean, Quint. And if there’s anything I can do
for you, then . ..” He stopped.

Quint followed Stope’s gaze.

There, coming out of the hall master’s entrance just up
ahead, their backs towards them, were Philius
Embertine and a knight academic. The pair of them were
deep in whispered conversation. Quint and Stope
exchanged puzzled looks. This certainly wasn’t the
doddering, confused old hall master they both knew.

’ ... And there are rumours, Philius, old friend,’
the knight academic was saying, ‘that Hax Vostillix
is having the Great Library watched.’
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“You are the finest knight academic of your generation,
Screedius, and like a son to me,” the Hall Master of White
Cloud replied, his voice steady and firm. ‘But not even
you can protect me if Hax decides to show his hand.
He has powerful allies.’

“You mean the gatekeepers? They're nothing but a
bunch of jumped-up lackeys,” the knight academic
replied scornfully.

‘Maybe so,” said Philius. ‘But those jumped-up lackeys
are well-armed, thanks to my greedy furnace masters,
and looking for trouble.’

‘Then the knights and high professors will be happy to
oblige them!” Screedius replied gravely.

Philius Embertine shook his head. ‘“That could be just
what Hax wants us to do,” he said. ‘No, we must bide
our time. I know it’s hard, Screedius, but you must trust
me on this, I still have work todo . . .

Their voices faded as they continued down the
corridor. Quint turned to Stope. ‘Well that was very
strange,” he said. ‘I've never heard Philius Embertine
talk that clearly about anything but armour before.’

‘Thave,” said Stope, his brow wrinkling into a puzzled
frown. ‘Earlier today, when he talked to me in the
armoury. He’s not as foolish as he looks, you know.”

Quint broke into a broad smile and clapped the grey
goblin on the shoulder. ‘He’s not the only one!” he
laughed.
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TREASURY DAY

fter a brief respite, snow was once again falling on
ASanctaphrax. Roofs, turrets, bridges and balustrades
were all piled high with great pillow-like drifts which, as
the snowflakes settled, grew higher and higher, and
more unstable. In the end, a light gust of wind or a white
raven'’s flapping wing was all it took to upset the snow’s
precarious balance and send it tumbling down through
the air. All round Sanctaphrax, the flupp flupp flupp of
the packed snow hitting the ground could be heard -
followed, on occasions, by the muffled cries of unwary
passers-by.

Of course, these weren’t the only sounds to be heard
in Sanctaphrax. As always, there was the curiously
ethereal music of the great floating city — from the per-
cussion and timpani of the meteorological instruments
clashing and clattering, to the reedy pipe-like sounds of
the wind whistling through narrow gaps and gullies.

With the snowfall, however, not only was the music
more subdued, but now there were new sounds. The
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eerie chiming of countless giant icicles, the muted plash
of footsteps tramping through the snow and, loudest of
all, the constant grating and grinding of the massed
ranks of shovels. Armies of underlings from the
academies and labourers from Undertown were work-
ing around the clock to keep the streets and squares of
Sanctaphrax clear. Under the watchful eye of flat-head
goblin guards, they worked in teams, shifting the snow
along from the centre of the city, down avenues and
roads, until they reached the edge, where it was dumped
over the side.

‘Put your backs into it, you lot!" barked a stocky
flat-head, a fur-lined hood crammed down over his hair-
less head. ‘Gotta clear all this lot away before the
procession arrives.’

The rag-tag collection of trogs and goblins said noth-
ing. Heads down and thick mist billowing from their
mouths, they continued the arduous, if not impossible,
task of removing all the snow from Mosaic Quadrangle,
even as more was falling from the dark-grey sky above.

‘Blooming ridiculous,” a mobgnome complained to his
neighbour, an old, bow-legged tusked goblin.
"Procession! I mean, I ask you! In this!” He straightened
up and swung his arm round in a wide arc.

‘Snow on Treasury Day,’ the tusked goblin com-
mented, as she shuffled forwards. ‘Beggars belief,
dunnit?’

“You can say that again,” said the mobgnome, resum-
ing his snow-clearing. ‘I remember last year. Beautiful
blue sky and hardly a breath of wind. And the year
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before that, a slight shower, but there’s never been snow
before — not on Treasury Day.’

‘And now look at it/ grumbled a lumbering clod-
dertrog to their left. “You’d think they’d cancel it, what
with all this weather 'n” all. Or at least postpone it . . .’

‘Ooh, can’t do that,” came a voice from behind them.
The mobgnome, the tusked goblin and the cloddertrog
turned to see a shabby woodwaif, a stiff broom in his spi-
dery hands, shaking his head grimly. ‘First day of the
second moon when it’s in its third quarter. That’s
Treasury Day. Always has been and always will be. It’s
tradition, and you can’t change tradition . .."

‘Which is where we lot come in,” the mobgnome
muttered. ‘Shovelling and sweating . . ." He looked up at
the sky and brandished a fist. ‘Snow, snow and more
snow, curse the sky!’

‘Curse the sky?’ muttered the cloddertrog. ‘That
sounds like earth-scholar talk to me ...’

‘So what if it is,’ said the mobgnome hotly. “Those
earth-scholars knew a thing or two, if you ask me . . ./

A gasp went round the small group, followed by an
uneasy silence. Such talk was bad enough in the current
atmosphere of Sanctaphrax, where earth-scholars were
considered blasphemers and infidels, but on Treasury
Day - the day set aside to commemorate their overthrow
— it could result in the gravest of punishments.

A flock of white ravens flapped overhead, camou-
flaged by the falling snow, but cawing so raucously that
no-one could fail to notice them. The snow shovellers
looked up.
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X “There, listen to that,” said the
mobgnome. "The white ravens

are as unhappy as we are.’
‘It’'s the cold,” said the
woodwaif.

‘The cold?” the cloddertrog
laughed. ‘But they’ve got feath-
ers to keep ‘em warm, ain't
they?’

The woodwaif smiled
indulgently. ‘I mean the
=\g" effect the cold’s having on
= ; the Stone Gardens,” he said.
~ ’Normally, the rocks down
there grow slowly. It takes years before they’re buoyant
enough to break away from their rock stacks. And those
there white ravens, they can D)
tell, just by sitting on
‘em, when a rock is
nice and ripe and
ready to float.’

The others
nodded. Everyone
knew how the great
flock of snowy
birds would rise up,
squawking loudly in
their Chorus of the
Dead, to announce
to the academics of
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Sanctaphrax that it was time to harvest the

buoyant rocks.

‘These days, though,” the
woodwaif continued, ‘the
poor creatures don’t
know whether
they’re coming or
going. It’s so cold
that the rocks are
ripening too quickly —
breaking away / 2.
from the stacks = i =
and flying off, = _ By D
they are, when = = R
they’re still small. If this weather keeps up, there’ll be no

rocks left to harvest, you
°; mark my words.’
C ‘And that’s not all, I
heard ...” Slurp! ‘The
flight-rocks in the sky

ships are ..." - Slurp!
Slurp! — ‘going crazy,’
added a gabtroll, her
long tongue wiping
away the flakes of
snow from the
eyeballs that
bounced around
at the end of
long stalks.

103



"Ay,” said the tusked goblin. ‘I've got a brother on a sky
pirate ship holed up in the boom-docks. His stone pilot
refuses to fly until the weather clears up.’

‘I don’t blame him. After all, half a dozen league ships
have gone missing this month already,’ added the
mobgnome.

‘And if flight-rocks are going crazy, then ...’

— Slurp! — 'what in Earth and Sky’s name is going to
happen to the biggest buoyant rock of all?” asked the
gabtroll.

For a second time, the group gasped as one. The next
moment - as if in response — the great Sanctaphrax rock
gave an almighty lurch, sending them all sprawling.
The cloddertrog lost his footing and ended up headfirst
in the heap of snow they were shovelling.

‘If the great rock gets much colder, said the
woodwaif, his huge, diaphanous ears fluttering
ominously, ‘the Treasury Chamber will need a fresh load
of stormphrax to stop it snapping the Anchor Chain,
and that means a stormchasing voyage sooner rather
than later!”

‘Oi! You lot!” bellowed the flat-head overseer. “You're
being paid to shovel snow, not gossip like a gaggle of
goblin matrons!’

The cloddertrog climbed to his feet, joined the others
and, without saying a word, the work-party resumed
its monotonous task. They were outside the Mosaic
Quadrangle by now and, at the flat-head’s barked
orders, they swept, scraped and shovelled on past the
College of Rain, towards the edge of the rock.
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‘Watch out below!” bellowed the cloddertrog as they
pushed the great heap of compacted snow off the
floating rock. Not that his warning would have done
much good if a hapless Undertowner had been walking
along as the huge ball of snow crashed down. Luckily
no-one was hurt — this time . . .

Back in Sanctaphrax, the Mosaic Quadrangle was fill-
ing up with academics who, despite the weather, had
turned out to witness the annual spectacle. They stood,
shivering and stamping their feet: professors, appren-
tices, servants and squires, their usual robes now lined
with fur or stuffed with rags, depending on their status,
to keep out the penetrating cold.

All round, academic hoods and headgear now
sported ear-flaps and mufflers of extravagant size and
design. A bunch of junior academics from the Institute of
Ice and Snow sported huge turbans wound tightly
round their heads, while the under-professors of the
School of Sleet favoured shaggy hammelhornskin snow-
caps, complete with tinted goggles and fromp-fur
handwarmers. Most exotic of all were the ‘furnace
bonnets’ - specially designed headpieces that
comprised a miniature sumpwood burner and heated
ear-muffs.

The square had only recently been cleared, yet the
snow was falling so quickly that it had already
obscured most of the ornate mosaic pattern of
concentric circles and zigzag lightning bolts once more.
From the southern end there came the sound of
tramping feet as a line of squires in smart, ankle-length
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cloaks and polished silver helmets — chaperoned by a
phalanx of gatekeepers in their familiar logworm-
emblazoned white tunics — marched in strict formation
into the square.

Word of their appearance went round the crowd in
loud whispers, as the onlookers nudged one another and
pointed.

‘It's the squires from the Knights Academy, look!’

‘Sky preserve ‘'em!’

‘Gonna need all the knights academic we can get for
stormchasing if this cold weather persists.’

From the middle of the front rank, Quint stared
straight ahead and tried to concentrate on keeping in
step. Behind him marched the squires from both the
Lower and the Upper Halls, plus the hall servants,
and behind them, the knights academic-in-waiting,
marching stiffly in their gleaming armour and attracting
looks and whispers from the crowd.

Phin was beside him, head high and back straight,
with Tonsor, Quiltis and Vilnix completing the rank. Out
of the corner of his eye, Quint could see Vilnix’s dark,
mistrustful eyes scanning the crowds, a curious expres-
sion — a mixture of contempt and malice — distorting his
sullen features.

Quint tried to ignore him. It felt good to be out of the
academy after so many weeks penned up inside, and
although the burnished silver helmet was heavy and
uncomfortable and the long cloak threatened to trip him
up at any moment, Quint felt his heart swell with pride
as they marched towards the corner of the quadrangle.
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It was all so very different from the first time he’d
witnessed the ceremony a year earlier.

On that occasion, he’d watched it from the sidelines
with Maris. The two of them — pupils of the Fountain
House school - had mingled with the other onlookers,
and no-one had given them so much as a second glance.
Now, however, as a squire from the Knights Academy,
Quint was to stand to attention beside the pyramid-
shaped entrance to the treasury tunnel, with all eyes
on him.

He felt a sudden twinge of guilt when he thought of
Maris down below in Undertown, missing all this. Next
to him, unaware of his friend’s thoughts, Phin was smil-
ing now with a mixture of delight and pride, a lock of
unruly hair tumbling from beneath his helmet to cover
one eye.

‘Academy, halt!” came Hax Vostillix’s deep voice from
the back. ‘Form ranks!’

The squires turned about and lined up beside the
treasury tunnel entrance, hall by hall, and to Quint’s
dismay he realized that now, instead of being in the front
rank, he was at the back and having to peer over the
shoulders of the squires from the Upper Halls to get a
view.

Behind him, the crowd jostled and pushed at the
squires’ backs as they, too, craned their necks to see. Just
then, Quint felt a tug on his cloak, which he brushed
away - and then another, more insistent this time.

‘Master Quint,” came a voice. ‘It is you, isn’t it? Master
Quint!’
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Looking round, Quint
found himself staring at a
familiar figure. Short and
roly-poly with a small rub-
bery nose and chapped
lips, she was dressed in a
heavy fur-lined coat and a
familiar frilly mob-cap. But
if Quint hadn’t looked into
that smiling face with its
twinkling eyes, then the
small lemkin crouched on
her shoulder, its striped tail
twitching, would have
been enough for him to rec-
ognize her instantly.

‘Welma!” he cried, and
fell into the motherly
woodtroll’s warm embrace.
The lemkin screeched
loudly and began jumping
up and down, tugging at its
leash. Quint grinned. ‘And
Digit,” he said, and tickled
the small creature behind

its ears. ‘How are you
1 both?’
| ‘All the better for seeing

you, Master Quint,” said
\] Welma, speaking over the
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kha-kha-kha-kha sounds of the chattering lemkin. ‘Oh, but
it’s all been a bit of an upheaval,” she went on quickly, as
Phin and Tonsor looked round to see what was going on.
‘Tweezel and I have taken rooms at the top of an iron-
monger’s run by a nice pink-eyed goblin family.
Tweezel’s been selling tinctures and potions up at the
Viaduct Steps, and I ... oh, a bit of cleaning here and
there, taking in washing. Nothing too taxing. Just
enough to make ends meet . . .

‘And Maris?’ said Quint, aware that the squires of the
Upper Halls in front were now looking back over their
shoulders.

‘That’s why I'm here,” said Welma, urgently. ‘That
hard-faced cousin of hers, Dacia, never lets her out of her
sight . . .” Her face creased up with distaste as she uttered
the name. ‘But I managed to have a few words with her
when they visited the market-place last week,” she said,
reaching inside the folds of her coat. ‘She told me not to
worry, and to give you this.’

She pulled out a scrolled letter, and Quint saw his own
name written on the front in Maris’s familiar angular
writing.

‘Is that all she said?’ he asked.

Welma nodded and pushed the letter into his hands.
‘There,” she said, ‘now I'd best be off. Before any of these
fine squires here have something to say about a scruffy
old woodtroll engaging in conversation with the likes of
you, a future knight academic.” She smiled and winked,
and quickly squeezed his hands in her own. ‘Earth and
Sky love you,” she whispered, and slipped back into the
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crowd before Quint had time even to wish her farewell.

‘Who was that?’ Vilnix sneered. ‘Your old nursemaid?’
He sniggered. “Worried that her little darling will catch a
cold out here in the snow . ..’

‘Shut up, Vilnix,” said Phin, turning on him angrily.

Quint grabbed his arm. ‘Forget it, Phin,” he said. "He's
not worth it.’

‘I say, you chaps,” came a voice from the rank in front.
It belonged to a squire from the Upper Halls who had
turned and was facing them. He was tall and gangly
with slightly protruding teeth and small oval spectacles.
‘1 don’t suppose you could keep it down a bit, because
the jolly old ceremony’s about to start and you wouldn’t
want to miss it, now would you?’

Vilnix snapped to attention, while Phin looked down
at his feet, blushing furiously and scowling. Quint
smiled apologetically.

‘Sorry, an old friend of mine was just wishing me
well,” he said.

‘I quite understand,” said the Upper Hall squire with a
smile. “You're the new lot, aren’t you?’

Quint and the others nodded.

‘Hope to have some of you chaps joining us in the
Upper Halls soon. Raffix Emilius,” he said. ‘Pleased to
meet you.” The squire stuck out a thin, bony hand.

Quint took it and winced at the surprisingly strong
grip. ‘Quint Verginix.’

‘Well, Quint,” said Raffix Emilius, ‘here come the
treasury guards, so if you and your chums stand on
tiptoe, you might just glimpse the tops of their heads.
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My, my, what splendid breast-plates they’re wearing!” he
added, turning round to face the front once more.

As he did so, there came a loud fanfare and all eyes
fixed themselves on the entrance to the treasury tunnel,
where an ornately decorated carriage had just come to a
halt. It was drawn by an even more ornately decorated
prowlgrin, with a jewel-encrusted harness, a flapping
purple plume and a swaying umbrella of gold and black
that was keeping the falling snow at bay.

On either side, it was flanked by four enormous flat-
head treasury guards, resplendent in identical armour,
the silver bloodoaks on their breast-plates gleaming in
the snowy light. One of them opened the carriage door
and bowed low as a small professor in dark grey robes
and a string of spectacles and eye-glasses round his
neck, clambered out. As tradition demanded, the twin
Most High Academes, the Professors of Light and
Darkness, had sent their deputy — the ‘Next-Most High
Academe’ - to enter the treasury tunnel and venture into
the dangerous stonecomb.

Following the prescribed ritual, the academic
hammered hard with his stave — one, two, three times —
on the door, which was opened by the Captain of the
Treasury Guard, Sigbord, himself. He, too, wore a
magnificent breast-plate, which he showed off to the
crowd by puffing out his chest as he gestured grandly to
the Next-Most High Academe and his guard to enter.
And as they all disappeared inside, a tumultuous roar
went up and cries of ‘Trust the skies! Trust the skies!
echoed round the Mosaic Quadrangle.



The heavy ironwood door to the treasury tunnel
slammed shut with a dull clang and the crowd stood for
a moment in silence and then turned to go. There was
none of the jollity and laughter that Quint remembered
from the year before.

The celebration of the day when the Sanctaphrax rock
was first weighted down with stormphrax was usually a
raucous, joyful affair. But with the snow falling and the
temperature dropping swiftly as the light failed, the
atmosphere was sombre. The academics trudged back to
their schools and academies, eager to escape the biting
wind and swirling snow.

‘Academy! Dismissed!” came Hax Vostillix’s loud
command, and as the ranks of squires broke up, Quint
saw the Hall Master of High Cloud in a robe of pure
white tilderfur standing in front with the other hall
masters on either side of him. Behind them, like statues,
stood the knights academic-in-waiting, the visors to
their helmets closed, giving them a mysterious and dis-
tinctly sinister air.

‘Treasury Day banquet at evening gong in the
Eightways!” Hax was announcing over the heads of chat-
tering squires. ‘Don’t be late!’

He strode from the Mosaic Quadrangle, which was now
covered by a thick coating of snow, followed by Arboretum
Sicklebough, Philius Embertine and Fenviel Vendix, the
Hall Master of Grey Cloud. The knights academic-in-
waiting fell in behind them and marched stiffly off.

"Well,” said Raffix Emilius, adjusting his spectacles,
‘we have the rest of the afternoon off, my dear squires.
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Might I suggest a diversion?’
He kneeled and picked up a
handful of snow. ‘Upper
Halls against the Lower!”

With a loud cheer, the
squires raced to opposite sides
of the Mosaic Quadrangle and
began scooping up snow.
Suddenly, the air was full of
flying snowballs as squire
pelted squire in the greying
snowy light.

‘Watch out, Phin!" yelled
Quint as his friend took three
direct hits on the chest.

‘Watch out, yourself!”
laughed Phin, bending to
scoop handfuls of snow -
and being hit full in the face.

‘Charge!” shouted Quint,
running towards Raffix and
the Upper Hall squires.
‘Phoarrr! Uggh! Phhwl!’

A hail of snowballs sent
him sprawling to his knees,
helpless with laughter, but
not before the squires of
the Lower Halls had sur-
rounded their Upper Halls’
colleagues. And all round the
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quadrangle the whoops and cries rang out as they pelted
them to a standstill.

Finally, wet through and exhausted, the squires made
their way back to the Knights Academy, laughing and
joking and in high spirits.

‘I like your style, Quint Verginix,” said Raffix Emilius,
slapping Quint on the back as they rounded the corner
of the College of Rain. ‘'That was quite a fight you and
your chums put up.’

‘Thanks, Raffix,” said Quint, trying to stop his teeth
from chattering. “You didn’t do too badly yourself.’

‘I shall allow you to call me Raff,” said the Upper Hall
squire with a laugh, ‘since I now consider us to be
friends. And that goes for you too, Phin.’

I'm honoured, Raff,’ said Phin, bowing low with
mock solemnity, ‘and you can save me a place in line for
the stew-cart while you're about it!’

‘That reminds me!” said Quint, quickening his step.
‘It's almost evening gong. We’d better hurry if we don’t
want to be late for the banquet!’

That evening, as the crowded tables and benches
of the Eightways resounded to the laughter and
songs of the squires celebrating Treasury Day,
Quint shared a banquet of roast snowbird and
tilder pie with his three friends. Phin, always with
a ready smile and an encouraging word, sat next to
him, complimenting the grey goblin, Stope, on the
fine workmanship of the breast-plates he’d made
for the treasury-guards.

‘Sssshh!”  Stope said, smiling delightedly.
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‘That’s all meant to be a secret! I didn’t mean to say
anything, Squire Phin! Honest!’

“To the finest forge-hand in the Academy!” Phin toasted
Stope with a tankard of woodale.

On the other side of him, Raffix, the Upper Hall squire,
joined in the laughter. ‘If only I'd known what good company
you keep down here on the lower benches, I'd have joined
you sooner. Here’s to you, Stope!” He raised his tankard.

‘Thank you, Squire Raff, sir.” Stope beamed, raising his
tankard in reply.

Quint smiled and raised his tankard to join the others.
"Here’s to all of us!” he grinned.

In the far corner, hunched over his wooden platter,
Vilnix Pompolnius glared over at the happy group of
squires. They all thought they were better than him - all
of them, even that little upstart forge-hand. He could see
it in their eyes. Especially the sky pirate brat, Quint.

Well, he’d show them. He’d show all of them.

He had avoided that stupid snowball fight organized
by the snooty Upper Hall Squire ... Raff! What a
ridiculous name.

Vilnix smiled to himself. Instead of throwing snow-
balls like an idiotic young'un, he’d visited the Viaduct
Towers — or rather, one viaduct tower in particular. The
one with a vulpoon skeleton hanging outside. And a very
useful little trip it had turned out to be.

He patted his pocket and then raised his tankard of
woodale with a sarcastic sneer.

"Here’s to all of you!”
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-CHAPTER NINE:-

THE HALL OF GREY
CLOUD

uint couldn’t sleep. Outside, an icy wind howled
Othrough the turrets and towers of Sanctaphrax like
an angry white-collar wolf, rattling windowpanes and
threatening to tear shutters and awnings from their
hinges. He was inside his dormitory closet and should
have been warm and snug. But even though he’d pulled
the lufwood door tight shut and drawn his snowbird-
down quilt up over his head, Quint could still feel the
cold draught which was sweeping up the central stair-
case.

Light and airy, the buildings of the great floating city
had not been built to withstand such intense winter cold.
Unable to stop shivering, Quint abandoned his attempts
to sleep before the dawn gong sounded and, bleary-
eyed, began to pull on his clothes.

He was slipping his arms into the long-sleeved tunic
when he first heard something rustle. He paused. The
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rustling stopped. It was probably just the little ratbird,
he thought.

Leaning forward in the darkness, he fumbled for his
lamp, lit it, and held it up. But the creature was still fast
asleep in her cage, her head tucked under a furry wing.
Puzzled, Quint hung the lamp back on its hook and
started dressing again — only to hear the rustling once
more. This time he realized where the sound was coming
from.

He reached into the side pocket of the tunic — and
groaned. There, still rolled and fastened with a black spider-
silk ribbon, was Maris’s letter, unopened and unread.

‘Earth and Sky,” he muttered. “‘How could I?’

From the cage there came a soft,

questioning trill. Quint looked
round at the tiny ratbird whose
beaklike snout was now poking
out and sniffing the air.

‘Oh, Nibblick,” said Quint as
he pushed a small piece of
barley bread through the bars. ‘I
forgot all about Maris. Fine
friend I am!’

Unrolling the letter with half-frozen fingers, Quint
held it up to the yellow light and began to read.

Dear Quint,

It is so cold down here in Undertown that, as I write this, I
can hardly stop my hands from shaking. My guardian, Heft, is
so mean that he only allows one fire to be lit a day, and that is
a small one in his and Dacia’s personal apartments. The rest of
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us — Grewlock the cook, the little mobgnome maid who cries
the whole time, Pule the old goblin butler and me — all have to
freeze!

I know I shouldn't be ungrateful, but, oh, Quint, it'’s so
miserable and boring down here. My room is small and poky
and has bars at the window. Heft and Dacia are so security
conscious that they keep practically every door in the place
locked! I swear they even lock my door at night. I'm sure I've
heard a key in the lock after I've turned the lamp out. Where
on earth do they imagine I'm going to run off to?

The only good thing about my room is the view it has of the
market-place in Western Quay Square. Most days I wave to
Welma from my window, and sometimes I call down to her —
but I have to be careful because Dacia considers such
behaviour unbecoming to the daughter of a High Academe.

I miss Father so much, Quint, and our old life up in
Sanctaphrax. What adventures we had! Down here, Dacia
never allows me out of her sight, and all I seem to do is sit here
in my room or stand beside her chair when boring old leagues-
men and their wives come to visit. I have to curtsy, and only
talk when I'm spoken to — which is practically never — and
listen to Heft rattle on and on . . .

You wouldn’t believe the stories he tells, Quint. From the
things he says, you’d think he was Father’s most trusted
friend, and that Father. never did anything without consulting
him first. It's all just boasting, of course, and completely
untrue, but I know that if I say anything he’ll lose his temper
and fly into one of his rages — rages he usually takes out on the
servants.

Just the other day, he flew into a terrible tantrum and all
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because I wouldn’t sign some silly barkscroll he waved under
my nose. Father told me never to sign anything without read-
ing it first, and I told him so. He got very angry and red in the
face, but I wouldn’t give in, so he stormed off and told Dacia
that 1 wasn't to leave my room for a week! He’s nothing but a
big bully!

But listen to me! Moaning on! How are you, Quint, up
there in your Knights Academy? I bet you’ll look splendid in
your squires’ robes on Treasury Day! Do you remember last
year? It seems so long ago now. Don't forget me, down here,
Quint, and try to drop me a line sometime when you’re not too
busy.

I must stop now, because the Leaguesmaster is coming to
visit, and Heft is insisting that I be there — still, at least I'll get
to stand next to the fire and warm up a bit!

I'll slip this letter to Welma in the market-place the next
time old fromp-face lets me go out!

Your friend,

Maris

Quint rolled the letter up and carefully tied the spider-
silk ribbon. He didn’t like the sound of Maris’s
guardians one little bit. He looked at the ratbird nibbling
on the barley bread.

Should he send word to his father? he wondered.

He reached for his tilderleather satchel with its
barkscrolls and ink-pot, then hesitated. After all, what
would he say? Maris isn’t allowed out much? Her
guardians are too mean to heat their apartments prop-
erly? They keep their doors locked?

Perhaps he should wait — go down and see Maris and
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her guardians first, before worrying his father. In the
meantime, he’d send Maris a nice long letter full of
news, to cheer herup . ..

Tap! Tap! Tap!

‘Hey, Quint! Are you awake?’ It was Phin’s voice,
calling up from the sleeping closet below.

Quint leaned over and opened his door, an icy gust of
air making his teeth chatter. ‘I w-was . . .j--just ... about
to write a l-I-letter . .. before th-the dawn gong ..." he
said, shivering uncontrollably.

Phin climbed out of his sleeping closet and onto the
dormitory ladder. He was clad in three sets of robes and
had a large untidy turban wound
round his head.

‘Do you like it?” he asked
Quint with a laugh. T got it

from an ice-scholar the other
day. It certainly keeps the
cold out!”

‘I like it,” smiled Quint,
‘but I'm not sure the
Hall Master of Grey
Cloud is going to.”

Phin’s face fell for a
moment. ‘Of course,” he
said. ‘We start in the
Hall of Grey Cloud
today!

Below them, the sound of
the dawn gong drifted up the central staircase.
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“You'll have to write that letter of yours later, Quint,’
he said, smiling again. ‘If Fenviel Vendix is as strict as
they say he is, we don’t want to keep him waiting!’

Twenty minutes later, after a hurried breakfast of
hammelhornmilk and semmelseed cakes in the
Eightways, Quint and Phin joined the group of squires
milling about in front of the entrance to the Hall of Grey
Cloud. From behind the tall, narrow doors, the low grunts
and piercing squeals of prowlgrins could be plainly heard,
and Quint felt a shiver of excitement. After all the dry,
theoretical work of sky-ship construction and sail-setting,
and the endless hours of armour naming, now, at last, they
were about to work with living, breathing creatures.

Ever since entering the Knights Academy, Quint had
taken every opportunity to watch the prowlgrins being
exercised by their grooms and knights-in-waiting in the
Inner Courtyard. Despite the restricted space, they were
so fast and so agile, and he’d marvelled as they leaped
high into the tilt trees that stretched in an avenue across
the paving stones, always elegantly poised and perfectly
balanced. Now, at last, he was going to get the chance to
ride a prowlgrin himself.

The doors opened slowly, their heavy hinges protest-
ing, and a warm blast of scented air filled the corridor
outside. A deep expressionless voice from within barked
a single command.

‘Enter!’

Quint took a deep breath and followed the other
squires through the doorway and into the Hall of Grey
Cloud. The smell that greeted them was unmistakable -
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straw, both damp and dusty, mingled with the musty
odour of chopped meat, while underneath, the sweet,
earthy smell of prowlgrins themselves pervaded
everything. Occasionally, when he’d been lying in his
sleeping closet, Quint had caught a whiff of the place.
But now, walking through the tall arched doors, the mix
of scents was intoxicating.

Before him, situated at the top of tall, square pillars
which stretched the length of the hall at regular
intervals, were the prowlgrin roosts. There were pegs
hammered in from the bottom to the top for the ostlers
and grooms to scale — on occasions also used by those
old or weary prowlgrins that were unable to leap up
from the ground. Halfway up were great metal byres,
stuffed with straw and used to catch the prowlgrin drop-
pings. Above these, extending both to the left and the
right, all the way up to the high vaulted ceiling, were
thick, horizontal roost ‘branches’.

And there, perched upon them, were the roosting
prowlgrins themselves.

The great hall thronged with grooms, ostlers and
farriers, byre-gillies and stable-hands, all hurrying about
their business. Some were pushing wheelbarrows of
straw; some were lugging buckets of water, or offal, or
the dark, pungent grease that was used to massage the
creatures’ joints. Some were leading their prowlgrins
outside for their daily exercise. Some were mucking out.
Everywhere there was feverish activity, endless coming
and going and unfamiliar noises.

The squires stumbled across the hay-strewn floor in a
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daze, unable to take it all in.
Some way in front of him,
Quint noticed Vilnix’s lip curl
with disgust as a stable-hand
brushed past, a gently steam-
ing offal bucket in his hand.

‘Halt!”

The low, expressionless
voice rang out again. The
squires snapped out of their
daze and quickly formed a
line, backs straight and eyes
front. From beside a roost
pillar, the tall angular figure of
Fenviel Vendix, Hall Master of
Grey Cloud, stepped out. His
small eyes narrowed as he sur-
veyed the squires, one by one,
stopping when he came to
Phin.

His mouth set into a thin
line and his eyebrows fur-
rowed as he eyed the squire’s
untidy turban for a moment.
Then he pointed his long
riding crop at Phin’s rapidly
reddening face and slashed
the air.

“Yes, sir,” said Phin, snatch-
ing at the turban. “At once, sir.”
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He unwound it and held it out. Fenviel’s eyes
glittered, and for one horrible moment Quint thought he
was about to strike his friend with the crop.

Beside him, Vilnix sniggered, and instantly Fenviel
turned his gaze on him. Vilnix straightened up and
wiped the smile from his face. Beads of sweat glistened
on his forehead as the hall master approached and stared
intently into the squire’s face. For a moment there was
utter silence. Then, from above, there came a strange
mewling cry. Fenviel turned from Vilnix, whose knees
were now trembling, and pointed his riding crop at the
roost pillar.

‘Climb!” he barked.

The order seemed to cut through the tension and the
squires sprang to life, climbing the roost pillar in groups.
Up on one of the branches, a smiling groom greeted
them and motioned for them to spread out around him.

‘Welcome, Squires,” the gnokgoblin smiled and looked
them up and down. ‘For many of you, your time in the
Hall of Grey Cloud will be the most rewarding part of
your training. For others, the most arduous.’

The squires listened to him closely.

‘For here,” the gnokgoblin went on, tapping the side of
his head, ‘it is not enough to rely on this. You must use
this.” He placed his hand on his chest. "Your heart.’

Quint found himself nodding. To his left, Vilnix tutted
impatiently.

‘Now, if you look down at the nests,” the gnokgoblin
told them, 'you'll find your new charges waiting to
greet you.’
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Quint looked down at his feet. There, nestling in a
cradle of compacted straw that hung down from the
branch on which he stood, was a prowlgrin egg. It was
soft and jelly-like. Inside it, just visible through the
translucent membrane, was the blurry shape of an infant
prowlgrin. The small creature let out a muffled cry and,
with its tiny claws, began scratching and scraping at the
egg-case from within. Quint gasped and kneeled down
to take a closer look.

Along the branch, all the other squires did the same,
looks of wonder and amazement on their faces as they
examined the nests at their own feet — all, that is, except
Vilnix, who leaned down awkwardly and regarded the
hatching egg with shock and disgust. Suddenly, one by
one, the egg sacs burst with a gentle popping sound and
the tiny prowlgrin pups leaped free and high into the air.

‘Catch!” came Fenviel’s barked command from below.

With his heart in his mouth, Quint stuck out both arms
as his pup sailed up over his head.

‘Oof’

A moment later, he let out a sharp breath — a mixture
of relief and wonder — as the prowlgrin pup landed with
extraordinary poise and delicacy on an outstretched
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