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The Long Pool lay flat and black in the frozen whiteness, a haze of steam hanging motionless above it. The stillness and silence after months of shrieking ice blizzards made everything feel perilous and strange. Zluty found it hard to believe the endless howling black night that was Winter in the North was coming to an end.

It was dreadfully, dangerously cold, though.

Zluty had pitched his tent at the very edge of the hot pool. Even so, he needed the box Seshla had given him, otherwise he would freeze to death.


He climbed out into the icy night and set off around the pool, staying close to the edge, but his nose and cheeks were burning when he reached the far end. He went no further, for deadly ice winds blew ceaselessly through the only gap in the frozen peaks that surrounded the Hidden Place.

The Nightbeast had brought him to the settlement at the start of Winter. He had been at the end of his strength and would have died had he not been rescued. He had been determined to search for Flugal and Semmel as soon as he recovered, but the Longful Night had begun making it impossible to leave the protection of the island with its surrounding ice peaks and hot spring-fed pools. The Nightbeast alone could endure the terrible cold beyond the Hidden Place.

Zluty had tried to be patient. But the previous night, when Seshla had come to the little round hut he shared with Bily to announce that the old Monks were allowing her to travel across to the mainland with the Nightbeast to search for the diggers’ trail, he had begged to go with them. Seshla refused but said he might wait by the Long Pool. She had promised they would return by dusk. In the North, Winter was one endless night, yet the Monks lived as if there was day and night. There was no sign of movement through the gap, so he went back to the tent to wait.
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The Longful Night had taught him all he ever wanted to know about waiting.

Zluty had struggled to match Bily’s grace and patience through the Winter, but too often he had lain awake, trying to remember what had happened to separate him from the diggers. Bily insisted it was impossible that Zluty had abandoned them. He was convinced the diggers were safe because they were clever and resourceful.

Dear Bily, Zluty thought.

Back inside the tent, he dug out the bottle of soup his brother had packed and unstoppered it. A rich, savoury steam curled from the mouth of the bottle, which had been stored in a pocket of the hot box. The Maker device had come through the sky crack with all of the other devices and machines in the she Monk settlement.

Zluty had often visited the Temple pool where the four or five eldest she Monks spent most of their time, hoping to learn more about the Makers. Sometimes he asked questions but more often he simply listened. The conversations had been fascinating, but the end result was a lot of stories that he did not know how to fit together. Still, he was sure they would be useful when he got to the Velvet City.
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The one thing he had not got from the Monks was a clear picture of the Velvet City, because none of them had ever been there. He Monks were taken there as younglings, after their minds had been emptied, and no he Monk had ever returned to the Hidden Place to tell what they had seen. She Monks were forbidden to leave the island, save once a year to bring a tithe of he Monks to the mainland altar.

That was why Zluty had to go there himself and, whether he went to the Velvet City with the help of the Monster or alone, he would go and learn what might be learned there.

‘Knowledge is power,’ Zluty muttered, and prayed that Seshla had found the diggers’ trail. If so, there should be time to get across to the mainland and rescue them before the tithe muster. Then he and Bily must take the ailing Monster straight to the Velvet City.

If only he could remember how he had got separated from the diggers in the first place. His last clear memory was of huddling with Flugal and Semmel inside the makeshift ice shelter they had fashioned alongside the Coldway during the first blizzard of Winter. But when the Nightbeast found him, he had been alone at the very edge of the land with no memory of what had happened between those two events.

He squinted across the dark water towards the gap in the surrounding ice peaks, willing himself to see the Nightbeast, though it was quite impossible to see a creature that took on the colour of its surroundings. He drank another sip of soup and pushed the bottle back into the hot box, thinking Seshla might be glad of a warm mouthful when she finally came.

His fingers brushed against his little reed pipe and he smiled, imagining Bily slipping it into his pack. He had not wanted to play during the long dark Winter, knowing the sound would be lost in the screaming of blizzard winds. But Bily had insisted the music came from inside Zluty, so he would hear it. He had been right, of course. Even when Zluty had played his longing to find the missing diggers, he had been comforted by the making of the music.

A movement caught his eye, and Zluty knelt up to peer at the white plain, the wall of white peaks and the dark sky. He saw nothing until he looked at the Long Pool where the great shaggy bulk of the white Nightbeast was reflected in the water. He scrambled out of the tent just as Seshla half fell, half slipped from the Nightbeast’s back. The she Monk laughed as he dusted coldwhites from her fur. ‘It was so cold my legs forgot to stand,’ she said.
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‘Did you find any sign of the diggers?’ Zluty asked, giving her the bottle with the last of the soup to warm her.

She nodded. ‘There were no paw prints nor any sign or scent of their passing, but the Great One sniffed this out.’ She held out something small and dark, and Zluty took it with trembling fingers.

It was the diggers’ memory scent pouch.
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Bily peered at the small plant dubiously, wondering if the cold had stunted the seeds he brought from the cottage.

‘What is the matter?’ Vesh asked.

‘This seedling is very small.’

‘Perhaps it is like Zest,’ said the young he Monk, touching the tiny creature perched on his shoulder.

‘Tell me again how the monklings came here?’ Bily asked, moving to the bed where Finnla had said the earth needed loosening around some seedlings nearly ready to be shifted to the water gardens.


‘They came with the first Monks,’ Vesh said. ‘They were almost the same size as the Monk younglings, but they were full-grown. They cared for the baby Monks until they grew up. The Makers never spoke of monklings and Ishla thinks the Makers believed all of the monklings they sent with the first younglings were female, so they expected them to die out.’

That seemed likely to Bily, for the Makers did nothing unless it served them and their plan to come through the sky crack. They used all of the creatures they had sent through it mercilessly without a thought for their lives or dreams. Indeed, it seemed to Bily that they thought of the Monks and diggers as machines whose only purpose was to serve them. A disobedient creature was considered broken and the Makers did not like broken things.

This thought made Bily afraid for the Monster whom the Monks sometimes called the Broken Prince.

Hardly grimacing at all, Bily stepped into the water and bade Vesh hand him a plant. Vesh obeyed and Bily pressed its roots into the warm ooze under his feet. Hearing Vesh giggle, he saw that Zest was brushing away the dirt that had fallen on to his fur.
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The sight of them together made Bily’s heart hurt. If only Vesh could be spared the tithe. Of course, he would be chosen eventually, but at least he and Zest might have a few more precious years together. Bily took another plant and his thoughts turned to Zluty.

It had been a hard Winter for his brother. Zluty had fretted endlessly about the lost diggers, but surely they were alive. After all, their ancestors had fled North and survived, and Flugal and Semmel carried the scent pouch of their memories.

‘Bily!’

Bily looked up, and saw Finnla washing the hair of an old Monk in one of the smaller hot pools that dotted the complex of caves. He noticed she had painted an intricate pattern on one cheek in a blue that matched the dye of the pale blue cloak lying by the pool.
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‘Ishla asked me to give you a message,’ she said, climbing out of the water and shaking the water from her streaming fur.

Bily’s heart began to race. ‘Is the Monster awake?’

Finnla shook her head. ‘Ishla wants you to bring some pinchpinks when you go to the Temple this evening to visit the Changebringer. She needs them for the salve they are using to strengthen his legs.’

‘I’ll get them,’ Vesh offered and darted away.

Bily pointed to the cloak Finnla was pulling around her shoulders. ‘How did you make that colour?’

Finnla beamed. ‘I have been trying to get a good blue ever since you told me you wanted it. Come to my makeplace and I will show you how it is made. I have food.’ She scooped up a laden basket as Vesh returned with an armful of pinchpink blossoms.

Finnla invited him to share their meal, but he said glumly, ‘My mother is preparing a meal. If only she would not weep so much.’

 


Bily followed Finnla along the mist-swathed paths of the village. All of the paths were well-lit by strands of the little lanterns the Monks called everlights, which dimmed and brightened according to whether it was day or night. Wisp emerged suddenly from Finnla’s hood to peer at Bily with her enormous eyes. When the path widened so they could walk side by side, the monkling reached out her little paw to him. Enchanted, Bily touched his finger to her tiny claw.

‘What is it?’ Finnla asked and Bily realised she had smelled his sadness.

‘I was wondering what will happen to Zest if Vesh is chosen.’

She sighed. ‘He might bond again. Some monklings do. Others die of sadness. That is why we try never to let them bond with he Monk younglings.’

‘Bond?’ Bily echoed, thinking of the binding of the Makers that turned diggers into obedient slaves.

‘Not like that,’ Finnla said, catching the thought. ‘When a clutch of monklings is born, they come looking for younglings. We don’t know why. It might be that the urge is in their metal and so is the doing of the Makers. Or maybe it is their nature and that is why the Makers chose them to care for the first Monks.’ She reached up and petted Wisp, who pressed her head against the Monk’s cheek and crooned.

A group of very young Monks appeared in the warm clouds of mist ahead of them, coming along the path. There were male and female Monks, Bily could smell, though they looked alike to his eyes. They were followed by an older she Monk, who exchanged a sombre look with Finnla, and Bily thought of Vesh, troubled by his mother’s tears.

They reached the entrance to Finnla’s hut, which, like every other hut in the settlement, was a seamless white dome with an entrance tunnel and no windows. Inside were seats, shelves, a bench and a round bed base made of the hard white Maker stuff of which the hut was formed. Indeed, most of the furniture was connected to the walls or floor. The stark whiteness was softened with colourful cushions and blankets and rugs and by the glow of reddish warmth from an efficient little hot box. The only piece of furniture was a single low table with big cushions around it.

All of the huts were exactly the same, but Finnla’s had one important difference. A rough extra doorway had been cut into the wall, which exactly matched the opening to the cave against which it rested. The cave was a natural cavern in one of the big mounds of stone within the settlement, and Finnla’s makeplace. It had an earthen floor and smelt of paint and wet clay, and niches had been cut into the stone walls to serve as shelves. A metal dye pot hung on a brazier bubbling softly over a round firepit and there was a stone basin carved into the rock where a trickle of water from a hot spring pooled. The spring warmed the air but it was still somewhat cooler than the hut.

Setting the food basket on the table in the hut, Finnla hung her cloak on a hook by the door and went straight through to her makeplace. Bily followed and saw the walls were hung with wet woven squares upon which intricate and lovely patterns had been painted. He studied them with curiosity and pleasure. There was always something new to see in the makeplace, for Finnla had many projects she was working on. Once the squares dried, she would offer them to other Monks, who would present her with some new materials she would use in her next making.


There was one hanging in greens and yellows and blues that reminded Bily of the wall hanging in their cottage. Until he had met Finnla, it had not occurred to him that a design might be painted onto a piece of fabric. To his delight, Finnla had been just as amazed by the idea of dying thread. All Winter they had shown one another the secrets of their makings. Unlike Zluty, the days of Winter had flown for Bily.

Zluty had visited Finnla’s makeplace and had asked about the pieces of dried and flattened moss paper the she Monks made. There were no trees on the island, but Seshla picked the moss when she went to the mainland to fetch certain herbs that would not grow in the water gardens. Seshla also brought back buckets of earth to replenish the earth beds and a supply of the stone that was used to make memory dust. She made these trips to the mainland with great care, for it was utterly forbidden that she Monks leave the Hidden Place save for the tithe muster.

‘I made you something,’ Finnla said, pulling away a cloth to reveal a small weaving frame. It was not exactly like the one that had been lost when the cottage had collapsed, but it would work the same, he could see that at once. There were shuttles for the warp and weft, and even some balls of soft, white thread. He could dye them before weaving or sewing if he liked or paint on the woven cloth afterwards as Finnla had taught him.

‘Do you like it?’ Finnla asked. ‘I spun the thread because my spindle is too big for you.’

Bily hugged her. ‘Oh, Finnla, I can’t believe you made this from my little scratching. If only I had my dyes,’ he sighed. ‘Or my dye notes. I had pages and pages of them, but they were left in the vessel.’

‘Even if Seshla and the Nightbeast find your vessel, the paper will be ruined,’ Finnla said.

Bily shook his head. ‘My dye notes were wrapped in waxed cloth. But if you show me how to make the blue dye I can dye some of the thread and weave a pattern of blue and white.’

When they had eaten, Finnla assembled the ingredients for the blue dye in her makeplace, leaving Bily poring greedily over her dye book and making careful notes of his own on a scrap of moss paper. After a little, Finnla called Bily to sit cross-legged opposite her so he could see the ingredients she used and how they were added to the pot she had set on a metal grid over the fire pit. Wisp leapt down from the she Monk’s shoulder with a chitter of disgust when a noxious smell wafted up from the pot Finnla was stirring. She comforted herself by coming to Bily to groom his tail, crooning in delight all the while.

‘She is a terrible distraction,’ Finnla laughed.
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‘I will miss her,’ Bily sighed. ‘And you.’

‘I think everyone here will miss you, Bily. They will miss Zluty, too, and his questions. Attla said she felt as if her brain had been given a good stir every time she talked to him. Oh, they want to talk to you when you have time, too. They want to ask you about your theory of rebellion again.’

‘My . . . theory of rebellion?’ Bily said warily.

Finnla laughed her merry laugh. ‘The wise ones have made a theory of your idea that the Changebringer and the diggers and the Cloud Monster were able to resist the binding of the Makers because of the strength of their emotions. They love making theories and they will want to make the words ever more perfect before they scratch it into their great book of ideas.’ She frowned. ‘I think it shames them that no Monk has resisted.’

‘But all of you . . .’ Bily began to protest.

Finnla shook her head. ‘Our metal was not bound. We do not know what we would do if it were. I hope we would resist, but many younglings swear they will run away and come home, and none have ever done so.’

‘Only because they have no memory to bring them back,’ Bily protested.


Wisp had finally settled, so Finnla went back to her making and Bily to noting down what she did. He wondered wistfully if he would ever again be in his own home, mixing dyes and making pottery. Sometimes it seemed to him that life had turned into an endless journey. He had loved the cottage, and yearned for a home and especially his own garden. But if he and Zluty had not left, he would never have met the Cloud Monster and the diggers, Seshla and Finnla, or the Nightbeast.

Nor would he have known about the Makers and their plan. Much as he was troubled by the thought of the enormous greedy Makers, plotting to come through the sky crack and unmake everything, Zluty was right. It was better to know a bad thing was coming and face it, rather than sitting happily, never knowing it was creeping up behind you.

‘You look gloomy,’ Finnla said, studying him through the blue steam coiling up from the potion in the pot.

‘I was thinking of the Makers,’ Bily said, reaching down to stroke Wisp, who immediately stretched out to bare her belly. ‘Of what they will do when they come. If they come.’


Finnla nodded. ‘I wonder what they will do if the Changebringer succeeds in ending the tithing of he Monks. Annla and Nashla and the others think their wrath will fall on the Listeners. But my fear is that the Makers will send some terrible creature or device to deal with all of us.’

‘If only we could find a way to close the sky crack,’ Bily said.

‘Bily!’

They turned to see Zluty coming through the entrance tunnel.

‘Look what the Night Beast found,’ Zluty cried. He held out his hands and Bily saw that he was holding the diggers’ scent pouch. ‘It was in the ruin of the vessel at the very Northernmost end of the mountain range. There was no sign or scent of the diggers. How could there be after all these months and the blizzards –’ He broke off at the sound of a loud insistent shrilling outside.

‘Whatever is that?’ Bily wondered.

Finnla’s face was suddenly grave. ‘It is the Maker siren announcing that the choosing for the tithe will begin at dawn,’ she said.
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As they made their way back to their own hut together, Bily questioned Zluty about the search made by Seshla and the Nightbeast, but there was little more to tell, save that the diggers’ pouch had been discovered some distance from the smashed vessel.

‘What gnaws at me is that the diggers did not have its guidance throughout the Longful Night,’ Zluty fretted.

‘The scent memories might have told them what they needed to know to survive before they dropped it,’ said Bily. ‘Or maybe the pouch was not dropped when they left the vessel, for how should such a small thing lie there all Winter? Maybe they dropped it coming back to look for you!’

Hope flared in Zluty, and then faded. ‘It is not only the scent pouch, Bily. The vessel is smashed. How are we to get the Monster to the Velvet City?’

 

Long after his brother had left the hut to visit Seshla, Zluty lay listening to the muffled howl of another ice blizzard. It was harder to believe Flugal and Semmel safe now that he knew they did not have the memory scents, and yet, according to Seshla, there were caves at the end of the mountain range where they might have taken shelter. And Bily might be right in thinking they had learned enough to keep them safe before they had lost the pouch.

He vividly remembered reaching the Coldway in the vessel and helping the diggers mount the wing device that gathered the wind into its soft embrace. They had all but flown along the frozen river until storm clouds blacked the sky behind them. It had been the first ice blizzard of the Winter but was still dangerous enough that they had steered the vessel to the bank of the Coldway and anchored it, taking refuge in a little coldwhite cave.

It struck Zluty that he had not found his brother until he had lost the diggers; as if one were the price of the other. This was a strange, ugly thought and he reached for the memory scent pouch under his pillow for comfort.
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A memory came to him of a dream he had in the coldwhite cave with the blizzard screaming overhead. In it, he had heard the voice of the metal egg he and Bily had come from. It said, ‘Perhaps I am foolish to rely upon two small beings to save a world rather than creating one strong creature and binding it to my will. But that is the old hard way. I will put my faith in the heart binding of these little brothers . . .’

Zluty felt sure the words were dream nonsense but his skin prickled with excitement because he had remembered something new!

‘It must be the memory scents,’ he vowed and, holding them tight, he shut his eyes.
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Bily watched Finnla dance. Her strong, fluid movements were very different to Semmel’s delicate memory dance. Was that because they were different kinds of creatures? Or because Semmel harvested memories of a journey she and Flugal had made while Finnla was trying to capture a whole life of memories for each he Monk?

‘I am getting as bad as Zluty with all my questions,’ Bily thought.

‘What was that?’ Finnla asked.


Abashed that he had spoken his thought aloud, Bily looked at the big powerful-looking he Monk sitting cross-legged by the firepit and said softly, ‘I am sorry I interrupted, Finnla.’

‘It does not matter if your words and mine are captured in Tulk’s memory dust,’ Finnla said, bending to blow at the flames again. The light brightened and as the smoke thickened, she made a slow lovely movement with one arm so that it coiled around her. ‘Dancing memories is like weaving in water.’

‘I wonder if it matters that my memories are caught,’ murmured the big he Monk.

Bily studied him with pity. Finnla had told him Tulk was one of the few adult he Monks in the settlement who, like all of the he Monk younglings, must present himself for the choosing.

Tulk went on in his deep, weary voice, eyes still fixed on the fire. ‘Almost I did not bother to come this time, for there is little that has happened to me since the last tithe, and I will not be chosen.’

‘If they reject you again we will rejoice,’ Finnla said fiercely.

The he Monk sighed. ‘I am tired of trying to be glad that I survive while youngling after youngling is chosen.’
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Wisp had been sitting on the he Monk’s lap in his cupped hands, watching Finnla with huge eyes that reflected her dance. But now she turned to look up into the big Monk’s eyes. She must have spoken to his mind directly, for he looked down at her. She reached out her slender black paw and stroked his cheek with one delicate claw. For a moment, they looked into one another’s eyes.

Finnla stopped and bent to lift the metal table from the flames using its long handle. Setting it on a flat stone, she raked the dust out with a metal claw to let it cool. Later, Bily knew, she would brush it into one of the woven pouches she had made, carry it to the memory chamber and replace Tulk’s last memory dust pouch.

Tulk rose and lifted Wisp to the she Monk like an offering. ‘I thank you, Finnla, for your dance. For all your dances.’ Bily noticed how badly scarred the Monk’s hands were and wondered how they had got that way.

‘Will you not stay to drink something?’ Finnla invited. ‘The blizzard is still very wild.’

‘I have work to do,’ he said in his heavy way. ‘I am weary to death of the Choosing and the tithe, Finnla. I came here tonight because we must have the courage to hope, even when there is no hope.’

He went out and Finnla looked after him, a strange expression on her face.

Bily stood up. ‘I should go.’

She smiled at him. ‘It is so late. Why don’t you rest here? By the time I return from the memory chamber, we can go to the cooking huts together.’

Bily nodded, thinking he could get something nice to take Zluty for breakfast. He made a nest of the cushions and blankets on her mattress, watched closely by Wisp, who joined him the moment he curled up on it. He soon drifted to sleep, the blizzard’s fading song becoming a dream of the high mountains where the Cloud Monster prowled in endless ferocious mourning for his lost mate.

 

Zluty was dreaming he was on the vessel flying acoss the coldwhite plain through a blinding whirl of darkness and white.

‘We ought to steer left,’ Flugal shouted.

‘It will not matter which direction we are going, if we run headlong into a mountain at this speed,’ Zluty said grimly.

It took the three of them to slow the vessel. They had to take down the wing cloths one at a time, beginning with the smaller ones, and it was difficult to untie them when they were full of wind. They were struggling with the largest remaining sail, because its tether ropes had got iced into a knot, when the cloth suddenly sheered through, spilling the wind from its belly. As the vessel slowed, Zluty caught sight of a faint lumpen shape to his right. Praying it was part of the mountains and not a small outcrop or even a mirage, he jumped down. Tying the towrope around his waist he set off towards the shape he had seen, dragging the vessel after him.

It was a great deal harder to pull it over the coldwhite plain, than along the slick Coldway, but he did not dare rest because there were more and more ice flakes flying in the wind, which meant the ice blizzard would overtake them any moment. As if it heard him, the blizzard gave an eerie, shuddering growl and seemed to bat the vessel sideways. Zluty fought to regain his feet. Flugal was shouting something down to him but Zluty could hear nothing over the wind and he was too distraught to make his mind quiet enough to hear any words the digger might be trying to say into his mind.

Flugal gave up trying to speak and pointed.

Zluty turned, narrowed his eyes against the wind-driven ice flakes and saw the dark mountainside clearly, not twenty steps away! Incredibly, there was a crevice. To reach it, he had only to turn the vessel and pull it into the wind. He heaved on the towrope, forcing the vessel around, and made directly for the gap. He saw it was too narrow, but rather than slowing down, he ran at it as fast as he could, dragging the vessel after him so that its nose jammed in place with a great crunching jerk. He fell backwards and lay for a stunned moment, winded and gasping.

His limbs felt heavy and sluggish when he forced himself to his feet but as he had hoped, the vessel’s nose was wedged tight enough that the wind would not drag it free. The impact did not seem to have made the crack under the hull any worse but he would not be able to check properly until the vessel was free again.

He tied the towrope from his middle around a crag of rock, and shouted to the diggers to get everything they would need deeper into the crevice. They would make camp. Outside, the blizzard howled and roared, and great clouds of iceflakes whirled with every gust of wind. He climbed over the nose of the vessel and edged past the diggers packing up what they would need. Reaching the tail that stuck out of the crevice, he climbed down. The wind had grown so strong, he staggered. He tied a towrope around his middle, knowing he would perish in the white maelstrom if he lost sight of the vessel, and began to mound coldwhites over the end of the staves to anchor them. He stamped them down then tied another towrope to a jut of stone at the foot of the mountain.
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By the time he climbed back into the vessel, his whole body was shaking with exhaustion, but Semmel would not let him sit. She plucked at his arm until he let her shepherd him along the vessel to where there was some protection from the battering wind. He felt as bewildered as if the blizzard had got inside him. The diggers had lit their little lanterns and he saw that they had moved everything they would need to make camp. Zluty dragged his pack on with leaden arms and half climbed, half fell from the vessel. He was tempted to lie where he was but the diggers were there again, crooning and worrying at him until he got to his feet.

Flugal pushed his staff into his hand and piled him with supplies, then they all set off. The air was full of motes of ice dust, but at least ice flakes no longer flew at his face and hands, cutting them. Zluty looked back at the vessel that had brought them so far, wishing he had been able to get it into a more protected position, but at least it would stay where it was. If only there had been a nice dry cave at the end of the crevice but there was not even a sharp bend that would shield them if the wind changed. They set up camp at the end of the fissure. Zluty fixed a blanket to both walls to serve as a makeshift roof then he hung blankets either end to create a hut with two cloth and two stone walls. He had chosen a spot alongside a niche that could serve as a fireplace. The diggers shifted things into the hut even as Zluty fashioned it and by the time he had finished he saw that the blankets were already furred with ice flakes. He used his knife to scrape them off, knowing it would not take much weight for the blanket roof to collapse. All the while outside the mountain, the blizzard screamed and howled and snarled. It was silly but Zluty thought it sounded like some huge furious creature, enraged by its failure to get at them. He was glad to crawl inside the makeshift tent, though it was little warmer than outside.

‘You are all white like Bee-lee,’ Semmel laughed, brushing the ice dust from him.

‘We should light a fire,’ Zluty said. ‘We can get warm and cook something to eat at the same time.’

‘We did not bring any firenuts from the vessel,’ Flugal said wryly.

‘I will go back and get them,’ Zluty said.

The diggers argued, but finally Semmel said, ‘If the blizzards go on we will need fire else the cold will get inside us.’
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They all ate some nuts and cake, then Zluty crawled from the hut. The light from the skystone in his staff showed that the ground and walls of the mountain crevice were now quite white. As he set off, the walls glittered and sparkled.

He reckoned he was getting close to the entrance to the fissure when he came to a white wall of coldwhites blocking the way. He touched it and was relieved to discover it was not a great hard chunk of ice that had fallen, but a soft mass of ice flakes.


He set about clearing a hole to crawl through, using the end of his staff, only to discovered the vessel was buried under the fallen clump of coldwhites. Rather than trying to clear it, he dug a tunnel alongside the hull to the other end of the blockage. It did not take long, for the coldwhites were soft, but when he broke through to the outside, the terrible screaming force of the blizzard wind frightened him.

He tied a towrope round himself and then stood and pushed out into the wind to make his way to the rear of the vessel where the net of firenuts hung. When he had unhooked it, he dragged it back to the tunnel he had made and crawled through, hauling it after him.

Heaving it onto his shoulder, he made his way back to the tent, only to see the roof was sagging badly under the weight of the ice flakes drifting down from above. Wearily he took out his knife and scraped the blanket before he crawled inside.

The diggers had burrowed so deep in their blankets that he could not see them. Not wanting to wake them, he felt in front of him at each step, but, search as he might, he could not find them. Finally, he pulled the blankets aside and then gasped. The diggers were gone.

‘They can’t have just vanished,’ Zluty told himself, and he called out to them.

There was no answer, but he heard something – a soft scuffling noise. Then he heard a voice sounding very far away.

‘Zch-lootee . . .’

It was Semmel’s voice and it was coming from the niche!

Zluty dropped to his belly and wriggled into it, pushing the skystone at the end of his staff ahead so he could see. There was an opening at the end of the niche, and light beyond it.

‘Semmel!’ Zluty shouted, wriggling deeper into the niche.

‘Zchloo-tee, help us!’ It was Flugal now, but his voice was fainter than Semmel’s.

Zluty forced himself to the end of the niche until he could see through the opening into a vast stone cavern where stalactites hung like fangs over the uneven stone floor. At first, he thought the ruddy light filling the cavern came from a fire, then he saw the trussed diggers being carried along a ridge of stone by a great crowd of tiny creatures with long fluffed tails. Many carried staffs like his, with stones at the tips, and some gave off a red light.
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‘Stop!’ he shouted as loudly as he could.

The creatures slowed and for a moment a multitude of shining red eyes turned towards him, then the little creatures hurried on, moving downward and out of sight, carrying the diggers with them.
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It was still early when Finnla woke Bily. ‘You will have to go to the cookhouse alone after all. I have used all of my store of memory dust and I must get more ready for when the Makers announce the list of the chosen.’ Seeing his puzzlement, she added, ‘Some younglings refuse to have their memories harvested but change their minds at the last minute.’

Bily got up and stretched. His ears told him the worst of the blizzard had passed, though he could still hear the wind whistling overhead when he set off. He passed through warm clouds of steam rising from the hot pools, shivering at the occasional gust of icy air that scythed down. Crossing the bridge leading to the pool at the steps of the Makers’ Temple, he saw a few older she Monks were sitting up to their necks in the water as usual.

Nashla sat in the shallow Temple pool being soaped by an industrious little monkling. As if the old Monk had felt his gaze, she opened her eyes and greeted him by name. ‘Bily.’

He went to the edge of the shallow pool and bowed very politely, for he did not quite like Nashla. She was very wise, but she always spoke her wisdoms harshly. He was nervous that she would hear this rude thought in the back of his mind.

‘You troubled my dreams last night,’ Nashla said. Her eyes were full of clouds that made it hard for her to see and Bily was guiltily glad, for his face always showed his feelings too plainly and her words frightened him.

‘I am sorry,’ he stammered.

‘I do not know why you should be sorry when you did not make me dream of you,’ the she Monk said tartly.
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Bily said nothing, sensing Nashla was in the mood to fault anything he said. Suddenly, the monkling soaping her head reached down to tweak her ear. The she Monk winced and chuckled. ‘Meek does not like my tone,’ she murmured, sounding amused. Then she sighed. ‘It is these old bones making me ill-tempered.’

Bily did not know if she was talking to herself or to the monkling or to him. Meek was a rather fierce little creature, but he crooned at the old she Monk and stroked her head tenderly with his small black paw. Nasha returned her milky gaze to Bily and he felt its weight, though her expression was less harsh than before.

‘I am sorry your bones ache,’ Bily said. ‘Do you want me to fetch something from Ishla for you?’

‘There is no medicine for what ails me,’ she said. She heaved herself over to the Temple pool, dropping into the deeper water with a sigh of relief, Meek still sitting on her shoulder. She had got onto one of the higher sitting posts in the pool, but now she moved to a deeper post. Meek ran up onto her head and began to groom her ears. Bily thought she had finished with him, but just as he was gathering his courage to walk away, Nashla looked at him broodingly and said, ‘Your brother is right, Bily. Your kindness is the fire that lights you. Yet it is not kindness you will need in the Velvet City.’ Her eyes closed as Meek began scooping up water in its little dipper and pouring it over her head.

‘Redwing dreams of you,’ Nashla went on.

‘Redwing!?’ Bily moved around the pool to get closer to her. ‘You dreamed of her?’

‘She dreams of flying with her people,’ Nashla said.

‘But . . .’ Bily stopped, not wanting to say aloud what the she Monk must surely know; that all of Redwing’s people were dead, slain by the stone storm machine sent by the Makers. That was why the diggers had rebelled against the Makers’ plan. Redwing was alone of her kind, a miracle blown to Bily in the midst of a firestorm.

‘Where is she?’ Bily asked, then saw Vesh bounding towards him on all fours, Zest clinging to his neck as usual.

The youngling pointed to the basket Bily was carrying. ‘Are you going to the cooking huts? Greetings, wise one,’ he added hastily, seeing Nashla.

Meek bared his fangs, but without opening her eyes, the old Monk said, ‘Be happy while you can, youngling.’

It was a common farewell, but Bily thought it cruel to say such a thing with the choosing looming. Then he wondered uneasily if the old Monk had foreseen Vesh would be chosen. Vesh clearly had the same thought, for after they had left the Temple pool, his smile faded. ‘You know, I don’t mind so much for myself. It is Zest I am worried about.’

Bily could not bear to think of the bright little he Monk being emptied of laughter and his curiosity about plants and the world beyond the Hidden Place. ‘The Monster means to stop the tithe,’ he said.


‘He will try, but it will be too late for me,’ Vesh said. ‘Will you take Zest, if I am chosen? She likes you and it is always easier if a monkling is claimed by someone who knew their person.’ Bily would have spoken, but Vesh added quickly, ‘My mother would have her, but she is too full of her sadness. I know that you will be sad, too, but I think there will be room in your heart for Zest, as well.’

Bily wondered suddenly how Vesh and Zest had come to bond, given that she Monks tried not to let monklings bond with male younglings. Vesh must have heard Bily’s thought, for he said, ‘Zest crept into our hut when my mother was in the Temple pool. My sisterling was supposed to guard the entrance because of the new clutch of monklings, but she fell asleep. Zest smelled me inside the hut. When my mother found her sleeping curled at my neck, she knew it was too late.’ He reached up to stroke Zest, who crooned and pressed herself to his cheek. ‘I have been so happy to love her and to have her love me. But now she will pay for it, and I . . . I will forget.’ He looked at Bily and asked again, ‘Will you have her?’

Bily wrung his hands. ‘Vesh, you know that I have to go from here when the Longful Night ends?’


‘To the Velvet City,’ Vesh said. ‘Zest can go with you and see all of the things I will never see.’

‘I thought monklings were supposed to be secret now,’ Bily said, but they had entered the cooking hut, which was full of noisy pot clanging, and Vesh was hailed by several other younglings helping older Monks to prepare food. Bily looked around, marvelling at the laughter and banter of the younglings chopping and grinding and stirring. It was hard to believe that most of the males would soon be sacrificed to the Makers.

No wonder the Makers did not want the he Monks to remember the past, Bily thought, filling his basket with the things he knew Zluty especially liked. If they remembered they would yearn for their friends and families, and maybe rebel, just as the diggers and Cloudbeast had done. Bily set his basket aside and had just sat down with Vesh and some other younglings to eat a bite, when Seshla found them.

‘Where is Zluty?’ she asked, sitting beside Bily with her own plate of food.

‘Still asleep, I suppose,’ Bily said. ‘I have spent the night watching Finnla harvest scent memories.’

Seshla bit into a bun filled with stewed purple berries, and huffed at the heat of the filling. When she had recovered, she glanced at the he Monk younglings sitting at their table with a frown and told them they had better hurry along to the Temple, for when she had passed there had only been two younglings lined up for the choosing. Her words cast a blight over them. In moments they had all departed, save Vesh, who went on stroking Zest.

‘I do not see why we must all go there and stand waiting, since we might only go up one at a time,’ he muttered. ‘The Makers will have their slaves soon enough.’

Seshla gave him a long look. ‘You know we must take care to seem obedient, Vesh. The Makers must not suspect our secret rebelliousness.’

‘Except we do not rebel,’ Vesh said fiercely. ‘We serve the Makers. You serve them, by telling us to hurry and be chosen. Sneaking across to the mainland with the Great One to get herbs and memory stone is not rebelling.’ His voice had risen and there was scorn in it. Before Seshla could reply, Vesh stood up suddenly, knocking his bowl to the ground and walked away.

Seshla bent to pick up the fallen bowl and the she Monks at the other tables began to talk again, but their voices were softer, their faces sadder. She stood and said, ‘Come with me. I want to show you something.’

She led Bily back to the Makers’ Temple and along a path that ran alongside the great mound of stone upon which it was built. He had not noticed it before because there was always a thick mist around the Temple pool and the narrow passage between the side of the boulder and the chilly flank of the nearest ice peak was dark. Seshla led the way, holding up an everlight she had taken from its string.

She glanced over her shoulder. ‘Did Zluty tell you that we found your vessel?’

‘He said it was smashed,’ Bily said. ‘We cannot take the Monster to the Velvet City without it.’

‘Have no fear,’ Seshla said. ‘The wise ones arranged the building of another vessel in case yours was never found. It was to be a surprise. Then two nights past, Attla foresaw that the new vessel must contain part of the old. That is why I was permitted to go with the Great One to the mainland to search for the diggers’ trail. I was bidden to find the vessel and fetch a piece of it back. They told me what piece and where to find it.’
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They reached the end of the path and Bily saw there was a great cave gouged into the back of the stone mound supporting the Makers’ Temple. A fierce hissing noise came from the cave, then a cloud of glowing smoke billowed out.

Instead of being alarmed, Seshla marched fearlessly into the fiery cloud. Bily followed, wrinkling his nose at the burnt smell. Another loud hiss sounded, followed by a roaring huff and the smoke thickened. Then the deafening sound of metal clanging violently against metal made the fur fluff all over his body.

He had lost sight of Seshla and he hurried on until a cloud of glowing sparks rose, like embers blown up from a fire. The smoke thinned then and he saw Seshla standing by a group of bigger Monks. As Bily approached, Seshla turned to beckon him forward eagerly, moving aside to make space for him.

When he was beside her, Bily saw she and the others were standing at the edge of an enormous round pit with steps cut into it. A great hot fire burned fiercely at its base. The flames roared and leapt, casting reflections of orange and red on a black block of stone on the other side. Beside it lay a pool of dark, oily water that reflected the glow of the flames on the stone. Two Monks clad in long, heavy-looking aprons and black metal masks clumped down the steps into the pit, and reached long metal tongs into the flames. They drew out a buckled curve of metal that glowed white-hot, carried it up to the black stone, and laid it carefully on it. A big Monk wearing a mask and apron began banging the metal with an enormous hammer, gradually flattening it. Its white heat turned to red and then to gold, and another piece that glowed white-hot was lifted from the fire and laid to overlap the first. The Monk with the hammer went to work again until they had fused to formed a single flat piece. This was then lowered carefully by the other Monks into the water, which hissed and boiled, sending up thick clouds of steam.
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Bily had seen similar metalworking at the digger settlement near the Monks’ ascending device. The forged metal was lifted from the water and Bily gasped, seeing familiar symbols. It was a piece of the destroyed vessel! Seshla and the Nightbeast must have brought it back from the expedition to the mainland, but why hadn’t Zluty mentioned it?

The big Monk with the hammer came towards them, opening the hinged metal mask and Bily recognised Tulk whom he had seen the night before, having his memories harvested in Finnla’s makeplace.

‘Greetings, Softling,’ he said gently.

‘Greetings, Tulk,’ Bily said, feeling rather shy.

Seshla looked from one to the other of them with surprise. ‘You know one another?’

‘We met in Finnla’s makeplace,’ said Tulk. Bily saw that his eyes had grown tender when he looked at Seshla.

‘Is it finished then?’ she demanded.


‘The hull will be complete once the piece with the pattern from the old vessel is in place. The mast poles and staves are ready and have only to be attached, as is the frame and the sled staves, but the wheels are yet to be finished.’ Tulk looked at Bily. ‘Your brother is very clever to have thought of wheels that can be removed and replaced with sled staves.’

‘Pattern piece?’ Bily echoed.

Tulk nodded. ‘That is the part of your vessel that remembers. That is why Attla sent Seshla to find it. It will guide the new metal.’

Bily was confused. ‘The metal of our vessel came from the egg we hatched from. How could it help this new vessel do anything?’

‘The pattern pieces remember everything. Every tithe egg we make here is forged around a pattern piece sent by the Makers. A pile of them are left at the tithing altar by the Listeners who come for the he Monks. The pattern tells the metal eggs how to keep the titheling inside safe. Of course your egg was made beyond the sky crack instead of at Stonehouse but it had a pattern piece and it became part of your vessel. I have never seen a pattern quite like it. It may be that there is knowledge in it that has yet to reveal itself, and that is why it is needed.’

‘Attla said the new vessel must have the pattern piece from your old vessel,’ Seshla said.

Bily was astonished. ‘We don’t know who made our egg or sent us through the sky crack, or why they did it,’ he said. But he thought of the egg voice and wondered if it had come from the pattern.

‘Forget the pattern,’ Seshla said impatiently. ‘The wise ones said you would need it, and now you will have it. The reason I brought you here is because Tulk needs to know how the inside of the vessel looked. Also Finnla has been making new wing cloths for the vessel but she wants to know what colour to dye them.’

‘Finnla never said a thing,’ Bily marvelled, as Tulk moved away.

‘We can still surprise Zluty,’ Seshla said.

Bily was delighted. ‘Oh Seshla, he will be so happy! As to the vessel, the wing cloth ought to be gold, for he said he wanted to name it Goldwing or was it Goldsong? But how did Finnla know to weave the wing cloths . . .’ he stopped. ‘Your people gave the wing device to the diggers in the first place! I mean your ancestors did.’


Seshla nodded, beaming.

Tulk returned with a stub of charcoal and a piece of moss paper. When he laid it out, Bily saw a rough scratching of a vessel like theirs, but longer. The He monk began to question him closely about the inside of the old vessel. All the while Bily spoke, Tulk worked. Finally the monk rolled the paper, and said he had better go to the Temple for the choosing.

‘He likes you,’ Bily said to Seshla when they were making their way back to the cooking huts so that Bily could fetch his basket.

Seshla sighed. ‘I am first rider and Tulk will surely be chosen this time. Few he Monks have grown as old as he in the Hidden Place.’

‘He thinks something might be wrong with him,’ Bily began.

They heard a cry and turned to see Finnla bounding towards them, ornaments flying. ‘I have been looking everywhere for you, Bily,’ she panted. ‘Zluty has remembered what happened to the diggers! He is doing his telling to everyone at the Temple pool now!’
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Zluty looked around at the Monks assembled in and about the Temple pool, watching him, even the younglings lined up at the bottom of the Temple steps, awaiting their turn for the choosing. His eyes found Bily who was sitting with Seshla and Finnla, and he forced himself to finish his story.

‘I tried to get through the niche into the big cavern to follow the captive diggers, but the opening was too small. That is all I remember before I woke,’ Zluty said. Bily was at his side, brushing away tears Zluty had not known he had shed. He whispered, ‘I got stuck, Bily. It was awful. I had pushed myself so deep into the niche but I couldn’t fit through into the big cavern and then I couldn’t go back, either. I couldn’t move. I don’t know how I got out. If only I had not woken I would remember the rest.’

‘Zluty dear, the main thing is that you remembered the diggers were taken captive by those little creatures,’ said Bily.

‘Maybe it was just a nightmare,’ Seshla said.

Zluty shook his head. ‘I had nightmares all Winter about being stuck in the ground, and I see now that they were part of the memory that wouldn’t come. I don’t know what those creatures were that took the diggers, but I have to find them.’

‘I know what they were,’ said Nashla in her harsh voice.

‘Tell me!’ Zluty demanded, moving to the edge of the pool to look down at the old she Monk.

‘I believe they were what we call underlings,’ Nashla said. ‘Though they were said to have striped black and white tails and you said the creatures who captured your digger friends had red eyes?’

Zluty frowned. ‘The tails might have been striped, I couldn’t see. But I think the redness of their eyes might have been the light from the red skystones on their staffs. But what are underlings?’

‘Old stories speak of them,’ Nashla murmured. ‘Some say they were the first creatures to be sent through the sky crack and they went under the mountain to do something that the Makers had commanded, only they never came out.’

‘Some stories say they perished in a pool of fire,’ said Attla. ‘Others say they were free of the Makers’ control once they got under the mountains and chose to stay there.’

‘Like the Cloud Monster,’ Bily said. ‘It climbs deep inside cracks in the mountains so the Makers’ control over it is weakened and it need not obey their commands.’

‘Who made the stories about the underlings if they went under the mountain before Monks were sent here?’ Zluty asked.

Nashla frowned. ‘They are stories that have always been told.’

‘Maybe the stories were stored in the egg patterns of the first Monks,’ Bily said. Zluty looked at him in puzzlement, and Bily made a digger gesture to say that he would explain later.


‘That would mean the Makers had given us stories about the underlings,’ Seshla said. ‘Why would they bother?’

‘Stories are knowledge in code,’ Finnla murmured.

Attla snorted. ‘The Makers have no need to be subtle with us. If they wanted us to know something, they would have their devices tell us.’

‘Do the stories tell what the underlings were supposed to do under the mountains?’ Zluty asked Nashla.

‘Either that they were to do something or maybe to get something,’ Nashla said, looking at Finnla thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps the stories were given to us so that we would recognise the underlings if we saw any and mention them in our reports.’ She looked at Zluty. ‘There have been several wise ones that took an interest in the underling stories. Their theories will be recorded in the book of ideas in the memory chamber.’

‘I don’t care about theories,’ Zluty said fiercely. ‘I must go and rescue the diggers.’

Seshla said quickly, ‘Wise one, I am sure the Nightbeast can find the crevice with the niche where Zluty got stuck, but given none of us could fit through it, I believe the ice chasm would be a better place to start searching. There are many rifts that run back into the mountain from it. Zluty and I could go quickly with the Great One.’
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‘You suggest another journey to the mainland before tithe muster?’ Nashla said.


‘With the guidance of the ancient wise ones,’ Seshla said meekly.

Nashla scowled. ‘We will think on it.’

‘There is no time for thinking!’ Zluty burst out. ‘I have waited all Winter, but I won’t wait any more now that I have remembered what happened. If you will not let Seshla and the Nightbeast go with me, I will go alone with my brother to search for the place where these underlings live.’ With that, he turned and walked away, leaving the white clouds of steam churning in his wake.

 

Bily looked after his brother, vanishing into the mist.

‘Zluty blames himself for the loss of his friends and he is determined to rescue them,’ Seshla was telling Nashla. ‘Will you not simply allow me to go with him? If we can find these diggers and bring them back before tithe muster, he and Bily will be able to go at once to the Velvet City when the Longful Night ends. If he must wait until after tithe to search, the Changebringer will be endangered.’

‘There is truth in what you say, but what if the weather device is wrong in its prediction of the time between blizzards?’ asked Nashla.

‘We must go as soon as this blizzard wanes, and once we are under the mountain, the weather will not matter. If there is a blizzard raging when we come out, we can simply wait in the ice chasm until it is safe to cross. The tithe muster cannot take place before the end of the last blizzard after all.’

Bily knew from Finnla that the tithe muster took place at the end of the Longful Night, with the return of the astonishing curtains of light that were the World’s Dream.

‘Crossing to the mainland is one thing, but you do not know what there is to delay you under the mountains,’ Nashla told Seshla.

‘Zluty said the underlings are very small,’ said the she Monk.

‘The underlings are not the only things under the mountain,’ said Attla, and Bily thought of the terrifying slishi that had pursued Zluty in the crevice in the desert, and shuddered.

There was a silence as the wise ones spoke, mind to mind, then Nashla said, ‘Very well, Seshla, you may explore the records to see what may be learned of these underlings, but all Monks must vote upon an expedition, for there is risk in it, and it is not only your risk.’


Seshla nodded, but added rather coolly, ‘Before you call for a casting over this expedition, remember that the diggers we would rescue are kin to those that risked themselves to damage the stone storm machine. The same diggers that showed us how to harvest the memories of our stolen beloveds. And they helped Zluty and Bily care for the Broken Prince. A debt is owed by us to them.’

‘It is the expedition timing that we are discussing, not whether the diggers are worthy of rescue,’ said Nashla reprovingly.

‘I will look into the memory chamber to see what I can learn about the underlings, but I think Zluty is right. We must act swiftly,’ said Seshla. ‘Also, I would say this for the wise ones to consider. If the Broken Prince succeeds in ending the tithe, we know the Makers may want to punish us or even destroy the Hidden Place. In that case, it may be that these underlings could offer us a refuge.’

‘That rather depends upon how they feel about your rescue attempt,’ Finnla muttered, but only Bily heard her.

Nashla bared her teeth in a rather sour smile. ‘Riders of the Great One always speak of courage and danger as if those who exhibit these traits are flames that cannot be quenched.’ She turned to Bily. ‘We are mindful that your brother is distraught, but despite Seshla’s words, it may be wiser to wait until the tithing is over before this rescue attempt. After all, a delay would give the Broken Prince more time to regain his strength, and the diggers have been captive for many months now. If they live still, it is unlikely that they will come to more harm if an expedition sets out in ten days, rather than two days.’

If they live, thought Bily, and was glad Zluty had not heard those hard words. Nor did he think Zluty would be stayed by anything the wise one had said.

Seshla bowed to the old Monks, and said to Bily, ‘Go to Zluty and I will come when the casting is complete. Ask him to be patient a little longer.’

 

As soon as Bily crawled into the hut, Zluty apologised for storming off and leaving him. ‘I could not sit there and listen to the Monks talk about waiting and being careful. Not after remembering . . .’
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Bily squeezed his hand and told him what Seshla had said.

Zluty rose and began to pace around the hut. ‘I don’t want to wait until the Monks vote, but I can’t go until this ice blizzard ends anyway and maybe they will decide to let Seshla go . . .’ He glanced at Bily and saw his brother’s woebegone face. In an instant, all of the heat in his heart cooled. ‘You do not want to leave the Monster.’

Bily’s eyes shone with tears. ‘I don’t, but you can’t go all alone to look for the diggers.’

‘Of course you must stay here and wait for the Monster to wake, no matter what,’ Zluty said gently. ‘I will go and seek the diggers with Seshla, if the other monks agree to let her come. If not, I will ask the Nightbeast to take me.’

‘It will be like on the plain,’ Bily murmured. ‘You will go journeying, and I will wait.’

Zluty hugged Bily. ‘I know now how hard waiting is. I never did before this Winter. But there is one thing you must do before I can go.’

‘What is it?’ Bily asked.

‘You must make my special travelling porridge. I cannot possibly go without it.’

Bily stared at him for a moment and then, as Zluty had hoped, laughed and shook his head. ‘Oh, Zluty!’
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‘Zluty!’ Bily shook his sleeping brother. ‘Wake up. The blizzard has stopped and Seshla says it is time to go across to the mainland to search for the diggers.’

‘But the casting . . .’ Zluty said, scrambling out of his bedding in dismay.

‘One of the old Monks remembered that scent memories have the power to stir memories, so Seshla slept in the memory dome. Whatever she dreamed made the wise decide that she can go with you. Finnla brought the news.’ He gestured to the she Monk, who was warming a pot of her special red syrup she had bought for Zluty to have with the porridge Bily had concocted.

‘What did Seshla dream?’ Zluty asked, but before Bily could answer, he muttered, ‘Nothing is prepared! We will need food and . . .’

Finnla called out to him not to worry about supplies.

‘Seshla started organising everything the second the wise ones said she might be able to go with you. You are to meet her and the Great One at the other end of the ice tunnel as soon as you have had breakfast.’

‘But why there –’ Zluty began.

‘You ought to get your pack and staff ready,’ Bily said quickly. He had not told his brother that he and Seshla were going to test the new vessel on the short journey across to the mainland. That would have spoiled the surprise. He was trying very hard to push his worry about Zluty to the back of his mind, so as not to spoil his departure. ‘The porridge is almost ready.’

‘The tithe list has been announced,’ Finnla said, when Bily came to stir the porridge.

‘Vesh?’ Bily asked.


Finnla nodded grimly. ‘He was chosen but not Tulk.’

‘Who is Tulk?’ Zluty asked, coming to look into the porridge pot.

‘The big he Monk I told you about, who I saw having his memories harvested,’ Bily said, serving his brother a bowl of porridge. When Zluty went to the table, Bily asked Finnla where Vesh was, for he had yet to talk to the youngling about Zest.

‘He will be with his mother and sisters,’ Finnla said. ‘There will be time enough for us to see him later, and to have a farewell feast, because he was last named, which means he will be last to be put into a tithe egg. That will be at least two days away, perhaps three.’

Glancing back to make sure Zluty was absorbed in eating his porridge, Bily asked softly if the wing cloth was finished. Finnla whispered that she had painted it gold, rather than dying it, because it was quicker.

‘Wait until Zluty sees it!’ she said, eyes sparkling.

‘Wait until Zluty sees what?’ Zluty asked, having come up behind them unnoticed with his emptied bowl.

‘The blue dye Finnla has made,’ Bily said quickly, serving him another dollop. ‘I made your blue travelling scarf from it. I put it on the table.’

Zluty went to look at it, and Finnla said she had better go.

‘Aren’t you staying to have some syrup?’ Bily asked, in surprise.

‘I have some in my makeplace, and I need to get back there in case any monks have new memories they want harvested,’ said Finnla. She bade Zluty to return soon and safe, saying she hoped he would have his digger friends with him. ‘If they really are with the underlings, I would like to hear their stories. Indeed everyone is now interested in them after what Seshla said about us taking refuge under the mountains.’

‘Why are we to meet at the end of the ice tunnel?’ Zluty asked again, when she had gone and Bily had sat down to his own porridge. He was sipping at the delicious hot red syrup, and wondering if there would be enough to take some in a bottle, and if Seshla would pack a hot box.

‘It must be something to do with the Makers’ Eye,’ Bily said vaguely. He ate a spoonful of the porridge and wrinkled his nose. ‘It is not real porridge and there is no digger milk but Finnla brought some plant milk, which is nice and creamy.’

Zluty had tried not to think of the bowl of steaming grain as porridge, because then it only tasted like porridge gone a bit wrong. In truth, he did not care what he ate. His heart had become light the moment Bily told him the Monks had agreed to let Seshla go with him. But despite his cheerful busy air, Zluty knew Bily was worried about him. That, at least, had not changed and it was why he had decided not to tell Bily that he had remembered in the night that he been wearing the scent pouch when he had parted from the diggers. He had found it by the niche in the crevice after he had manage to struggle free. It must have been torn from the neck of one of the diggers when the underlings captured them, and he had slipped it round his own neck to keep it safe. He must have lost it after the vessel crashed into a stone outcrop, when he had gone wandering dazed out of his mind.
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‘It is perfect,’ Zluty said firmly, when Bily tied the blue scarf he had made around his neck.

Bily brought him his pack then, saying he had put the small metal egg from the Northern Forest in it, as well as his song pipe. Zluty opened his mouth to object to having to carry the needless weight of the metal egg, but remembered that he and Seshla would be riding on the back of the Nightbeast so the weight would not matter.

Once he had fastened the pack in his back, and tightened the straps, they both pulled on their cloaks, for Bily had warned him that the ice tunnel was dreadfully cold. Last of all, Zluty took up the staff he had made. It had taken most of the Longful Night to carve, using the skystone knife he had made for Bily, and it was more intricate than any other he had created, because he had poured all of his impatience and longing into it.

It was very still and quiet outside now that the blizzard had ended and the paths were empty of life, because it was the middle of the night, and they did not talk as they hurried along the paths to the ice tunnel entrance.


‘If only we could take an everlight in, but Seshla told me they don’t work,’ Bily said.

‘I have my staff,’ Zluty said, and held it up as he stepped into the tunnel. The skystone light was dim compared to firelight, but he could see well enough. A chill mist was flowing down the walls to join the mist coiling along the floor of the ice tunnel like a slow and vaporous river. Even with the light from the staff he could not see his feet. The icy air made him want to cough, so Zluty pulled up his new neckerchief to cover his mouth.
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He wondered why the little everlight lanterns would not work in the tunnel and then thought how flame had been quenched by the thick, strange darkness of the Northern Forest but the skystones had worked there, too. Glancing back at Bily, he saw the misery in his brother’s face and stopped to hug Bily, despite the cold.

‘Do not be afraid for me,’ he said. ‘Seshla and I will find the diggers and bring them back.’

‘If Seshla is not back for the tithe, all of the other Monks will be punished by the Makers,’ Bily said.

Zluty had not known that, but it did not surprise him. The Makers had a hundred ways of being cruel. They set off again, and partly to distract Bily, partly because he wished it, he said, ‘Will you say goodbye to Vesh for me?’

‘You might be back before he has his head emptied,’ Bily said. ‘He was last on the list of the Chosen so Finnla says he will be the last to have his mind emptied.’


‘Poor Vesh,’ Zluty said grimly. ‘It might be worst to be last, seeing all of your friends go before you.’

‘Oh don’t, Zluty,’ Bily cried. ‘It is too sad and awful to think of it.’

They both fell silent then, for they were nearing the end of the ice tunnel. Zluty was startled to see a blaze of light and movement where he had thought to find darkness. He could hear voices, too, and even laughter.

 

Bily saw the vessel first because he stepped past Zluty and was first out of the tunnel and onto the little jetty. He had wanted to see Zluty’s face when he saw the vessel, but seeing it himself for the first time, he gasped. He had admired Tulk’s scratched plan of the vessel, and he had seen a bit of it forged, but this had not prepared him for the slender lovely vision that met his eyes. Each time the vessel had been repaired, it had grown and got more complicated, but now it had a majestic beauty that took his breath away.

He was puzzled to see that it rested on long narrow sled staves beside the jetty that ran out from the tunnel entrance, for he had imagined it would sail across the water to the mainland. But then he saw that the Winter cold had turned the ice maze into a single sheet of white that stretched away into the darkness in all directions, sending up an arc of cold light. Neither moon nor stars were visible overhead because of the thick cloud cover, so he could not see the mainland or the mountains. The jetty was illuminated by strings of everlight lanterns that shone onto the great, gold-painted wing cloths, but did not reach far beyond them. Bily supposed the wing cloths had been unfurled so he and Zluty could see them.
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There were several strings of everlights on the vessel, too, and by their light, he saw that it had been deepened and lengthened, and rather than having a door in the side, there was now a deck and a ramp ran from it down to the jetty. Every surface seemed to have been given delicate and lovely ornamentation: etched metals that gleamed and stones or enamels that sparkled or shone. This was not just a vessel to replace their old one, Bily realised. This was a vessel to honour the Changebringer and his quest to end the tithe.

Some of the metal the Monks had used was not silver or white like the metal of their eggs, but warm and golden. Near the front of the ship, surrounded by a new and lovely coiling pattern and outlined in tiny gold stones, he recognised the pattern piece of the old vessel. Like the rest of the hull, it gleamed, and Bily marvelled. The Monks must have worked frantically to finish the vessel in time for Zluty and Seshla to take it. He wondered how they had got the vessel out of the Hidden Place and around to the side of the jetty.

‘Meet Goldsong,’ Seshla said, leaping from the vessel to the jetty, beaming at a thunderstruck Zluty. ‘She will carry us across to the mainland and into the ice caverns.’

To Bily’s astonishment, his brave, stoic brother burst into tears.

‘Oh, Zluty dear,’ Bily cried. ‘Whatever is the matter?’

‘I thought she was broken and could never be fixed.’ Zluty choked.

‘Wait till you see her wings in the wind,’ Seshla said. ‘The paint is still wet, so Finnla said they must be hung unfurled to let them dry, but they will not show their true beauty until the wind fills them.’

‘Finnla never said a word,’ Zluty muttered, ‘but who did this?’

‘The Monks in the forge made the hull,’ Bily said. ‘I only knew because I had to tell Tulk what the old vessel was like inside so they would get it right.’

‘Tulk?’ Zluty echoed.

Bily pointed to the big he Monk whom he had noticed standing alone at the very end of the jetty by the prow of the vessel.

Zluty ran to him and grasped his big scarred hands. ‘Thank you, Tulk,’ he said in a heartfelt voice. Then his eyes went past the He monk and he pointed to the vessel. ‘That is a bit of our old egg!’

‘You have eyes almost as sharp as Seshla,’ Tulk said. ‘Seshla and the Great One brought it back with them. That piece is also a smaller vessel made to fit in and to become part of Goldsong’s hull. I call her Feather. There is a lever inside Goldsong to release her. You should know that without Feather, Goldsong will still float, but she will not steer quite true.’

‘Feather,’ Zluty murmured, as if he were tasting the word.

Tulk must have taken it for a question because he said, ‘She is very light and flat and will be able to go in narrow or shallow places when Goldsong cannot. You may find her useful under the mountains.’

‘We should go,’ Seshla said with sudden impatience, and without further ado, she bounded along the gangplank and swung herself onto the vessel.

‘Wait,’ said another voice, and Bily saw Finnla step from the ice tunnel, Wisp peeping from the neck of her cloak. ‘You will need this for the crossing, Zluty.’ She drew out a vest that seemed to be made of many tiny bulbs of metal. ‘Each is a tiny heat box,’ she explained. ‘Take it off when you do not need its warmth. That way it will have strength enough left to warm you on your return. Put it on now.’

Zluty shrugged off his cloak and the she Monk lifted the vest over his head. It settled with a soft clink and Bily helped him to put his cloak back on. He thanked Finnla sincerely and then took Bily’s hands. ‘You knew about the vessel.’
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‘Only since yesterday,’ Bily said. ‘I saw the last bit being forged. It was very exciting. I didn’t tell you because it was to be a surprise.’ He heard the tremor in his voice. For no matter how light Zluty made of the journey, there would be danger in it.

Instead of reassuring him, as he would have done when they lived in the cottage, Zluty simply gathered him close and hugged him very tightly. Bily felt the warmth and lumpiness of the vest, and strove not to cry.

‘Travel well, my dear,’ he said softly into Zluty’s ear before letting him go.

Zluty bid farewell to Tulk and Finnla, and Bily turned to look out across the frozen ice and wondered how Goldsong was to cross it when there was no wind. Zluty and Seshla might pull her between them, but the ice would be difficult to walk on, and the new vessel was bigger and heavier than the old one.

Bily caught sight of the Nightbeast then, gliding around the island towards them on her huge soft paws, her pelt shifting from white to a steely grey-white, with darker patches, like the ice under her. As she approached the vessel and slowed, Bily heard the soft screek of her claws. She watched Zluty get aboard and when the gangplank had been drawn in and stowed, dipped her head to take the towropes fastened either side of the prow in her long white teeth. Only then did Bily understand that she was going to tow the vessel across to the mainland. She moved in a loping, gliding walk, dragging the vessel after her, and Bily winced at the scraping noise the staves made passing over the uneven ice.

Soon Goldsong was too far out for him to hear anything. As the vessel moved away, Bily thought it looked more like a gliding, glowing golden insect than a vessel. Without warning, the lights winked out and the vessel vanished.

‘What happened?’ Bily cried, clutching at Finnla.

‘It is safer for them to show no lights,’ said the she Monk. ‘We do not think the Makers’ Eye at the tithe altar is open, but it is best to be careful.’ She looked at Bily. ‘But do not worry for your brother. It is not a long journey to the mainland. Soon they will be safe inside the ice chasm, and they are with the Great One.’

‘How does Seshla stay warm?’ Bily asked, beginning to shiver despite his cloak.

‘We Monks can stand the cold better than many other creatures,’ Finnla told him. ‘I suppose that is why the Makers keep us here in the frozen North, and send the he Monks to the mountains once their minds have been filled up with obedience.’

She flung her around his shoulders and ushered him back along the jetty. As they passed Tulk, Bily heard him say softly, ‘Be strong and true, Goldsong.’ Then he turned and made his way towards the ice tunnel, but instead of going through it he leapt onto the white flank of the ice peak and Bily realised there were toe and finger holes cut into it.

‘There is a third way into the Hidden Place,’ Finnla murmured. ‘It was just a big hole through the ice peak behind the Temple rock, and we always blocked it to keep out the ice winds. Tulk had the idea to clear it, so we could get Goldsong out of the Hidden Place without any chance of her being seen by the Makers. He and some of the others in the forge made the hole bigger and smoothed a ramp to the frozen water so that the vessel could slide down. Tulk also made a gate to block the opening. He goes that way now to close it.’

Bily was shivering so hard he could not have spoken, even if he could think what to say. Finnla looked at him in concern. ‘The cold has got inside you, Bily. You had better ride on my back.’

Bily was too cold to argue as Finnla caught him up in her strong hands and lifted him onto her back. His arms were too cold to be of any use, but she simply wrapped her long snaky tail around his middle to hold him in place and leapt into the tunnel entrance. There was nothing to light the way, but she bounded along through the pitchy blackness without hesitation and, in moments, Bily saw the dim glow of everlight lanterns at the other end of the tunnel.

‘You must go at once and sit in the hot pools else you will get sick,’ Finnla said firmly, and bore him to the Temple pool.

Bily had bathed in the shallow pools many times during the Longful Night, but he had never got into the main Temple pool before. Rather than bringing him directly to the edge of the main pool, Finnla set him down gently in one of the shallow pools alongside it.

‘Wisp wants to soap your fur before you go in. Would that be all right? It will help to warm you,’ she said.

Bily’s teeth were chattering too badly for him to speak so he sat down in the hot, shallow pool. Wisp leapt from Finnla’s shoulder to his knee and began industriously dippering water over him. He was used to wetting his fur to clean it but Wisp did not stop until he was wet to the skin, then the monkling dribbled a few drops of something sweetly scented from a little jug Finnla handed her. She used her small strong paws to lather Bily’s pelt into a great mass of suds, pressing at the skin and bone underneath. It was very lovely and Bily felt his skin begin to glow.
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Wisp dippered water over him until the water ran clean, then she chittered at him and Finnla bade him get into the deep pool. Although his skin shuddered he climbed onto one of the highest sitting posts in the water and sat down. The water came up to his chin and was blissfully warm. He closed his eyes in surprised delight.

‘Don’t fall asleep,’ Finnla warned.

Bily opened his eyes to see that she had got into the water too and was sitting on a sitting post close by, Wisp now on her shoulder.

‘I won’t,’ Bily said sleepily. He shook his head to wake himself and said more strongly. ‘I must go and see Vesh after this. He asks me to take Zest, but if I do the Makers might realise the monklings did not die out.’


‘There are many kinds of creatures in the Velvet City,’ Finnla said. She sounded distracted and sad. ‘I did not tell you, Bily, but Vesh refused to let me harvest his memories.’

Bily was dismayed. ‘But, Finnla, if the Monster ends the tithe, Vesh will not be able to get himself back!’

‘I know and there is yet a little time for him to change his mind,’ Finnla said. ‘I was thinking that if he cares for you enough to entrust Zest to you, maybe you can change his mind.’

‘I will try,’ Bily promised. ‘I really thought he would come to say goodbye to Zluty, but perhaps he didn’t know about him going to the mainland.’

‘He knew,’ Finnla said. ‘He was with me when Seshla told me what the old ones had decided.’

‘Bily!’ came a low hoarse voice. They both turned to see an old she Monk descending the steps and coming towards them.

‘What is the matter, Offla?’ asked Finnla.

The old Monk ignored her and spoke to Bily. ‘Ishla says to come at once. The Broken Prince has wakened and calls for you.’
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Zluty stood at Goldsong’s prow, gazing into the darkness ahead. His cheeks burned with cold, but the rest of him was wonderfully warm because of the vest Finnla had given him. He had been very glad of it as the Nightbeast hauled them across the frozen sea, for the air had been frigid, and though it was less cold now that they were nearing the mainland, a hard wind had begun to gust.

‘Right when I can’t see the wings,’ he muttered, but he did not suggest they relight the lanterns. Instead he lay a loving hand on the smooth rim of the hull.

‘Look,’ Seshla said.

She was pointing to the arc of ghostly freestanding ice peaks that marked the Northernmost end of the mainland. Zluty’s heart began to beat fast as the dark edge of the land became visible, and he saw the Coldway directly ahead. It ran to the nearest ice peak, then followed the other ice peaks in a curve towards the great stony mountain range that marched all the way to the hot Southlands. The Nightbeast pulled the vessel along the Coldway until it turned to go sharply east, then she slowed them using her claws. The soft sharp screeching noise as the vessel came to a halt made Zluty’s fur fluff. When they were stopped, Seshla bade him help her scrape together a ramp of coldwhites so Goldsong could be hauled smoothly up onto the coldwhite-blanketed earth, for now they would go overland. The wind began to gust harder as they worked and when they got on board again, Zluty felt the sting of ice flakes. Then the wing cloths began to snap and ripple.

‘The next blizzard will begin soon,’ Seshla said as the Nightbeast hauled the vessel across the coldwhite plain towards a shadowy opening in the mountain at the very end of the range that Zluty had thought a fold in the stone until they were close.
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‘This is the entrance to the ice chasm,’ Seshla said, rekindling the lanterns, as the Nightbeast drew the vessel into the chasm. The air grew still, though Zluty could still hear the muffled swirling of the wind outside and great chilly gusts of air laden with ice blew in with them, making the sagging wing cloths billow slightly.

Seshla was still lighting lantern strings and, little by little, the glow of the everlights picked out the whole of the strong yet delicate structure of the vessel. The chasm widened to become the great cavern Bily had described, its ice-slicked walls glimmering as Goldsong glided by.

‘If you think this is beautiful, you should see it in Summer,’ Seshla said, coming to stand at the prow beside him. ‘A thousand waterfalls fill the air with their music, and green plants grow in their midst. When the sun shines down here in the middle of the day, great clouds of purple flowers open and the air is sweet with their perfume. Then when the small blue moon that you call the Moon’s Dream rises, the flowers turn into clusters of dark-blue berries. The ice melts turn into a stream with water so clear that you seem to be flying over the stony bottom, far below. You can see the caves down there, too, where strange fish and other water dwellers live. They sleep in burrows when the water is frozen, but when the water melts they come back to life and venture close to the surface to feast on insects. Oh Zluty, I do wish you could stay long enough to see it.’

Part of Zluty wished it too, but he said, ‘You come here in Summer?’

‘Only once or twice a year. I gather cave mosses and healing plants that we cannot grow in the water gardens, and collect stone to be pounded into memory dust and earth to replenish the mud beds in the water gardens.’

‘It must be strange for you to go where things are green and growing,’ Zluty said.

Seshla laughed. ‘Oh Zluty, you would not know the Hidden Place when the Longful Night gives way to the endless day.’

‘What happens to the Coldway in summer?’ Zluty murmured.

‘It becomes the Meltwater River that feeds all of the little streams and rivulets that thread their way through the grass and flowers at this Northern end of the land. Along its banks the grass is thick with moss and soft as a mattress to lie upon. And I have not even talked of the birds that come to nest here in burrows along the riverbank, or in niches in the mountain face.’ Seshla patted his arm. ‘When the Bright Day comes, there is so much colour your eyes ache!’

‘The Bright Day?’ Zluty asked.

‘That is the name we give to the first full day after the Longful Night,’ Seshla said. Then all at once she sighed. ‘But for all the beauty of the Northlands, I would be free to see other places where things are different. Your stony plain, the Northern Forest and the hot Southland.’

‘I thought no one could go to the Southland,’ Zluty said. ‘Isn’t the ground on fire?’

‘The birds tell of fire pools and melting rocks, but some nest there, and the Listeners talk of expeditions, so it cannot be completely inimical.’

‘Where did you hear Listeners speak?’ Zluty asked.

Seshla gave him a wry smile. ‘After I became First Rider, I got into the habit of creeping out with the Great One to watch the Listeners take the tithe eggs. The first time I was little more than a youngling. Eventually I was caught returning by one of the wise ones. I was afraid I had forfeited the right to ride the Great One, but one of them had a dream that said we needed to gather knowledge about the doings in the Velvet City and insisted that I had found the way to do it. So after that I was permitted to go on a-spying.’

Zluty was elated. ‘That is wonderful, for it means you can tell me all about the Velvet City!’ He caught sight of a steep ramp of green ice running up into shadow. ‘Is that the way the Great One brought Bily and the Monster down from the heights?’ he asked.

Seshla nodded. ‘Bily was very frightened but he did not cry out.’

‘Bily is brave,’ Zluty murmured, remembering his brother’s description of the terrifying leap the Nightbeast had made into darkness, before she had landed on the slope of ice.

The Nightbeast continued past the slope and at last they came to a place where the chasm splintered into a hundred different rifts.

‘Which way?’ Zluty asked the she Monk.


‘Neither I nor the Great One have come this far before,’ Seshla admitted. ‘There never was much time because we always had to return quickly.’ Despite the hint of warning in her words, there was excitement too that reminded Zluty of his own secret delight when circumstances had forced him deeper into the Northern Forest. Bily had grown much during their travels, but in his deepest heart Zluty knew his gentle brother would not be truly happy until once again he had a home where he could cook and garden and do his makings. Finnla was like that, too. But Seshla had an unchanging restlessness in her that Zluty understood.

The Nightbeast dropped the towropes and left the vessel to slow as she began moving from one passage to the next, stopping to sniff before she moved on.

‘What do you smell?’ Seshla asked.

‘Many kinds of life,’ rumbled the Nightbeast in her soft, thick voice. ‘Some strange and some familiar, deep inside the mountains. I smell water ahead that is not frozen, too, and something big and dangerous and ancient. Something that is metal, but also wounded.’

Flugal had foraged for bits of Maker devices that he said were alive, and Zluty had come to understand that by ‘alive’ the digger only meant they could be reused, even though the device they were part of might be broken. That must be what the Nightbeast meant when she said there was something metal that was wounded. Part of some device under the mountain was still alive. She had called it dangerous and ancient, so it was likely a Maker device.

‘Maybe the underlings built it,’ Zluty said.

‘We must go and see,’ Seshla said firmly, as if Zluty had argued against it.

‘If you take this passage, I can pull Goldsong only some of the way along it,’ the Nightbeast warned. ‘But there is another thing. I can smell other kinds of life close to the wounded metal. Things that are almost dead but not.’

Zluty and the she Monk exchanged a look, then Seshla shrugged and bade the Nightbeast take them as far as she could. ‘We will see what is there, then decide what to do next.’

Zluty recognised his own reasoning, and guessed that Seshla would choose to go on, even if it meant leaving the Nightbeast behind, for it was clear there was some great mystery at the heart of the mountain. For the first time in his life, he wondered if he really wanted to know what it was.

 

Making his way up the mist-shrouded steps to the Makers’ Temple, Bily came upon a he Monk toiling up alone, his eyes glazed with fear. Despite his longing to go to the Monster, Bily’s heart went out to the little creature.

‘What is your name?’ he asked, slowing so they were walking together.

‘I am Rush,’ the youngling said, casting him a sideways look of shy awe. ‘You are the little Maker, Bily, beloved of the Broken Prince.’

‘I am pleased to meet you, Rush,’ Bily said, startled to be called a Maker. But that was what the Monks called Finnla, and it was true that Makers were not the only ones to make things.

Rush heaved a sigh. ‘You are the last I will ever give my name, for once the machine eats my memories, Rush will be no more.’

Bily reached out and took his hand. ‘Your memories will sleep safe in a niche in the Memory chamber until the Broken Prince goes to the Velvet City to bring an end to the tithe. Then the she Monks will restore your memories, and Rush will live again.’


‘It is strange to think a Listener might save us from the Makers,’ Rush said.

‘The Mon– the Broken Prince is not like the other Listeners,’ Bily told him, as they reached the top of the steps.

An old she Monk was waiting. ‘I am Offla,’ she said. ‘Come with me, Rush. Bily, come too, and by and by, I will bring you to the Broken Prince, for he is not where he was when you visited before.’

They went together along the chilly length of the stone corridor Bily had used during the Winter, when he had gone to sit by the sleeping Monster, then the old she Monk led them into a corridor he had never used. They passed steps leading down and Bily caught a glimpse of an immense sunken room, and recognised it from Seshla’s description as the chamber where memories of the chosen were kept. Rush cast a long look into it, and Bily found himself wondering what would happen if the memories of the he Monks of Stonehill were returned to them. Would the old memories merge with the new ones, like Zluty remembering what had happened to the diggers? And if the memories were returned and he was right about emotions weakening the Makers’ control over their metal, might not some of the he Monks rebel, even as the diggers and the Cloudbeast had done?

Offla stopped at a red painted doorway and ushered Rush in. Bily followed them into a vast chamber. Like so many of the rooms in the Temple it was far too big for the Monks, and he guessed it had been made to house the Makers when they came. On the other side of the chamber was an immense square metal device with several rows of shining black tiles across the front, and a bank of dials and buttons and levers down one side. Some of the buttons winked yellow or green, while others shone a constant and malevolent rusty red. There was a wide horizontal opening under the black tiles, like a great open mouth.

The only other thing in the chamber was a single big round sleeping mattress.

Another she Monk came from an adjoining room.

‘Rush?’ she said, briskly but not unkindly.

The youngling nodded, and Offla and the other Monk drew out from the bottom of the square opening a big flat metal tray, and bade Rush climb onto it and lay down. Bily’s heart began to pound as he watched Rush obey, for surely he was about to witness the emptying of the young Monk’s mind. He could hardly believe that neither of the she Monks was offering the youngling a single word of comfort. But as they straightened Rush’s arms and legs and fastened belts across his neck and waist, wrists and ankles, he noticed they did so with a grave tenderness. And truly, what words would have comforted any of them for what must be done? Still, when the she Monks went to adjust the dials and levers, Rush turned his head and his eyes sought Bily’s. There was a look of such terrible loneliness in them that Bily moved forward, and took the youngling’s hand again.

Rush whispered, ‘Will you stay with me until it is done?’

‘I will,’ Bily said, fighting tears and promising himself fiercely, that somehow, he and Zluty and the Monster would stop the tithe, no matter what it took. He had to release Rush’s hand and step back when the she Monks pushed the tray back into the slot of darkness. The wrongness he felt at the knowledge that Rush’s life was about to be stolen from him was so great that he had to clench his hands and teeth to stop himself crying out at the she Monks to stop.
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Instead, he kept his eyes on the twin glimmers that were all he could see of Rush, inside the dark slot, as the Monks began to turn dials. Offla came to stand by him then, and the other she Monk threw a big lever. The machine began to hum and the sound grew steadily more shrill until Bily’s fur fluffed. The sound rose until Bily’s ears could not hear it, then his fur settled.

‘It is done,’ said the she Monk that had thrown the lever. Her voice sounded flat and dull, but the smell of her sorrow was strong as she pulled out the metal shelf again. Rush lay limp now, his head still turned sideways towards Bily, but his staring eyes saw nothing. For a terrible moment, Bily thought the youngling was dead. For his narrow chest did not rise or fall, and his body was utterly still. But as the she Monk lifted his lax form from the tray to the mattress, Bily’s senses told him that he lived.

But it was not Rush, he thought bleakly. It was a body emptied of life so the Makers could fill it with their plan.

Offla wheeled in a trolley with a metal egg split open upon it. The egg was a good deal smaller than the one that had held Bily and Zluty, and half full of metal workings, so that the other she Monk has to fold Rush into it, curling him gently on his side towards the workings. To Bily’s surprise, she bent to kiss the youngling, and when she straightened, her face was wet with tears. She closed the top half of the egg and wheeled it into the adjoining chamber.

Offla laid a heavy, gentle hand on his shoulder. ‘Come, Softling,’ she said. ‘I will take you to the Broken Prince now.’

‘She cried,’ Bily said as they made their way along yet another long cold passage.

‘She is his grandmother,’ Offla said. ‘But he is not the first grandson she has tithed.’
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It was not far to the room where the Monster lay on yet another round mattress.

Bily cried out in dismay to see a great dark, shining device like an enormous metal beetle crouched over him. He would have run forward if Offla had not caught his arm.

‘What is it doing to him?’ Bily cried.

‘Do not be afraid, little healer,’ called Ishla, coming to join them. ‘The device is exercising the muscles of the Broken Prince so that he will be able to walk when he wakes, though to begin with he will be very weak. Come.’

Bily let himself be led around to the other side of the mattress where he could see the device was gently kneading the Monster’s forelegs and chest.
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‘I thought he was awake,’ Bily said, still trembling from the fright he had got.

‘He was and he asked for you,’ the healer said. ‘But he has fallen back to sleep. His mind and body will have to get used to being awake again after such a long sleep, but that time is not wasted. Whenever he sleeps, the device works on his muscles.’

‘How long before I can . . .’ Bily stopped, for the Monster’s head had turned towards him.

Gazing into the molten yellow pools of his eyes, Bily felt a surge of love. ‘Dear Monster,’ he said. ‘I am so glad you are awake.’.

‘I am surprised to find that I am glad I am awake,’ the Monster rasped in his thick furry voice. ‘I thought I did not care if I lived or died.’

Ishla did something to the metal device that had frozen the moment the Monster moved his head, and it sank down beside the mattress.

‘For the first time in a very long time, I feel no pain,’ said the Monster. ‘It is a great relief.’ His eyes turned to Bily. ‘Ishla said that you came often as the Monks worked to change my metal so the Makers’ machines will not have power over me. I sensed you. You were like a little warm light I could sometimes feel and yet not see. It made me want to wake. But you smell of sorrow now.’

Bily swallowed hard. ‘I have just seen a youngling being emptied out,’ he said. ‘It was very horrible. But did it work? Is your metal changed?’

The Monster sighed. ‘The Monks managed to soothe my metal, that is why there is no pain. But it seems there is no way to know if the changes they made will stop the Makers getting into my mind, until they have been tested.’

‘But you must not go to the Velvet City unless you are sure,’ Bily said.

‘I must, and not only because I will become ill again if I do not,’ the Monster said. ‘I have given my word to the she Monks to try to end the tithe. Also, I must tell the other Listeners that their minds are enslaved, just like the minds of the Monks and diggers. My people will not want to hear that but they will have to believe me when I become Prime Listener. Of course, if my mind is not my own, the Makers will stop me telling them.’

‘What will your people do when they know the truth?’ Bily asked.

‘Some would be outraged and want to throw off the Makers’ control, but not all,’ said the Monster. ‘There is another problem, too, for the Makers will not tolerate disobedience. If we are to rebel as a people, we must do it together and in stealth, even as the she Monks do. That might mean pretending obedience, while sabotaging the Makers’ attempts to open the sky crack. And I must find a way to stop the tithe that will not bring the wrath of the Makers down on the Hidden Place.’

‘Ishla says that the Makers’ control over your people is very slight,’ Bily said.

‘That is only the amount of power they have chosen to exert over us,’ the Monster said. ‘I am sure greater power is exerted over one who is their Prime Listener. It may be they will reject me if they find they cannot control me.’

‘If the Makers can get control of your mind . . .’ Bily began, then stopped.


‘They will plunder it,’ the Monster said. ‘It would be a disaster for the Monks and the diggers, and they would certainly take an interest in you and Zluty. That is why I called for you. Bily dear, I must ask something of you that I do not wish to ask.’

Bily kissed the Monster’s sleek head, the tip of the dark tuft on his nearest ear. ‘Ask anything and I will do it if I can,’ he said.

The Monster heaved a great sigh, but its eyes were softer than Bily had ever seen them. ‘Dear Bily, I knew you would say this, but what I would ask will be difficult and dangerous.’

‘Tell me,’ Bily urged.

‘I have asked the Monks to empty my head of memories even as they empty the heads of the Monk younglings to be tithed. That way, if my metal has not been changed enough to keep the Makers from my thoughts, there will be nothing for them to plunder. Their devices will tell them my body was poisoned and is weak and they will assume that my memories were swallowed by sickness. The risk is that the Council of Listeners may decide I am too damaged, and want to set me aside as a Prime candidate. In that case a new candidate would need to be chosen, and the old Prime will oppose it. He is my grandfather and wishes the next Prime to be of his bloodline. He will argue that as long as I am capable of listening to the Makers and of rendering their words obediently, I can serve them. The Makers might refuse me, but knowing what I know now, I do not think they will not care what is in my mind, so long it is not disobedience.’

‘But you won’t remember you promised to try stopping the tithe,’ Bily protested.

‘The most important thing is that I do no harm to those I have come to love and care for if my mind is in the control of the Makers,’ the Monster said. ‘However if my will is not affected by my return to the city, I will be able to keep my promises. So long as my memories are returned to me.’

Bily drew a sharp breath. ‘You want us to bring you your scent memories!’

The Monster’s eyes glowed with amusement and pleasure. ‘Clever Bily, that is exactly it. Zluty always intended to go to the Velvet City. I smelled it on him. He must come into the Velvet City after me. He will be able to pass for a slave because of the metal on his head. All he need do to restore my memory is to burn my memory scents close enough for me to smell them. But he must not do that unless he is sure that the Makers cannot control my mind.’

‘How can he know that?’ Bily asked.

‘He must go to the house of my family and observe me and listen to what is said. I will tell him how to manage it all when he returns from the Mountains.’

‘But if your metal is not changed and you are in the power of the Makers . . .’

‘Then he need do nothing, but do not fear, for it may be that I will rebel in time, no matter what. I have thought much about my life before the she Monks began their long labour upon me and it seems to me that all along there has been something wrong with my metal. My people are ambitious, but I have never had any desire to rule. Others envied me the position I would one day hold, but it seemed to me that if I would become the Prime, I must empty out all that I was, to make space for all that the Makers wanted of me. I told this to my Mother. She asked if I set my own small self above the great thing I would become in opening myself to the Makers. Her question shamed me, because the answer I would have made, had I dared, was that I did wish to remain myself, however small that was. I tried to accept her command to do what I was born to do, but it was as if I was a bowl you fired in your little kiln that had a crack at the bottom where no one could see it, so that obedience kept leaking out, leaving room for questions and doubts. Maybe that is why the she Monk’s prophecy named me the Broken Prince.’

‘You rebelled when you went away from the Velvet City because you did not want to be Prime Listener,’ Bily said.

The Monster shook his head. ‘It was not courage that sent me racing from the Velvet City, Bily dearling. It was the fear that I would lose myself in becoming Prime Listener. Not courage but cowardice.’

‘Wisdom,’ Bily said with a stubbornness he knew his brother would have recognised. ‘And courage, for what else was it that let you resist all you were taught and told?’

The Monster laughed sleepily. ‘You are determined to make a hero of me, Bily.’ His eyes had begun to droop and now they closed.

Ishla came, saying, ‘He will sleep for some time now. You can wait if you like.’

Bily hesitated, but he needed to talk to Vesh. ‘I will return later, but is it true there is no way to tell if the Monster’s metal is changed enough for him to resist the Makers?’

‘Yes,’ Ishla said.

‘Is he right that his memories will be restored if he smells the burning scents?’

‘They would not even need burning if you were close enough for him to sniff them up directly, but since he will not know you, he is likely to injure or even kill you.’

‘How long after he smells the memory dust will he remember his past?’

Ishla shrugged. ‘When we were testing the memory scents, all of those restored took different amounts of time to recover.’

Bily frowned. ‘When will you harvest the Monster’s memories?’

‘We will leave it until the last moment, because once it is done he will not have the protection of an egg as the tithed do. I know you fed him when he was unconscious before coming here, but what happens to the body of one whose mind is emptied is a deeper stopping. His body will not be able to eat or drink and so you must get him to the Velvet City as soon as possible, taking care that he does not get too hot or cold, or is jarred on the journey. Without the tithed egg to hold him asleep, he might wake, and if he does, he will begin to develop new memories. He may also attack you, for he will not know who you are. Even if he does not, all that we might have achieved in the long winter will have been undone.’

Bily did not speak again until they were approaching the entrance to the Temple, then he said quickly, ‘Won’t the Monster’s people wonder how he got to the Velvet City on his own if he is so weak?’

‘That device you saw tending him will ensure he will be able to walk. He won’t be able to go far but we hope it will be enough to convince the other Listeners that he got there on his own,’ Ishla said.

‘Won’t they be suspicious that he has been emptied of memories like the tithed?’ Bily worried.

Ishla gave a sour chuckle. ‘Remember the Listeners do not know the memories of the tithed are taken. They believe they have come through the sky crack as they are.’ They stood together for a moment at the top of the steps, gazing down on the clouds of steam and mist that blanketed the village below, then Ishla said, ‘I will send for you when the Changebringer wakes again.’

 

‘Do you see anything?’ Zluty asked, peering into the darkness ahead. Seshla made a gesture to silence him and Zluty sighed. When the Nightbeast had first drawn the vessel into the icy labyrinth of tunnels under the mountain, he had been alive with excitement, but they had been gliding through the unchanging darkness for hours. He was about to suggest making them some food, when the vessel slowed. The Nightbeast turned to them, her eyes gleaming with reflections of the lanterns strung about the vessel.

‘I can go no further, but the passage is still wide enough for Goldsong. If you would go on, you will have to pull it yourselves. It is heavy but I can smell water not far ahead.’

‘We should go on,’ said Seshla promptly. ‘It will waste too much time to go all the way back to the ice chasm, and anyway the other fissure may be too narrow for the Great One to pass.’

She was right, Zluty knew, and he agreed. Seshla bid the Nightbeast a solemn farewell and then they donned net socks, took up the towropes and continued along the tunnel. It was hard to get Goldsong moving for she was a good deal heavier than she had been, but once she was gliding along, it was only a matter of keeping her moving and steering her straight. The ice in the chasm was a good deal smoother than the ice they had crossed to reach the mainland.
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Zluty wished the Nightbeast had been able to come with them, for he felt sure the underlings would not simply give up their prisoners. Seshla said as much, adding that they might have to fight to get the diggers free. Zluty had never fought anything more than his fears or a strong wind, but now, they might truly have to fight, and the thought of trying to hurt anything deliberately made him feel sick.

He was distracted from his uncomfortable thoughts by the sound of rushing water. The noise grew until he and Seshla could not hear one another save by shouting, though the water under their feet was still hard ice. Then all at once, the tunnel they had been following ended abruptly at the edge of a great cavern. Goldsong sailed off the edge of the ice, but he and Seshla managed to grasp the edge of the vessel before it landed into the turbulent river running by the tunnel mouth.

Water gushed up and soaked Zluty before he could haul himself aboard again, and he was astonished to find it warm! He stripped off his hot bulb vest as Goldsong floated sideways along the river.

‘I have a bad feeling about where this river is going,’ Seshla shouted to Zluty, and she bounded to the back of the vessel where there was a steering lever and hauled hard on it to turn them towards what Zluty hoped was the other bank of the river.

‘I’m going to get us across this and see if we can find somewhere on the wall to anchor.’

‘Wall?’ Zluty said, thinking he must have misheard. She pointed across the river and Zluty squinted against the darkness until he saw there was a solid stone wall bounding the other side of the swift river! It was formed of enormous blocks of pale stone but there was no clue as to its purpose. It was too high to see what lay on the other side but Zluty thought it must be the outer wall of the underling settlement. The only trouble was that the little creatures with red eyes that he had seen carrying off the diggers were far too small to have built such a wall.
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Fighting the powerful current of the river, Seshla managed to bring Goldsong across to the wall. They had been swept far enough along the river that they could now see a huge set of metal gates in the wall, but there appeared no way to open them. Seshla pointed further along the wall and Zluty saw wide stone steps were running from water level to the top of the wall. Seshla pulled the steering lever so that Goldsong turned her nose sweetly downriver and they glided swiftly along the wall. She pushed the lever hard to slow the vessel as they approached the side of the stone steps. There was nowhere to anchor, but the water turned the vessel and pressed it sidelong against the stone steps as firmly as if it had been tethered in place.

‘She will hold unless the river stops flowing,’ Seshla shouted over the din of the river.

They climbed out of Goldsong and mounted the steps of a second wall running alongside the first, the gap between them filled with water. A platform lay across the gap linking the set of steps they had climbed with another set running down to a vast, still lake on the other side of the second wall. The water in it was much lower than in the gap or the river on the other side.

‘What does it mean?’ Zluty asked, baffled.

Instead of answering, Seshla ran lightly along the top of the first wall to the gates. Watching her, Zluty saw there was a matching gate in the second wall, and a half-submerged metal device in the gap between them. Seshla pored over the device, then returned to Zluty.

‘I think we can get Goldsong through the wall,’ she said. ‘That device works the gates in both walls. You see how much lower the lake is compared to the river? These walls and gates are a way to get vessels safely from the river down into the lake. The vessel comes though the first gate, which closes behind it, then the water in the gap is drained until it is level with the lake. Then the other gates open and the vessel just sails out.’

‘The underlings could not have built this,’ Zluty said.

‘The device is Maker work and the underlings could have used other devices to build the wall,’ Seshla said. ‘I think we should cross the lake.’

‘I don’t think we should bring Goldsong through the wall,’ Zluty said. ‘Using the gates might set off some sort of alarm.’

Seshla nodded. ‘We will use Feather. We can just carry her over the walls.’

Zluty followed the she Monk back across the walls and watched her free Feather. They carried her up and down the steps to the lake on the other side of the wall where she floated sweetly.

‘Why do you suppose the water in the fissure is frozen, but not the river or this lake?’ Zluty wondered.

‘The water in both of them is warm so must be fed by a hot spring, like the pools of the Hidden Place. The water in the ice chasm is meltwater that flowed down from the mountains, like the Rain-cage,’ Seshla said.

Zluty stowed his pack and staff as Seshla detached two neat little poles with flattened ends from Feather’s hull. She showed him how to paddle and they were soon gliding across the lake, which Zluty now saw was quite shallow. Far too shallow for Goldsong. The light from his staff fell on the smooth pale stone bottom of the lake and Zluty noticed a slight current moving the vessel.

‘That is very strange,’ Seshla said, when he pointed it out. ‘Why would a current flow into the mountain rather than out towards the Great Sea?’

‘Maybe there is a device under the water making the current,’ Zluty said, who had now noticed the dull gleam of metal here and there at the bottom of the shallow lake.

Seshla gave him a sharp look, then leaned over to study the water with her nose almost touching the surface. She had hooked her tail around the bench seat to stop her falling in, and at length, she dipped her finger in the water and put her tongue to it. ‘Old metal,’ she said. ‘But who would make a device to cause water to flow into a mountain?’


‘How are we to get back?’ Zluty asked, for they were moving more quickly now, borne along by the false current which had got a good deal faster.

‘There is a device in Feather like the one in Goldsong that can make the vessel push against a current,’ Seshla said, gesturing to the big box seat where Zluty sat.

After a good long time, the current carried them to the other side of the cavern, where there were a number of openings too perfectly alike to be natural. The water from the lake flowed through them and Zluty and Seshla exchanged a glance before the she Monk steered them into one of the openings. It was easily wide enough for Feather and Zluty used the end of his staff to make sure they did not hit the walls. They had entered a short tunnel, which led to another great cavern, but the water here did not flow into a lake. Each of the channels streamed it into one of many trenches that cut straight across the stone floor of the new cavern. Feather rested high enough in the trench for Zluty to see the other trenches but the water in them was not high enough to see.

‘Zluty,’ Seshla said urgently, pointing down into the water. Zluty looked over the edge of the little vessel and saw that the bottom of the trench was covered in metal workings. Many of the parts were slowly moving. ‘All of the water in the other cavern is being streamed through these canals,’ she said and peered into the darkness ahead, trying to see where all of the trenches were heading.

Zluty looked up and saw the roof was visible because, unlike the first cavern, there were veins of greenish gold metal spidering all over it that gave off a soft glow.

‘See that?’ he said, and Seshla gazed up, frowning.

When Zluty dropped his gaze, he saw that something huge was rising up ahead of them – a dark triangular shape standing on two immense legs, visible only as a darkness against the shining veins of metal that defined the roof of the cavern.

‘All of the canals lead to that,’ Seshla said, then she touched a finger to her ear. Zluty realised that he could hear a sound. It reminded him of the drumming music of the diggers, only there was a high thin wavering note running through it like the noise Goldsong’s tether ropes made when the blizzard winds plucked at them.

As the water bore them ever closer, the trench grew shallower and, looking around, Zluty saw it was the same with the other trenches. All of them seemed flow under the enormous form. ‘The sound is coming from it . . .’ he said, then he drew in a sharp breath for they had got close enough that the light from the everlight lanterns they had hung at Feather’s bow lit the enormous form. What he had taken for some strange rock formation, turned out to be a huge metal device rising up on battered pillars.
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‘It has to be a Maker device but I have never seen one so big or old,’ Seshla whispered. ‘This must be what the Great One smelled.’

‘How could it have got inside the mountain?’ Zluty asked.

‘It must have been brought in pieces, or maybe it was built here. That might be what the underlings were supposed to do,’ Seshla said. Zluty wondered if she realised that she was whispering as she went on. ‘Perhaps the sound is some kind of alarm because it is broken. The Great One said the metal she scented was wounded.’ She looked at Zluty, a strange expression on her face. ‘It smells so old. Maybe it was here before the montains grew? Maybe the Makers sent the underlings to fix it.’

She broke off to give a shudder and Zluty realised something was fluffing his fur. Seshla brushed absently at her own bristling pelt and said, ‘Whether or not it is damaged, my metal tells me it is doing something.’

‘How does does your metal tell you?’ Zluty asked. ‘I thought she Monk metal was not bound to Maker machines.’

‘No, but it knows when I am near anything with Maker metal in it, like the Great One and the Broken Prince. Or that.’ She pointed to the enormous device now looming over them. Zluty suddenly felt very uneasy about the way they were being carried towards it.

‘Seshla, maybe . . .’ he began, but without warning, her eyes rolled back in her head and she slumped sideways.

Zluty caught her and though he staggered under her weight, he managed to lay her down gently in the bottom of Feather. She was not breathing and had no heartbeat, but his senses told him that she was still alive. He looked up at the device, certain it was responsible for what had happened. He must be unaffected because his metal was not Maker metal even if the Makers had sent him and Bily through the sky crack.


The water carried Feather under the device and Zluty noticed the same veins of dull gold that spidered over the roof of the cavern, threading all about its underbelly. That meant it was probably some sort of lichen or moss, rather than metal as he had imagined. There was no movement of the complex workings he could see through openings in the metal carapace of the device, but the high-pitched whine had got louder. Zluty was still trying to think what was best to do when the flow of the water carried Feather across a circular pool under the device and into a wide stream of water made up of the water from all of the trenches.

He was shaking Seshla gently and trying to understand why anyone would want to separate water into canals, then stream it back together again, as Feather moved beyond the device. Then it struck him that he had better get the paddles and try to stop the little vessel from going any further.

That was when he caught sight of something over his head. He looked up and gaped to see a great cloud of birds hanging motionless in the air overhead. As the everlight glow touched them, he saw with amazement that many of the birds had the same red and black plumage as Redwing. That meant they were Redwing’s people. They must have been here frozen under the mountain since the stone storm machine had come and killed off their kind. Zluty stood up carefully and studied individual birds as the water carried Feather under them. He now saw there were also some small flying beasts. One creature was a little orange-furred animal with thin, leathery black wings and small, delicate ears. It hung so low that he could reach up and touch it. He was shocked when, the moment his fingers touched it, the creature fell into his hands. He nearly dropped it in fright.
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Like Seshla, the creature had neither heartbeat nor breath, but his senses told him it was alive. Since there was no way to hang it back in the air, he lay the little creature gently alongside Seshla.

Zluty looked into the darkness ahead, wondering where the water was carrying them. The current was less powerful than in the canals that fed into the lake, but Feather was still moving along. Zluty dipped the shining tip of his staff into the water and saw the gleam of metal workings moving slowly. This meant that while the water might have some reason for being divided into channels under the enormous metal device, that was not its only purpose.

Feather glided on until Zluty saw they were approaching the other side of the cavern, where there was a pale curve of shore studded with black boulders. Closer he saw that the boulders were actually stone shapes of many different creatures arranged in neat rows that reminded him of the rows of devices laid out at the foot of the mountains by the he Monks. The slow current ran to the shore, but at the last moment, curved away to the West. Zluty noticed a stream cutting across the pale shore near the cavern wall, and paddled hard to get the little vessel into its mouth. It sailed a little way then crunched to a halt in the shallow stream. After a glance at Seshla and the sleeping flyer, Zluty climbed out onto the pale beach and walked to the nearest carved stone. His heart was beating very fast with a strange thought.

When he was close enough for the light from his staff to illuminate the boulder, his fur fluffed because, as he had begun to suspect, the forms on the shore were not carvings of creatures, but actual creatures, lying still and silent upon the sand.

He lay a hand on the nearest, a fat, tail-less beast with short legs lying curled on its side. Like Seshla and the leather-winged flyer, it neither breathed nor had a heartbeat but nor was it dead. Zluty moved among the other creatures lying on the pale beach, checking them. There were many diggers as well as all kinds of small creatures he had never seen before. All were alive.

Were they all victims of the enormous device like Seshla? But if so, then who had laid them out in rows? They must not be affected by the device. If the underlings had been sent to fix it, as Seshla thought, the Makers might have armoured them against the power of the device to make them sleep. But what of Redwing’s people, hanging frozen in flight? They had not been sent through the sky crack and had no Maker metal in them. And if the device affected anything that came close, whether or not they had Maker metal, why hadn’t he fallen asleep?

Zluty shook his head. There was no time to seek answers to his questions. He had to get Seshla back to the ice cavern. Once she was away from the metal device, she might just wake, but otherwise, he would have to get her into Goldsong and try to figure out how to return to the Nightbeast. She would be able to carry her rider to the Hidden Place where they could take care of her. He could then continue his search for the diggers.

He went back to where he had left Feather and saw that, without his weight, she had been carried further along the stream towards the cavern wall. When he reached it, he realised the stream flowed through yet another tunnel.

He dithered for a moment, then he shouldered his pack, donned his cloak and took up his staff. He would just go through the tunnel and see what was at the other end. There was a ledge on one side of the stream where he could walk and he entered the tunnel, stooping a little because the roof was low. He had only gone a few steps along it when he could see the other end. There was a reddish light showing and his heart began to beat very fast. He was convinced he was about to find the underlings’ settlement. Approaching the end of the tunnel, he hesitated and listened, but though he could still hear the muffled whine from the device in the cavern behind him, he could hear nothing ahead.

Taking a deep breath, Zluty stepped out of the tunnel, and was blinded by a sudden flare of white light shone directly into his eyes, blinding him. Then something struck him hard on the side of the head, and darkness rushed in to fill him.
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‘I cannot find Vesh anywhere,’ Finnla told Bily worriedly, when she returned to her hut.

Bily took the basket of food she had brought for the farewell feast as she hung her cloak on a hook by the door.

‘His mother says he went out with some of the other younglings last night but none remembers seeing him afterwards,’ the she Monk went on.

‘Maybe he will refuse to be emptied,’ Bily said.

Finnla shook her head seriously. ‘No he Monk would do that, knowing the rest of us would be punished.’


Bily had a thought. ‘Maybe he is in my hut, waiting with Zest! I will go and see.’

‘I didn’t look there because I thought you had gone there after the temple,’ Finnla admitted. ‘Better take the food. I must prepare the memory dust for the Broken Prince.’

There was an icy mist shrouding the village but it did not take Bily long to reach his hut after they parted ways. Inside, he groped for the little everlight lantern on the hook by the entrance and felt a rush of relief when it glowed softly to life. Zest was lying coiled asleep on his pillow. Bily looked around eagerly, but there was no sign of Vesh, and when he turned back to the monkling, she was awake and sitting up, blinking her enormous eyes at him.

He crossed to kneel down by his mattress, so they were eye to eye. Gentling his mind, he asked, ‘Where is Vesh?’

A picture came to him of the youngling crawling into his hut, setting Zest down on the mattress, kissing her head and bidding her wait for Bily. He was amazed, but he asked, ‘Do you know where Vesh went?’

Zest sent a little rush of anxiety, which startled Bily very much, but he could learn no more than that Vesh had gone and had not returned. He could not imagine why the youngling would leave Zest, when they had so little time left together. Had Vesh hoped that the monkling would begin to bond with Bily, before he must bid the little creature a final farewell? Certainly this was the first time any monkling had communicated with Bily using pictures and feelings.

He held out his hands and Zest came without hesitation. Bily lifted the little creature up to his face. ‘Do you know where he went, Zest?’ he asked aloud and with his mind.

This time, the picture that flashed into his mind was of a smoky flame-lit grotto. It was the forge but why would Vesh go there? He tried to set the monkling down on the mattress again, but she ran nimbly up his arm to press herself to his throat, winding her tail around his neck like a furry muffler.

‘All right, let’s both go talk to Tulk,’ Bily said, pulling on the cloak he had thrown off upon entering the hut, so that it gently enveloped the monkling.

 


Zluty opened his eyes to discover that he was trussed up tightly. It was very dark save for a reddish glow that let him see he was being carried along in the bottom of what he first thought was Feather, but it was too small and deep. It was shallow at the edges, so he lifted his head to try to see who was carrying him, but it hurt so much that he thought he was going to be sick. He lay back down very carefully, wishing bitterly and uselessly that he had turned back as soon as Seshla had fallen unconscious, rather than going on to see just one more cavern. As ever, despite his promises to himself, he had let curiosity weigh against caution.

After his head stopped spinning, he bent his chin towards his chest and looked down towards his feet. His heart gave a hard bump against his ribs, for perched on the edge of the vessel were a row of the same little creatures he had last seen running away with Semmel and Flugal.

Underlings.

Not a sound had passed his lips, but they suddenly turned as one to look at him, their eyes the fierce red he remembered, circled by black fur, dark ear tips pricked alertly, banded tails rearing up behind them like striped snakes.


One leapt onto his foot and ran lightly up to his chest to glare into his face. It rapped his chest fiercely with the foot of the tiny staff it carried. This close, he could see that the glow at the tip was not red skystone, but a piece of polished greenish-gold metal.

‘Where am I?’ he wondered aloud. His words startled the underlings and another two leapt down from the edge of the pan-like vessel, and came running to join the first. They regarded him intently for a moment, then began twitching their ears and tails in a complex pattern of signalling.

Like the monklings, the underlings did not seem to speak. Their gestures reminded Zluty of the gesture part of digger talk, but he did not recognise any words in the movements of the underlings. They moved around his head. Zluty felt them touching his ears delicately and cringed, afraid they might decide to poke something into them. Then he felt them pulling at the metal, tracing to see where it went inside his head. He wondered if they could tell that it was not bound to the metal inside him, which was not Maker metal. And how could it not be Maker metal, he wondered, if a Maker had sent him and Bily through the sky crack?
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A long loud gutteral groaning call made the underlings freeze. The noise went on so long it must be made by some device. Without warning, several other underlings leapt down and they lifted him up between them and passed him over the edge of the the vessel to four big underlings.

Despite being hit on the head and tied up, Zluty realised he was not afraid of the little creatures that had taken him captive. They smelled of a fierce wariness, as if they were worried he might be dangerous. He did not think he could smell of danger to them, though perhaps that was not something you could ever know about yourself.

His fear was all for Seshla, whom he had left behind.


A great hairy red face appeared. Zluty managed not to scream, though the enormous creature stared down at him from eyes as big as pools in which he could see his own frightened self trussed up. It took him a moment to see that, under the paint and feathers and queer bits of metal it wore as decorations, the huge creature was a giant he Monk, or something very like a Monk, with its wild orange fur and almost colourless eyes. Belatedly he noticed a group of tiny underlings riding on its shoulder, peering down at him. Younglings?

‘What kind of thing are you?’ the enormous he Monk said, in a booming voice.

Zluty felt a rush of relief at the knowledge that he could be understood. ‘I am Zluty,’ he said.

The huge Monk’s eyes widened. ‘I have never met a Zluty before.’

‘I am not a Zluty,’ Zluty said. ‘Zluty is my name. Will you untie me and tell me your name?’

‘Oh, I can’t untie you,’ he said, sounding shocked. ‘The little ones would not like that. They are very fierce when they are annoyed. But my name is Golt.’

His face was nice, Zluty decided, but there was something not quite right about his eyes. ‘Why did they hit me on the head and tie me up?’

‘Because you were not stopped by the Sonic,’ said Golt.

Zluty guessed he meant the enormous metal device in the other cavern. He choked back the thousand questions that rose to his mind, reminding himself that the only thing that mattered was getting free and taking Seshla back to the Hidden Place before the tithe. He asked, ‘What happens to those stopped by the Sonic?’

‘Nothing,’ said Golt. ‘The little ones do not take the sleepers from it, for it feeds on their dreams. They say the Sonic did not stop you because you have no dreams in you. Why did you come under the mountain?’

‘I came to find my friends. Your little ones captured them at the beginning of the Longful Night.’

‘Many come under the mountain, but few go out . . .’ Golt said dreamily. He glanced suddenly behind him and gave a violent grimace.

‘My friends didn’t come here,’ Zluty said firmly. ‘We were taking shelter in a crevice because of a blizzard and your friends stole them away.’

The big Monk frowned. ‘Maybe your friends wanted to come under the mountain, where they can be safe from the Makers.’

That startled Zluty, for it seemed to mean the underlings were hiding from the Makers. But it did not explain why they had captured the diggers. He said, ‘They were tied up and they called out to me for help, only I was too big to follow.’

‘Ha,’ said the he Monk obscurely, and reached down to pluck Zluty up into his arms.

The Monk was carrying him with his face pushed against his chest and Zluty wriggled furiously until he could see out.

‘You are a fiery little fellow, aren’t you?’ Golt chuckled.

The big Monk was carrying him along the edge of a stony trench cut into the floor of the cavern, the underlings now running ahead. There were other trenches like the ones he and Seshla had sailed along in the other cavern. Something was digging into his back and he realised he had been trussed up with his pack on his back.

Golt looked up, and Zluty followed his gaze and saw a familiar lumpen shape rising up on two thick pillars. For one moment, he thought they had somehow circled back to the cavern of the Sonic. Then he saw that it was not the metal device looming ahead, but a sort of stone island on two thick stony legs. Lights glimmered all over the mounded top of the form and Zluty decided this must be the underlings’ settlement. That it looked so much like the Sonic in shape made him think the underlings must revere the huge battered device, despite what Golt had said about them hiding from its Makers. Perhaps they revered the machine but not the Makers.


[image: image]


Golt brought him under the settlement where, just like the Sonic device, there was a round pool of black water. All of the trenches emptied themselves constantly into it, but the water in the pool did not overflow, because a single wide trench ran away from it into the darkness on the other side of the settlement, carrying the water on.

Golt had stopped by the round pool and was now looking up. When Zluty followed his gaze, he saw that there was a round opening in the stone platform held up by the two pillars. As he watched, a flat board descended from the opening on four thick strands. It was very like the elevating device the he Monks had built, East of the mountains. It settled over the pool, resting firmly on raised bumps around its rim. Golt stepped onto it and squatted down in the middle, carrying Zluty. The underlings crowded on around him, then the board rose.

Trying to distract himself from the sick dizziness he felt on being lifted straight up so swiftly, Zluty asked, ‘Why did the underlings make the water run along the trenches?’

Golt looked down at him with his strange pale eyes that did not quite look at you properly. ‘The water feeds the Sonic and the Maker machines,’ he said.
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The board stopped level with the stony platform and Zluty saw that the underling settlement was not a single mound like Stonehill, but many mounds built around the edge of the stone platform, linked by many bridges and walkways.

As Golt stepped off the board, the groaning call sounded again. Hundreds of underlings began to pour from openings at the base of the many mounds to gather in the open space alongside the hole where Golt stood. Zluty had a sudden clear and lovely memory of Bily standing at the end of the little jetty at the end of the ice tunnel, waving goodbye, and despair welled in his heart at the thought that he might never see his brother again. He fought it down.

‘I have to get Seshla back before the tithe,’ he muttered.

‘What was that, Zluty?’ Golt asked, setting Zluty on his feet in front of the vast hoard of underlings. One darted forward with a knife, and Zluty felt himself go cold with fear, but it simply sliced through a strand of his bindings. Even as the rope coils loosened, Golt lowered a big metal claw over him, pulling the chain at the top so the tips of the claws closed around and under him to form a circular cage. Stepping hastily up onto the metal claws, Zluty overbalanced and sat down hard on his tail.

Golt lifted the cage by its chain and Zluty shivered to find hundreds of underlings in the clearing staring up at him. Beyond them, he noticed one little group of underlings swarming over something that looked like a giant reed pipe that opened out into a bell shape at one end. Even as Zluty guessed this was the source of the groaning sound, it stopped and the device began to make a new sound, a low insistent booming. The underlings began to stamp their feet in a rhythm that wove itself around the booming sound. Golt swayed in time to the clapping, the claw cage swinging slightly in his grasp. There were no words, but because Zluty made music, he could hear that the song was about belonging and working together. It grew more complicated when some underlings broke into slightly different rhythms, then a high sharp note entered the song, souring it.

It was being made by a group of underlings who had moved away from the rest and were sitting on their haunches, clapping the stamped rhythm and whistling a high strange note. Wincing at the spoiled sound they were making, Zluty recognised it as the same noise being given off by the huge device in the other cavern. He listened intently and thought the song was saying there was something wrong with the Sonic, but he could also feel that it concerned him. Most likely the underlings were using the music to talk about why the device had not put him to sleep. He wondered that, too. But he did not believe the Sonic fed on dreams, because he had dreams. Had not a dream memory brought him here?


He concentrated on the music, realising it was trying to absorb the difficult sour note, which was stubbornly resisting. The rhythm changed, as several of the underlings began to make a new noise; a keening whistle that went higher and higher, until it dominated the clapping and stamping and wrapped itself around the sour whistling note. At last the note was encompassed and the song softened and sweeetened.

Zluty did not know what it meant, but when the song ended, the underlings again looked up at him.

Hoping he was not making a mistake, Zluty said, ‘Will you tell them I fear the Makers?’

‘There are many who serve the Makers that do not love them,’ Golt said. ‘The little ones sing that the Sonic could not put you to sleep because it is sick. One of them wants to empty your head and send you to the Velvet City.’

Zluty swallowed hard, and in that moment, an idea came to him. ‘What if I could heal the Sonic?’

Golt frowned. ‘Some underlings say that it called you for that reason. It is said that when the song of the Sonic is made right, the little ones will be free to go into the light.’


‘The underlings are bound to the Sonic?’ Zluty asked.

Golt blinked at him, not seeming to understand.

Zluty asked, ‘What happens to the underlings if they get close to the Sonic?’

‘Everything stops when it gets close to the Great Sonic, except you.’ His glanced at the crowd of underlings, which had broken up and was flowing back towards the openings at the base of the surrounding mounds. The group at the song machine made some gestures to Golt and then departed, too. He carried Zluty’s claw cage to the edge of the round opening in the stone platform. For one horrible moment, Zluty thought he was to be thrown into the opening. But Golt only set the cage on a stone plinth with a dip at the centre, right at the edge of the hole. The bottom of the egg-shaped cage fit perfectly in the dip, only tilting ever so slightly towards the abyss. Zluty saw at once that there was no way the claw mechanism could be opened without the cage falling off.

He was trapped.

‘It is quite safe so long as you don’t move around too much,’ Golt said. ‘I must eat now.’

The enormous he Monk moved on all fours across the open space in his strangely graceful lumber, before vanishing into a dark gap between two mounds. Zluty supposed he had a nest or a cave he used as his house and wondered how Golt had got under the mountain in the first place. He would not fit through any of the tunnels. Perhaps he came under the mountain as a youngling, or maybe there were other wider tunnels leading outside.
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Zluty slipped off his pack, balled up his cloak and and sat down on it glumly, wishing again, uselessly, that he had turned back as soon as Seshla was afflicted.

‘Oh Zluty, what a fool you are,’ he told himself.

 

Bily was wakened from a deep, troubled sleep by Finnla. He could hear the shriek of the ice blizzard as he opened his eyes and sat up. Wisp was sniffing at Zest, still curled asleep on his pillow.

‘Let him sleep.’ Bily slipped carefully out of his bedding, saying to Finnla, ‘No sign of Vesh?’

Finnla shook her head. ‘I think he must be hiding until it is time. One can never know how a Monk will react to being chosen.’

Bily asked why she had come.

‘The Changebringer asked me to let you know that I am to harvest his memories tonight, so his head can be emptied in the morning,’ Finnla said.

‘Why so soon, when we can’t leave for the Velvet City until after tithe?’ Bily protested, dismayed.

‘The Changebringer dreamed that his grandfather is ill,’ Finnla said. ‘He said it was a true dream and that he must get to the Velvet City as soon as may be, lest another be appointed successor in his absence.’
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Bily’s heart began to beat very fast. ‘But Zluty is not back, and what of the Makers’ Eye?’


‘It has not opened yet,’ Finnla said. ‘As for Zluty, the Great One has returned alone from the mainland. She says Zluty and Seshla went under the mountains and vanished.’

‘I would know if anything had happened to Zluty,’ Bily cried.

Finnla lay a gentle hand on his shoulder, ‘Bily, the link between first rider and the Great One is very deep. The Great One would not leave Seshla unless the link was severed.’ She hesitated, then went on. ‘Yet it may be that Zluty lives, for the Changebringer has asked the Great One to carry him to the Velvet City. He says Zluty must follow with his memory scents when he returns.’

Bily nodded slowly. ‘I will need to find out everything Zluty must know to get into the Velvet City and restore the Monster’s memories before his mind is emptied.’

‘That is why I came. Go there soon, for he will be tired after the memory dance,’ Finnla said.

Bily watched her depart, thinking hard about what he needed to do before the Monster’s departure.
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Another blizzard had begun to rage overhead by the time Bily mounted the steps to the Makers’ Temple. He looked up at the lowering sky only to find it veiled in a thick mist that swirled in the high gusts of icy air swooping over the frozen peaks.

‘Where have you been?’ Finnla asked, when he was ushered into the Monster’s chamber by one of the Monks. She was sweeping memory dust from the flat pan atop a brazier into a fat pouch, light glancing off the beads and metal balls in her long fur as she worked.

‘I’m sorry I missed the dance but I had some things I had to do,’ Bily told her. He went to the Monster, lying on his mattress, yellow eyes alert.

‘The memory dancer told you about my grandfather being ill?’ the Monster asked in his deep velvety voice.

‘She said the Nightbeast is to take you to the Velvet City,’ Bily said.

The Monster heaved a sigh. ‘I wish I could have waited for Zluty, so that we could go together as we planned, but I must get to the city as soon as I can now.’

‘When will you leave?’ Bily asked.

‘Tomorrow morning,’ the Monster said. ‘The weather devices tell that this is the last blizzard before the end of the Longful Night and I must leave the Hidden Place while it is still blustering to avoid being seen by the Makers’ Eye.’ He broke off to yawn deeply and widely.

Bily reached out to stroke his dense creamy fur. ‘Sleep, dear one. I will be here when you wake and we can talk then,’ he said.

‘I have asked them not to wake me before the emptying,’ the Monster said gravely.


Bily swallowed hard. ‘Very well, but you must stay awake now long enough to tell me everything Zluty needs to know to find you and restore your memories.’

The Monster uttered a soft, throaty laugh. ‘I am glad you do not despair for your brother. I think there is nothing in the world that could stop Zluty from finding you. I have never smelled anything in my life as strong and lovely as the bond of love between you. It strengthens my hope that I can end the tithe and thwart the Makers.’

‘Tell me of the Velvet City,’ Bily prompted.

The Monster shifted to sit up a little and Bily was elated, for he was clearly stronger than he had been when they first came to the Hidden Place.

‘The city has a pattern,’ he said. ‘Knowing part, you know the whole. The Makers’ Temple is at the centre. It is where the most important Maker Machines are kept, including the Sonic Disruptor, which will be used to open the skyrift when it is ready.’

Bily stared at him, ‘You never spoke of this machine before.’

‘It was built before I was born and it never worked. My grandfather told me it was not strong enough to reach the skyrift. There was always something being done to make it stronger but it was never strong enough. I thought of it as an ancient failed experiment. But in my seer dream, my grandfather was telling my mother that the Sonic Disruptor could be used at last, because whatever had been blocking the skyrift had vanished.’

‘Then it is too late?’ Bily asked, aghast. ‘The Makers will come?’

‘It was a seer dream, which means that what I saw has yet to happen,’ the Monster soothed. ‘Given how weak my grandfather was in the dream, he would be unable to operate the Sonic Disrupter, so his successor will have to be crowned before it can be done. Right now, that is me, but if I am not in the Velvet City when this happens, the Houses will insist upon the choosing of another Prime candidate.’

Bily nodded, deeply shaken to hear that the means of opening the sky crack existed, and would soon be able to be used.

‘Very well, so hear me,’ the Monster said in such a formal way that Bily suspected it was a way of beginning stories in the Velvet City. ‘The road from the Northern bridge leads directly to the Makers’ Temple. But Zluty need not go there. I will be taken to my family house, which lies East of the Makers’ Temple and close to the mountains. Zluty will be able to find it because each family has its own coloured sigil. The colour of my house is green.’

‘Is the Northern bridge the only way into the city?’ Bily asked, already feeling bewildered, but struggling not to show it.

‘There are many bridges in the Velvet City for three different rivers run from the mountains, two bracketing the city and one that runs through it and separates into many strands. But the road Zluty wants runs directly from the Northern bridge and as I said, leads straight to the Makers’ Temple. It is called the Path of the Sun. Zluty must go along it to the second path that runs towards the Mountains . . .’ He went on, describing the city and the route Zluty was to take, and Bily listened intently, trying to fix it all in his mind.

‘One thing Zuty must remember,’ the Monster said wearily, when he had finished describing the Listener settlement. ‘In the Velvet City all creatures save Listeners are slaves. Zluty will be able to pass as a slave because of the metal on his head, but he must take care to always move as if he has been given orders and is obeying them.’

He yawned again, baring his wide sharp teeth, then went on in his dark, furry voice. ‘If he stops and looks confused, it will immediately draw attention. Listeners see slaves as things to be used. They care no more for them than for their metal devices. That is how the Makers feel about the creatures they send through the sky crack, and it is an irony that my people have always striven to behave with the same coldness, never knowing they are victims, too.’

‘I am sure they will be kinder once they know the truth,’ Bily said.

‘I wonder,’ said the Monster. ‘I did not know the truth but it always troubled me that a slave was beaten or killed. I tried to be as cold as my mother, as harsh as my grandfather, for I had been taught that the Makers value ruthlessness, and I knew that I lacked this quality. Worse, I felt pity for the slaves. I suppressed these feelings but they were the main reason I had no wish to become Prime. I think my grandfather guessed. His treatment of me was always harsh so as to scour weakness from me. I cannot tell you the things I did to appease him. Until the time came for me to undertake preparations that would fit me to become the Prime. It meant the Makers would look into my mind and see the truth of me, so I fled the city. To think, I told myself. Then the stone storm came.’

There were so many things Bily wanted to say, but he saw how weary the Monster was and asked, ‘How will Zluty get into your house once he finds it?’

The Monster blinked and yawned, then said, ‘He must have a green cloth to tie about his upper arm and a white cloth to replace it if he needs to hide. The slaves that wear white are city slaves whose minds are bound so tight they can exert no will of their own. They are all but invisible to the Listeners. House slaves have more will so as to better serve their masters, but they are also more noticeable. As to how you will get into the house, Zluty should gather flowers before entering the city. My mother has them fetched in often, so a green slave with flowers will not excite attention.’

‘Then what?’ The Monster’s eyes had drooped shut. ‘Monster,’ Bily said sharply.

The Monster opened his eyes with visible effort, and said in a voice slurred with weariness, ‘You must ask for . . . Bester. When you are alone with her, tell her everything. She will . . . help you.’ He yawned again. Then he said, ‘I am sorry, Bily, but I cannot stay awake any longer.’

Bily kissed his head. ‘Sleep, then. I will stay with you.’
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The Monster stretched out a paw to encircle Bily. ‘From you I learned the strength that is compassion and the power that is kindness. Whatever happens, know that I have loved you. If Zluty cannot restore me, go on with him and build your cottage in the bellflowers. Be happy.’

Bily wanted to say that the dream of a cottage in the Vale of Bellflowers could never come true, so long as the Makers were trying to get through the sky crack. But he only stroked the Monster’s head until he slept deeply.

 

Zluty woke with a start at the touch of a little cold hand. Vesh was staring through the bars of the egg cage at him and for a moment Zluty thought he was dreaming. Then he became wider awake and pressed himself to the side of the cage. ‘How can you be here?’ he whispered.

‘I don’t know where here is,’ Vesh said. He was shivering so hard his teeth were chattering. ‘I stowed away in the locker seat on Feather. I just wanted to go beyond the Hidden Place once before I was emptied and I knew Seshla had to be back for the muster. Since I was to be last emptied, I thought it would not matter. Then there was a great bang and I must have fainted for when I woke, Feather was lying flat. I came out of the locker and you and Seshla were gone. Feather had run aground in a shallow stream in a tunnel. I crept the rest of the way through the tunnel into this cavern, because I could smell your scent. I followed the scents that had been with yours, until I saw the lights of the underlings’ settlement. I came here, then I smelled you, so I climbed up.’
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‘Climbed up,’ Zluty echoed incredulously, thinking that Vesh must have been knocked out when Goldsong dropped into the hot river on the other side of the walls. The stream must have washed Feather far enough into the tunnel to get free of him from the Sonic. But what had happened to Seshla? Zluty shook his head. ‘Vesh, this is the underlings’ settlement and I need you to help me out of this cage so we can get away. We just must get it off this stone plinth then it will open easily.’

Vesh moved around the plinth, grasped the cage and pulled it towards him enthusiastically, but he did not have the strength to tip it all the way forward. It rocked back and teetered terrifyingly on the edge of the abyss before again settling into its niche.

‘I’m sorry,’ Vesh gasped.

‘We need something to tie onto the bars to make sure the cage doesn’t tip back,’ Zluty said, his heart still hammering with fright. ‘I was tied up before they put me in here and I think the rope fell just over there. Don’t let yourself be seen,’ he hissed, as Vesh darted away.

Vesh vanished in the darkness and Zluty waited impatiently and then with growing apprehension. More time passed and he cursed himself for not simply persisting in getting Vesh to pull the cage from its perch. And where was Seshla? The most likely thing was that she had woken like Vesh. If she had gone back into the Sonic chamber, she would simply have fallen asleep again. And what of the little flying creature? Was it possible that it had woken and flown away, freed from the Sonic?

A little line of underlings emerged from one of the mounds and Zluty’s heart sank, for there was no sign of Vesh. The column marched across the open stone plateau towards the opening in the stone platform. When they were closer, he saw that all were diggers save two underlings marching with them. The diggers had metal rings about their necks but no head metal. Zluty shouted out with his mind to them but they merely marched onto the elevating board and stood waiting until it descended.

After a little, another group emerged from the same mound. This time there were several other small creatures besides diggers. Zluty again called with his mind when they came close. One of the diggers looked up. Instantly, an underling reached out a staff. The red stone fixed at the tip did not touch the digger but she screamed and Zluty saw a little curl of smoke coming from her pelt. The elevating board rose and the hurt digger was herded onto it along with the others. They descended out of sight and, once again, the settlement was silent.
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Shuddering at the underlings’ viciousness, Zluty wondered where they were taking the slaves. Three more groups emerged and went down on the escalating board, but he made no attempt to speak to them. Then at last, he heard Vesh whispering his name. He peered through the metal claws at the youngling with relief.

‘Wherever have you been? I thought you had been captured.’

‘I couldn’t find rope but I found some cloth and braided it,’ he said. ‘The diggers –’

‘Don’t talk,’ Zluty said urgently. ‘Get me out of here before anyone comes.’

Vesh tied the end of the cloth rope around the bars, but to Zluty’s despair, the material was thin and tore at once. Vesh said, ‘Zluty, I found a big chamber where digger slaves are held captive here. Your friends were not with them. A she digger told me they might be mine slaves but . . .’

‘What is a mine?’ Zluty interrupted urgently.

‘The she digger said it is a tunnel into the ground,’ Vesh said. ‘The mine slaves dig into the sides of it for a metal the underlings need. The mine slaves are kept in pens close by because the metal makes them sick and the underlings don’t want them to make the other slaves sick.’

‘Sick?’ Zluty echoed, puzzled about a metal that caused a sickness that could be passed on to other slaves. ‘What do the other slaves do?’

Vesh shrugged. ‘The she digger said their work is to repair the metal devices under the water.’

‘How can a digger have told you all this if she is a slave?’ Zluty asked, thinking of the pitiful mindlessness of the digger slaves in Stonehill.

‘Their minds are not enslaved,’ Vesh said, understanding what he was asking. ‘They wear metal around their neck that let the underlings hurt them if they disobey. The underlings need them to be smart enough to follow instructions. The mine workers’ minds are bound because their work is simple. But I was trying to tell you, the cleverest diggers are taken to The Tower where they serve the Sonic Machine and put the Maker pattern into the metal they get from the mines and send to the Velvet City. Didn’t you say your digger friends were very clever?’

‘I have to get out of here,’ Zluty said.

‘I will find strong rope,’ Vesh declared, and bounded away. Zluty would have cried out to him to come back, but he saw Golt coming across the settlement.

‘Have the underlings decided what to do about me?’ he asked, when the big he Monk squatted beside the plinth.

‘They are still arguing,’ Golt said, pushing a ball of what looked like bread through the metal claws. ‘Some still want to put you into the Whitewash,’ he added.

‘What is that?’ Zluty asked. He was so hungry that in spite of his anxiety he bit into the bread, which was filled with a delicious salty creamy stuff.

Golt rocked back on his heels and gave a strange gasping gurgle that Zluty thought was some sort of attack, until he realised the Monk was laughing! ‘You ask so many questions they ought to put you with the clever ones,’ he said.

Zluty’s ears pricked up. ‘Where would I live if I were with the clever ones?’ he asked.

Golt pointed to a narrow mound on the other side of the settlement. ‘In the Tower,’ he said.

‘What is the Whitewash?’ Zluty asked again.

Golt frowned. ‘It is the river that carries the pattern plates to the Listeners’ city. The little ones worry that the Makers sent you to find them. They fear the Listeners will send searchers if you vanish under the mountains. But if you are emptied and sent to the Velvet City, no one will search for you.’

Zluty was puzzled. ‘If the little ones don’t want the Makers to know they are here, why do they send metal?’

‘Machines used to get the metal and send the plates. But they broke so the little ones do what they did, using slaves, to stop the Makers to sending someone to fix the machines,’ Golt said.

Zuty was still confused, but he pushed his questions aside and said, ‘Well, you had better tell the little ones never mind the Makers; the Sonic will be very angry with them, because I can’t go to it when it is calling me.’

Golt’s eyes widened. ‘The Sonic . . . calls to you?’

‘Yes. It told me that it brought me here to . . . fix its song.’ This didn’t make much sense, given that he had told Golt he was searching for his friends, but the he Monk rose.

‘If the Sonic wants the Zluty, it must have the Zluty.’

Zluty had expected Golt to go away to talk to some underlings, whereupon Vesh would be free to get him out of the cage. Instead, the big he Monk went to the song pipe and pulled a lever. It uttered its long groaning summons and, once again, underlings began to pour from the mounds.

‘What have I done now?’ Zluty whispered.
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Bily forced himself to eat some of the same porridge he had made for Zluty. This was the first true journey he would make of his own free will and it must begin properly. Despite everything, he felt excited in rather a sickening way. When he had finished, he washed his bowl as quietly as he could only to find Zest awake and staring at him accusingly.

‘Zest come.’

Bily gaped, for he had never heard the monkling’s voice in his mind before.


He went to his mattress and sat down. Finnla had agreed to take care of the monkling when he had gone to get the Monster’s memory scent pouch from her, telling her he meant go with the Nightbeast and the Monster to the Velvet City. Bily realised with shame that he had been thinking of Zest as a youngling but she was full grown and had the right to make her own choices. Especially given the mysterious disappearance of Vesh.

Reading his mind, Zest simply leapt from the bed to his shoulder.

Bily sighed and went to push the precious pouch containing the Monster’s memory scents inside a pocket in his pack, and took up Zluty’s old staff. He gazed around the hut one last time, bidding it a silent farewell, then he went resolutely out into the icy dark.
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When he heaved the pack onto his back and donned his cape, Zest shifted lightly here and there to accommodate his movements. The pack was so big and heavy that he almost staggered when he set off. He had taken too much but he had only to carry the pack as far as the Long Pool where the Nightbeast waited.

Once he got outside the settlement, it was a good deal colder and he was glad of the little ball of warmth at his throat that was Zest. There was wind now, too. Gusts of the dying blizzard flowed down from the top of the ice peaks and shoved him this way and then that. Awkward with the weight of the pack, he almost fell a number of times, then he saw the expedition of Monks taking the Monster to the Long Pool, cloaked and bending their heads against the wind.

‘Greetings, Bily,’ said a voice in his mind, and Tulk was beside him, reaching out to pluck the pack from his back as if it weighed nothing.

In return, the Monk handed a small bag to Bily, who felt the spikiness of metal through the cloth as he pushed it into a pocket he had sewn into his cloak. Ishla came to his other side and took his arm. They soon caught up to the sled upon which the Monster lay, festooned with everlight lanterns and heaped with blankets. Bily was reminded of how defenceless he was, now that his mind had been emptied. If they took too long to reach the Velvet City he would die of hunger or thirst because he had no metal egg to protect him.

The Nightbeast was waiting when they reached the Long Pool, all but invisible against the coldwhite-blanketed ground. She stretched herself out flat so the Monster could be laid across her back and lightly bound in a cocoon of blankets. Bily’s pack and other things were put in a sack and lashed under the Nightbeast’s chest, using the same ropes that held the Monster in place. Finnla appeared, panting hard.

‘I have a gift. It is not finished for I meant to give it to you when you left on Goldsong after the tithe.’ She presented Bily with the mate of the shirt she had made Zluty from little hot bulbs, only it lacked sleeves. As soon as Finnla helped him on with it, Bily felt it warming him.

Zest had shifted to Finnla’s shoulder while he was putting the vest on, and she passed the little creature back to him. Wisp chittered farewell to her and Bily was startled to find he understood her perfectly now. As Finnla fussed over the ropes around the Monster, Bily took the moment to open the bag Tulk had given him and admire the metal shape he had created, which would allow Bily to pass for a mind-bound slave in the Velvet City.

‘It is time, Softling,’ said the Nightbeast, inside his mind.

Ishla patted him and bade him travel well. Bily hugged him and then so did Finnla, who said, ‘Oh Bily, I can hardly believe you are going. You have been like a little brave fire that I could always find to warm me. I am so glad we had this Longful Night to get to know one another and I wish with all my heart that we might meet again, and that someday, I can visit your makeplace in your cottage of Bellflowers.’

Bily hugged her one more time, then Ishla helped him onto the Nightbeast’s broad back. Tulk adjusted the Monster so that Bily could lean against its belly, and Bily thanked him for making the shape he had requested.

‘It was my honour to help you, Softling,’ the he Monk said gruffly. Then he leaned close and whispered. ‘Do not fear for Finnla. I will not let her offer herself to be punished to save the others, if Seshla does not return. I will offer myself.’

Bily stared at him with pity and horror, not daring to ask what that would mean. A sudden passion of outrage shook him and he caught the Monk’s scarred hand and said fiercely, ‘Enough Monks have sacrificed themselves to the Makers. Why don’t you just tell them some terrible creature came from the sea and ate Seshla, if she does not return? The Makers won’t know any better.’
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Tulk’s smoky eyes widened but the Nightbeast stirred and perhaps she spoke, for he leapt to the ground and she rose to her feet. Casting her eyes over the Monks, she uttered a low purring growl that seemed at once a warning and a farewell. Then she turned with a swish of her long tail and padded around the Long Pool towards the gap between the ice peaks.

The air turned frigid when they entered the pass. Glad of his hot vest, Bily turned back to catch one last glimpse of Finnla, and Ishla and Tulk, and the other monks that had come to farewell them. Then the Nightbeast gathered herself and broke into a loping run that carried them swiftly beyond the pass onto the narrow spit that was the endmost tip of the Hidden Place. As she bounded into the teeth of a wind, it grew savagely cold. Fortunately, the blizzard was fading, so there were only a few ice flecks and coldwhites in the wind, but still, Bily pushed his hands deep into the Nightbeast’s mane and lay his face down. It was not until the Nightbeast leapt from the spit onto the ice that covered the sea that he looked up again and saw the black passage of water she swam in regularly all through the Longful Night to keep it from freezing. Bily knew from Finnla that the she Monks would sail in a multitude of little vessels along this to the mainland for the tithe muster. But for now, the Nightbeast glided over the thick ice alongside the black stream. It was so cold their breaths came out in puffs of cloud and Bily worried about the Monster.

‘The Broken Prince is so deeply asleep that it will take time before cold or hunger or thirst reach him,’ the Nightbeast said, inside his mind.

Bily was relieved. He envied Zest, who had wriggled under his hot vest. Although his chest and back and shoulders were warm, his face and hands stung with the fierce cold. It was impossible to imagine he would soon be bathed in sunlight and surrounded by green and growing things, and yet the Nightbeast had told him as much when he had gone to ask if she could take him as well as the Monster. The knowledge that he was moving towards the sunlight and a world of growing plants and flowers ached his heart as much as it pleased him, for with each step, he was leaving Zluty further behind. But he comforted himself with what the Monster had said about Zluty never letting anything keep them apart for long.

 

‘Why did they tie me up again?’ Zluty asked Golt, trying not to sound as frightened as he felt.

The he Monk patted his head. ‘The bindings are to protect you from the claws of the Crawler.’

‘A Crawler?’ Zluty asked.

‘It will carry you to the Sonic. The little ones will command it to cut you free, once it sets you down.’

Zluty was vexed. He had thought he would be free to walk alone into the Sonic cavern, since neither Golt nor the underlings could go there without being put to sleep. He had no idea how he was supposed to get up into the enormous metal device in the lake in the next cavern, let alone heal its song, but he never intended to meddle with it. He had meant to find Seshla, drag her into Feather and paddle as fast as he could back to the wall beyond which Goldsong lay. But the underlings had trussed him up. Still, if the Crawler cut him free on the pale shore where the sleepers lay, he could still escape as he had planned.

He would have Golt tell the underlings that he needed Feather to get over the water to the Sonic. He hoped Vesh would follow them to the Sonic cavern. Of course the moment he did that he would fall asleep, but Zluty could just lift him into the vessel, too.

He shook his head. He was getting in front of himself. First he must concentrate on what he could do. Which brought him to the flaw in his plan. The underlings would command the Crawler to make sure he didn’t escape.

‘Here it comes,’ Golt said.

Zluty turned to see what looked like a giant metal blackclaw crawling rapidly over the black plain towards him on its many legs. He had never seen a metal device made to look like something alive before. The metallic clicking of its feet on the stone stopped when it reached them, and Zluty heard the whirr of its workings as the little crowd of underlings that had come down to the cavern floor swarmed over it.

‘What are they doing?’ Zluty asked Golt.


‘They are telling its metal to take you to the Sonic and to keep your head above water.’

Zluty’s mouth went dry. If the Crawler was being told to take him directly to the Sonic, escape would be impossible because he would not have Feather. Unless he could get control of the Crawler. The Monks of Stonehill had told their machines what to do by means of levers and dials but he could see no levers or dials on the Crawler.

He noticed that the underlings were tapping at the gleaming shell of the Crawler. ‘Does it hear?’ he wondered.

Golt heard him and laughed. ‘Of course, for how else would it hear the Sonic sing its commands?’

He did not understand what the Sonic had to do with the Crawler, unless it had laid the sleepers out in its cavern. The more he thought of it the more likely it seemed and an idea came to him. ‘Golt, I won’t be able to do what the Sonic needs all by myself. I am too small. If only you could teach me how to talk to the Crawler, I could tell it what I need it to do.’

Golt knitted his hairy brow and lumbered across to the Crawler.

‘Zluty!’


Zluty froze at the hissed word then he turned his head to see Vesh peeping around the edge of the nearest stone pillar.

‘Vesh!’ he whispered, alarmed and relieved. ‘Listen. Go back and get into Feather. I am to be taken to the cavern beyond it. Once the Crawler carrying me returns to the settlement, follow me.’

‘What about Seshla?’

‘I hope she is lying asleep in the Sonic cavern. Once I am free of the Crawler, I will lift her into Feather and paddle all of us back to Goldsong. If she is not there, then you must go back with the Nightbeast lest your people be punished for your absence as well as hers, for the Longful Night is surely ending. I will stay and try to rescue the diggers and find Seshla.’ He noticed Golt returning, and hissed to Vesh to go.

‘The little ones are putting a device on the Crawler that will let them hear you. They will command the Crawler for you,’ Golt told him. ‘Say aloud what you want done.’
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Bily looked up in wonder at the vivid curtains of light the she Monks called the World’s Dream, his heart lifting. They had passed safely under the Makers’ Eye several hours before and now, the Longful Night had ended.

Bily had been very frightened when they rounded the metal altar with the tall Makers’ pole looming over it, but the eye had been closed. Soon after, the wind had dropped, the clouds cleared and the moon had shone bright for the first time in months. And now, here was the World’s Dream casting its strange lovely waves of light on the coldwhite-covered plain. Bily felt exposed in all that bare open space, where nothing moved but them and their moonshadows. Their own plain had been bare too, but there had been the shelter of the cottage and its garden. Here there was nowhere to hide and they would draw the eye of any watcher. Yet his fear was silly, for he and the Nightbeast were white, and the Monster swaddled in white blankets. Even their movement would be hidden by the swaying curtains of light overhead that made everything seem to move as if it were underwater.

Bily studied the World’s Dream, its undulating waves of colour flowing and coiling against the brightening sky, and thought how their movement reminding him of Finnla’s memory dance. The sky still shimmered with stars, but they were beginning to wink out as the sky grew brighter. Bily felt very small and unimportant under the vast sky that could hold both the undulating wonder of the World’s Dream but also the terrible sky crack. But most fearsome of all were the Makers. Yet he reminded himself that despite all of their ruthlessness and power, they had so far failed to come through the sky crack, and if the Monster could prevail in the Velvet City, perhaps they never would.

Disturbed by Bily’s movement, or his wonder, Zest emerged. Seeing the sky alight with waves of colour, she sent a burst of words and images to Bily that seemed to be saying the sky was singing. Did she mean she heard singing, or that the colours made her feel like singing, he wondered. It was a question, but she seemed mesmerised by the World’s Dream. Bily noticed colours shifting in the Nightbeast’s thick white pelt and wondered if her strange fur was trying to copy the colours of the World’s Dream.

The Nightbeast loped Westward until, looking back, Bily could no longer see the arc of ice peaks. The sun rose at last and although he was sad to see the World’s Dream fade, the pale golden sun was lovely. The Nightbeast turned South then, and they soon reached the beginning of the Northern road that would bring them to the Velvet City. It ran along the deep wedge of shade cast by the mountains, which seemed all the darker because of the pale blue sky arching overhead. The shadowed, coldwhite-covered ground seemed more blue than white, and there was no sign of anything green. To the South and East were only white mounds.

The Nightbeast did not go along the road, but travelled a little way West of it, weaving around the occasional low white mound that rose up in their way. She did not want to risk them being seen by the party of Listeners who would be, even now, travelling North along the road to collect the tithed monks.

‘The Listeners always do what they have done before,’ the Nightbeast told him. ‘We will pass them before we reach the Southern jungle. There is little cover until then, but I will smell the Listeners long before we see them and hide us.’

Bily asked the Nightbeast if they would pass the trail leading to the mountaintop. This had been their plan when they had left the digger settlement so long ago. ‘The Cloudbeast will think I have forgotten my promise to free it from the Makers’ pole,’ he sighed.

‘If it smelled your faithful heart, Softling, it will know you would never abandon it,’ the Nightbeast told him. Bily felt better, but resolved to go up to the mountains after he had done whatever he could in the Velvet City, and after he had found Zluty. If the Monster remained in the Velvet City, as it seemed he must for a time, it would salve Bily’s heart to have something to do.

‘I will take you to the mountains, when you are ready,’ said the Nightbeast.

Bily blinked at her words, and at how easily the enormous beast dipped into his thoughts. ‘Don’t the Monks need you?’

‘They need me to seem to patrol their borders, and I will do that often enough to satisfy the Maker devices,’ the Nightbeast said, now speaking aloud in her deep, rumble. ‘But you are my First Rider now. If you need me, call and I will hear, no matter how far away you go.’

Bily was somewhat aghast to find that in asking the Nightbeast to carry him to the Velvet City, he had somehow stolen her from the she Monks! But a tiny part of him thrilled to think there was now a link between him and this great, mysterious creature.

They travelled on and very soon night came again.

‘The days will grow longer, until the coming of the Endless Day,’ said the Nightbeast.


‘It was not like this on the plain,’ Bily said.

‘I have never been very far East of the mountains,’ the Nightbeast said. Bily asked if she had ever been South. ‘I have,’ she said. ‘The land is dry and red. Water comes boiling up from the ground into pools that give off poisonous smoke. Deadly gas hisses from the cracked ground and fiery molten stone runs through the widest cracks where slishi and other toothy creatures full of rage and hunger swim. Plants grow there that eat flesh.’

Bily was aghast. ‘Have you ever been to the Northern Forest?’

‘Once, long ago, I saw it from afar,’ said the Nightbeast. ‘It is a great wilderness, very dark and spiky and secretive, for it was seeded by the Makers. The Southern jungle is as different from it as the sun is from the Moon. It is a hot and dazzling muchness of bright green and an eagerness of growing that was there before the opening of the sky crack. Trees and plants climb over one another to stretch out their green tendrils to the sun. The jungle would devour the Velvet City, if the Listeners did not tame it.’

Bily thought this sounded rather an alarming description. He thought wistfully of his beloved cottage garden. There had been a great many things growing there, but they had been planted by him, or by visiting birds, and they had survived only because he tended them carefully. Few plants had thrived by themselves on the stony plain, and those that had done so would not suffer being brought into Zluty’s garden. Then he thought of Redwing, who had left them before the coming of the Longful Night, to wing her way West through the Flyway. After she had gone, he had tried to imagine her flying out the other side of mountains and stopping to perch in the Velvet City. But the picture had refused to come clear because he had not known what the Velvet City looked like. Even now, after all the Monster had told him of immense buildings made of blocks of golden stone, where whole clans of Listeners dwelt, he still could not imagine Redwing there.

A wave of sadness passed over him. It seemed such a forlorn hope that the Monster would survive his return to the Velvet City, let alone end the tithe. And even if he did manage it, the Makers were bound to visit some terrible punishment upon them all. If only there was some way to close the sky crack. If only the Monster would find a way when he became the Prime Listener. He had said as much and the Monster told him that the skyrift was a door the Makers had opened, and they must close it. That had surprised him, for he had thought the Makers found the sky crack. Yet it was easy to imagine that they would tear open the sky. It was exactly the sort of thing they would do.

As the night deepened, it grew colder, but it was nowhere near as cold as it had been when they had first come from the Hidden Place, and anyway, Bily was warmed by the vest. The trouble was that the warmth made him a little sleepy, so he had to concentrate hard on staying awake or he would fall off.

Bily noticed some of the mounds of coldwhites were getting bigger and was glad because they would be easier to hide behind when the Listeners came. It was not until the Nightbeast brushed against a mound of boulders and the coldwhites slipped from it to the ground, that Bily saw there were leaves and branches underneath!

 

Zluty cringed when the Crawler reached out its pinchers and clamped hold of his trussed body, lifting him from his feet and laying him over its metal body. But its grip was not too tight, so he relaxed as it set off. Golt accompanied them, a hoard of underlings at his feet and a host of smaller ones riding on his huge shoulders and atop his head. Zluty marvelled that even up close, the Crawler really seemed to have been deliberately shaped like a blackclaw. It had no mouth, of course, for it did not eat, nor proper eyes. Golt had said it could not see but it had a map of the inside of the mountain in its head and its metal knew where all the other metal was. But now it had a queer plant-like cluster of eyes on a stalk stuck on top of its head that had been added by the underlings who had decided it would be good to see what Zluty was doing, as well as hearing him.

That news had made his heart sink. In trying to find how to communicate with the Crawler, he had made escape all but impossible for there would be no way to hide his doings from the vicious little underlings. He had no doubt they would command the Crawler to catch him if he tried to slip away. The thought of the thing running after him on its many legs, clicking and humming and reaching out its huge pinchers, made his fur fluff. Crawlers were enormously strong, too. Just after they descended, several other Crawlers carrying great mounded baskets of what looked like metal chunks and shavings had clambered onto the escalating board and been carried up to the settlement.

As his Crawler moved across the cavern, Zluty gazed back at the underling settlement and found himself wondering if the metal shavings had come from the mine. It had glowed slightly, like greenish-gold threads of stuff on the roof of the Sonic cavern. The two underlings that seemed to be the Crawler’s keepers had stayed as far back as they could from them on the platform, and he had smelled their fear. Was it possible the metal really was carrying some sort of sickness? The thought of Semmel and Flugal being forced to dig up stuff that hurt them made him feel sick, though in his heart he thought they were too clever to be anywhere but the Tower.

When they reached the mouth of the tunnel leading to the Sonic cavern, one of the underlings tapped the Crawler. It stopped and he hung a lantern on it, then he tapped it again. It set off again at once, and then they were inside the tunnel.

Zluty studied the way ahead as best he could in the swaying, limited light of the lantern, but he saw no sign of Seshla or Vesh. Worst of all, there was no sign of Feather. How stupidly confident he had been, Zluty thought, blithely imagining he was in no danger because the underlings were small. ‘I ought to have known better,’ he muttered bitterly. ‘For is not a blackclaw tiny and deadly?’
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The eyeball cluster on the head of the enormous beetle machine, swivelled on its stalk to look at him closely, reminding him that the underlings would hear everything he said.

He held his tongue and, after a little, the eyes turned to look ahead again. They strained forward so eagerly that Zluty wondered if the underlings had ever seen the Sonic up close before. Of course, they could not have seen it from the pale beach, because it would have sent them to sleep. If he had understood Golt correctly, the Crawlers did not usually see anything. Just the same, the underlings must have seen the Sonic at some time, else how could they have made their own settlement resemble it so well? Perhaps they could see it from the other side of the cavern, for the Sonic had not affected Seshla at first.

The humming noise given off by the Sonic was much louder when the Crawler entered its cavern, as was the jarring high-pitched note at its heart. If his reed pipes had made such a sound, he would have made himself a new one. But what if the underlings really only wanted him to fix the noise, rather than making it do whatever it was supposed to do? It ought not to be too difficult to change the sound. All he had to do was find the bit that made the noise. Perhaps then, the underlings would just let him go free. They might even release the diggers, out of gratitude.

The Crawler had threaded its way through the rows of sleepers, and was approaching the rim of the pale shore. Water rushing from the Sonic curved to flow along the shore and away into darkness. From this distance, Zluty could not see the birds and other flying creatures frozen in the air. He wondered if the underlings even knew of their existence. Then the Crawler reached the edge of the water and waded in. After a moment of terror, Zluty realised they were not going under the water. The Crawler was walking carefully along a raised ridge of metal workings. He prayed that it would not fall or drop him.

As the Crawler passed under the frozen flyers, the eyes on the end of their stalks strained upward, moving this way and that in what Zluty felt to be high excitement. Then the Crawler reached one sloping metal leg of the Sonic. Zluty had thought there must be some sort of escalating device the Crawler would summon to lift them up to the platform, but it simply lifted him up and began to climb straight up the side of the pillar!

After a cry of fright, Zluty calmed down, for the Crawler’s legs had little sharp hooks that clung securely to the pitted metal. It neither slipped or loosened its grip on him even slightly as it moved slowly upward. Zluty looked at the metal case of the device, noting bumps and little fissures everywhere. Unfortunately they were not big enough for him to use for hand or footholds, which meant there would be no way to get down without the help of the Crawler.
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It reached the platfrom atop the metal columns and climbed over the rim and between two of the metal pillars around the edge of the platform that held biggest portion of the Sonic overhead. There was not much light, but he could see that what he had taken for solid metal was a metal shell filled with workings.

The Crawler set him on his feet and used its sharp tusks to cut through his bindings. Zluty reached down and gathered them up, muttering for the sake of the listening underlings, that he might need the rope to fix the Sonic. The eye stalks peered avidly at him, and he realised he was supposed to be obeying the Sonic’s call, and so had better act as if he knew what he was doing.

All at once, a lovely idea came to him.

Zluty looked at the Crawler. ‘I ought to have some tools,’ he said clearly, looking into the cluster of eyes atop its head. ‘Can you have the Crawler bring me my pack?’ He described it and explained he had shucked it off in the metal cage.
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The Nightbeast stretched out flat and bade Bily slide the Monster off her back. He lay down his cloak, untied the ropes around her belly, then half slid, half hauled the blanket-swathed Monster onto it as gently as he could. Finally Bily peeled back the blanket to bare the Monster’s muzzle and dribbled water from his flask into his mouth. The Monster did not lick or swallow and the water trickled straight out.

‘The Changebringer cannot drink,’ the Nightbeast reminded him. Bily offered her water but she refused. ‘I will slake my thirst on fresh-fallen snow,’ she answered.

Snow was the Maker word for coldwhites.

Bily watched her rise and pad away then rearranged the blankets over the Monster. Feeling how cool his paw was, Bily removed the heated vest to lay over him. Zest dropped lightly onto the Monster’s creamy flank. Bily held his breath, but the Monster did not stir, even when the monkling crept up to his face and lifted an eyelid to look under it.

‘What do you see?’ he asked her softly.

Zest looked at him and sent a wave of hunger and thirst. Bily marvelled again at the way the little creatures used feelings to say what they wanted to say, rather than sending words to his mind. Belatedly, it struck him that she was telling him she was hungry, not the Monster. He was hungry too, but he was not sure there would be time to cook. He used one of the tiny heat boxes he had packed to warm a bottle of soup and shared a bowl with Zest. Afterwards they had a little nap, cuddled beside the Monster.

When Bily woke the stars had shifted and the Nightbeast was leaning down to lick at the empty soup bowl. Even as he watched, she drew back, wrinkled her great nose and snorted in such a funny way that he had to laugh. ‘What do Nightbeasts eat?’ he asked her, sitting up.

‘Little glowing pearls of the sea,’ the Nightbeast answered. ‘They float in great clouds on the currents of the Endless Sea.’

Bily bit his lip, vexed. ‘I should have asked what to bring for you!’

‘Do not fret, Softling,’ the Nightbeast told him in her velvety voice. ‘I filled my belly before we left, and I can go for long periods without eating.’

‘Still.’ Bily stopped, for the Nightbeast had abruptly flattened herself to the ground. The monkling, too, had frozen. They were both looking in the direction of the road, which was just visible through the coldwhite-covered bushes.

‘The Listeners are coming,’ the Nightbeast said in Bily’s mind. In one swift silent move she made a little cave of her front paws and maned head around the Monster. Zest was still sitting by the Monster so she was enclosed by the great white paws, too. Bily put a finger to his lips to make sure she stayed silent, then he turned and crept closer to the road.


‘Take care they do not see you,’ the Nightbeast said, still speaking in his mind.

‘I just want to hear what they are saying,’ Bily thought to her.

Trusting his pelt would blend in with the coldwhites, Bily moved closer to the road, keeping low. When he was alongside it, he pushed himself half under a coldwhite-mounded bush and waited. First he saw a shifty glow of light, which grew stronger, and then he heard soft footfalls and the creak of wheels. At last a long-wheeled wagon came into sight, drawn by two he Monks with metal on their heads. When they were closer, Bily saw the wagon was piled with flat things. These must be the metal pattern pieces that would be used to make new tithe eggs.

Behind the wagon, there was a good deal of light and movement. And talk. At first he could not make out a single word, then the babble became voices. Bily knew he ought to move back in case the travellers smelled him, but he wanted very badly to see what they looked like. A part of him could not believe that his beloved Monster was truly one of the Listeners of the Velvet City. At last, he was able to make out snatches of conversation.


‘Mother says nothing is wrong with the Sonic Dislocator. Only something had been blocking the skyrift,’ one Listener said.

‘Something this side?’ said another, sounding younger than the first speaker.

‘She thinks so. That is why we have been trying to strengthen the Dislocator. We are very close.’

‘My mother has been saying that for years,’ sneered a new voice.

Bily shivered. The Monster had told him the machine that could open the sky crack was called a Sonic Dislocator. At last the Listeners came into view, bathed in the light of the torches they carried. They were all like to the Monster in shape, but very different, too. The nearest was smaller and had a wide head and flattened muzzle, and behind it came a much bigger Listener with small round ears and a pelt of thick golden fur slashed with blades of black. Yet another was very small and white, and as fluffy as Bily after he had bathed and brushed, with a great plumy tail. Yet another was black as night with short fur, a long snaky tail that coiled behind like a snake about to strike, and bright leaf-green eyes.

These slitted and this Listener said in a hissing voice, ‘We ought to turn back and find out what the siren meant.’

The fluffy white Listener looked at her with large blue pale eyes that bulged slightly.

‘We were sent to fetch the tithe,’ said the spotted Listener coolly. ‘Whatever the siren meant, there are Listeners aplenty in the city to deal with it.’

‘Well and good,’ said the big Listener with the black stripes. ‘As long as it does not mean the Prime has died. I have had new ornaments made for the Choosing of the new Prime candidate.’ Several other Listeners hissed. ‘Oh, don’t fuss. Everyone knows the old Prime is dying.’

The small white Listener snarled and for all her size, this silenced the rest. When they began talking again, they fell to squabbling about some new law. Bily smelled little warmth or kindness in any of them. Certainly none were as beautiful or wise or gentle as the Monster. He stayed where he was until they had passed out of sight, then he crept back to the Nightbeast. He repeated what had been said and the Nightbeast said she had heard the siren. She sniffed the air, then stretched and bade Bily to lift the Changebringer onto her back.

Bily was getting ropes ready to help him haul the Monster into place when he heard a great rustling sound from the South. He turned to face it, frightened, and felt Zest tremble on his shoulder. Then a great breath of warm, sweet-scented wind blew into his face.
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‘It is the Inuuk,’ the Nightbeast said, shaking her head so the warm wind ran its fingers through her mane. ‘That is the wind from the hot southlands. The only wind sweeter is Seffa that blows from the West.’ She told Bily not to worry about ropes and blankets. From here on, she would carry the Monster in her mouth.

Bily worried this would wake him, but the Nightbeast said this was the way Listeners carried their younglings, and that if anything, the feel of her teeth would deepen his sleep.

She bade Bily climb onto her back and sit on the blankets and then they continued South.

Bily thought the Nightbeast might use the road, now that the Listener expedition had passed, but she continued to pad alongside it, weaving among the coldwhite-blanketed mounds which got steadily bigger until they towered over her. He knew they were trees because sometimes their way was blocked and the Nightbeast simply lowered her enormous head to protect the Monster hanging from her jaws, and butted at the obstruction. The coldwhites, softened by the Inuuk, fell away in great clumps, and branches sprang free.

Bily thought of the bushes he planted in his cottage garden. He had called them trees and they had seemed very big to him, though Zluty always insisted the trees in the Northern Forest were monstrously larger. He had supposed his brother was exaggerating, for he had been unable to imagine anything so big – until he saw the mountains. Bily could still remember how his mind had staggered the first time he set eyes on them, rising up from the earth like great broken teeth of stone, biting at the sky. They had changed his sense of the bigness of the world. That had been a good thing, for it made news of the terrible Makers on the other side of the sky crack slightly less terrifying. The Makers might be much bigger than he was, but they were not as enormous as the mountains.

At least, he did not think they were.

No one seemed to know exactly what Makers looked like or exactly how big they were.

As they went on, Bily found himself thinking of how the she Monk lifting Rush from the machine after his mind had been emptied, and had put him into the egg made in the forge. Was that what had happened to him and Zluty?

‘Snow,’ murmured the Nightbeast even as coldwhites began to fall thickly around them.


Bily sighed. They were soft and fat compared to the hard, sharp little ice flakes driven before ice blizzards, and soon the coldwhites melted and turned to rain and the world was transformed. The coldwhite mounds dissolved, leaving bushes and trees to stretch their branches and shake the snow from their leaves. All the while the white blanket covering the earth melted to reveal rich, moist brown earth and sodden greenery.

As the world went from white and black to greens and browns, the Nightbeast’s pelt began to darken to a mottle of brown and green. Bily worried the rain would wake the monster, but the Nightbeast pointed out that he was protected by her mane. Of course she had to speak to Bily’s mind because of holding the Monster in her teeth. Zest gazed out of Bily’s bundled cloak and, seeing her staring about wide-eyed, he guessed she had never even seen rain before.

As they travelled on, the air got warmer and the soon bare brown earth became a spongy carpet of green moss, the branches and trunks of trees vanishing under a great winding net of creepers. All the while, the air grew steadily warmer.

 


Zluty heard the Crawler move. It had not done so since bringing him up into the Sonic, and for a moment he feared the underlings had bidden it bring him back. But it had only shifted its position to let the eye stalks see what he was doing. Which was nothing.

He went on rummaging industriously through his pack, which a smaller Crawler had delivered, trying desperately to decide what to do. There had been no sign of Vesh or Seshla and no brilliant plan of escape had presented itself. He could not even think how to get down from the Sonic, if Feather came floating by. But he could not keep pretending to look for something in his pack.

His fingers brushed his pipe and on impulse, Zluty withdrew it. He began to play the humming sound made by the Machine. After a little, without any clear idea of what he was doing, he played the high sour note. It helped him understood that the sound was a reaching out sound. Curious, he played the humming again, trying to get a better sense of what the Sonic was doing, but the high-pitched whine got in the way.

The Crawler shifted again. Zluty put his pipe away and stood up, pulling the pack onto his back.


‘The Sonic has told me that I need to get inside it to fix its song,’ he told the Crawler. He imagined the underlings looking at one another, Golt trying to explain his words and getting it muddled. Quickly, Zluty went to one of the pillars at the edge of the metal platform and began to climb using the knobs of metal that ran up it, for purchase. He wanted to get through one of the openings in the metal case and into the great mass of the Sonic’s workings so the Crawler would be unable to reach him. Then, perhaps, he would be able to think.

Partway up, he made the mistake of looking down. From so high, he could clearly see the threshing of the metal workings under the water, and he shuddered at the thought of falling into them. He forced himself to concentrate on climbing and had just reached the underside of the top section of the Sonic, when he heard a sound. He looked down and got a terrible shock to see the Crawler climbing after him. He almost fell off in his hurry to get inside the workings, fearing it had been ordered to fetch him down. But when it reached the opening, it made no attempt to reach in and grab him. It simply stopped where the cluster of eyes on its head could peer at him.
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‘They just want to see what I am doing,’ Zluty told himself, though his heart was still pounding.

He looked around to see if he could find something broken that he could pretend to be fixing, wondering what would happen if he simply refused to come out. The Crawler could not come in after him, after all. But neither would it get bored and go away. It would just stay there, watching him until he starved, or until the fierce little underlings got sick of waiting and sent smaller and nastier devices after him.

Zluty climbed higher and deeper into the Machine workings, and was startled to find a space as big as the cottage, with a floor of woven metal. There was what looked like a table in the middle of the floor, with big round things on top, but he could not see what they were. He had left his staff behind but he had Bily’s skystone knife in his back. He dug it out and its light showed him a long metal table with metal eggs resting in niches rather like the egg cage plinth in the underling settlement. The metal eggs were different sizes and one was blackened and had fallen sideways. Bending to study it, Zluty held the skystone knife close and all of his fur fluffed in shock. The burned egg looked like the egg he had found in the Northern Forest. Even the pattern looked the same. Realising he had the metal egg with him, because Bily had packed it for good luck, Zluty got it out and found the pattern was exactly the same. He studied the other eggs, but they had different patterns.

He touched a finger to one of the others, and realised the humming sound filling the cavern was coming from all the metal eggs. He warily touched the blackened egg and was not surprised to find it was the source of the awful whine. Without thinking, he reached out to pick up the damaged egg so he could replace it with the one from his pack. Then he stopped, struck by the impossible strangeness of coming here by chance with a metal egg he had found in the Northern Forest, and discovering it was the perfect replacement for a burned egg.

He had found the little metal egg alongside a giant egg containing the bones of some enormous creature. Even if the dead beast had been a Maker, or some creature of theirs, sent to bring the metal egg to repair the Sonic, what was the chance of Zluty finding it and bringing it here? The egg pattern must have made his metal bring him here so he could replace the burned egg. The thought of being made to do something he had not chosen to do gave him a strange feeling. Only he had stopped himself, which meant he could resist the will of the egg pattern. That made him feel better.

He studied the workings of the device around him, wondering what the Sonic would do if it was repaired. Had it been created to send creatures who came close to sleep, or had that happened because it was broken? Golt had said once its song was fixed, the Sonic would release the underlings. Maybe if it were repaired, it would stop putting anything to sleep and order the mining machines to work again so they would send metal to the Velvet City. That would free the underlings. In that case, he ought to repair it. But what if he was wrong? What if it had been sent to make everything that lived sleep forever? Perhaps replacing the burned egg would give the Sonic the power to do that. The thought made him shudder.

But the thin wrong note plucked at his mind, and he realised that despite his doubts, a part of him wanted very much to replace the burned egg. But wasn’t it just curiosity driving him? A greedy hunger to see what would happen if he replaced the damaged egg with the unhurt one? He shook his head. It was not curiosity but some sort of pull that reminded him of the great whirl of longing that had filled Redwing’s mind, when she had wanted so badly to fly West.

That made him think of all the red birds hanging frozen in the air beside the Sonic. He wondered if, all along, it had been the Sonic calling Redwing. Then a brighter idea came to him – what if Redwing was among the trapped flyers? Perhaps in healing the Sonic, he would release the trapped flyers as well as the underlings and their slaves.

The sound of metal on metal warned him the Crawler was moving restlessly around the metal. A memory came to him then, of Bily, mending the wing of a very angry, powerful bird that had attacked and injured a small pair of birds that nested in a mud cup attached to the wall under the eaves of their cottage. Zluty had asked why he would heal something so nasty and dangerous to the other birds. Bily had said simply that the bird was hurt, and he was a healer.

‘It is not the same,’ Zluty told himself. ‘The bird was alive and this is a metal device. And I am not a healer.’

But another memory came of the piece he had got out of the broken device for Flugal, that had trembled in his hand. Even now, he could remember how it felt to have the metal tremble in his fingers like a little animal. He looked at the egg from the Northern Forest and felt its longing, and despite all of his doubts and fears, he lifted out the damaged egg and set the other in the empty niche.

The awful whining note ceased and the humming swelled into a rich beautiful striving series of notes that moved around one another so sweetly, Zluty felt that he could stand there forever listening. He found himself imagining the curtains of light that were the World’s Dream. The healed song of the Sonic sounded like that. A great, wondrous swaying of sound.

Abruptly, it faded to silence, and a voice spoke.

‘You have done what was needful,’ it said.

Zluty recognised the voice of the egg that he and Bily had hatched from, only the words were coming from inside his own mind! The voice went on but parts of what it said were drowned out by an awful crackling noise. He heard only a few words clearly. ‘Against all hope, you have . . . the . . . Sonic Disruptor . . . power to close the . . . skyrift.’

‘Close?’ Zluty echoed, breathtaken at the thought that he might have stumbled on a way to close the sky crack. It would make sense of Golt’s belief that healing the Sonic’s song would free the underlings. If the sky crack closed, they would all be free of the Makers. But who had built a device that would close the sky crack? Surely not the Makers who wanted so desperately to come through it.

The crackling faded again and he heard the voice say. ‘To close the skyrift . . . pull the black lever . . .’

Zluty looked around but saw no lever. The cracking rose and then faded and the voice was saying with great weariness, ‘Tried so many times to find a way to close the skyrift . . . then I saw you and your brother in the cage . . .’ The crackling grew louder again, but Zluty stayed frozen, stunned by the mention of Bily and him in a cage. There was a long hissing sound then it faded and the voice said, ‘I put these words into your metal, so that if you succeeded you would understand . . . machines are now severed from the Makers’ plan . . . Sonic Disruptor will destroy itself . . .’

As if the words were a signal, the workings around him gave an awful scream and sparks began to shower down. Some of them landed on Zluty, who slapped at them, the smell of burning fur filling the air. Then the whole Sonic shuddered violently under him. The egg voice had warned that the Sonic would destroy itself once the black lever had been pulled, but he had not pulled any lever. Zluty cast a last look at the egg from the Northern Forest then climbed out of the workings towards where he could see the Crawler waiting. He was resigned to being clasped in its pinchers again, since he had no other way to get down from the device, but even as he reached the Crawler, a huge stone stalactite plummeted from the cavern roof, and struck it.

It fell onto the edge of the platform on its back, splitting its metal case so that it spilled a shaft of light out into the darkness. Its legs worked frantically as it strove to right itself, then a great pointed stone spike as big as the Sonic crashed down alongside the device, its weight driving it so deeply into the metal workings under the water that it stayed upright. Water churned around it, as if the workings under the water were thrashing wildly. Fearing that the whole cavern might be connected to the Sonic, Zluty knew he had to get out, even if it meant going back through the tunnel and being recaptured by the underlings. But how to get down?


Behind him, the workings began to give off plumes of black smoke and another great thick column of stone crashed down beside the Sonic, cutting off Zluty’s view of the cloud of frozen birds and flying creatures. He mourned them, knowing they would be buried if the whole cavern collapsed, and prayed that Redwing was not among them.

Then a great lump of stone landed right on top of the Sonic, sending it toppling slowly sideways. Zluty lost his grip but because the device was tilting back, instead of forward, he began to slip down the metal case of the device. Desperately he angled himself so that he would slide along the beam connecting the upper part of the device to the platform below. But when he reached it, the device twisted so that Zluty would have fallen into the water if he had not thrown his arms around one of the great pillars that had supported it. Knowing it would crush him when he struggled to get on top of the pillar, but before he could manage it, something hit him on the head.

There was a burst of pain, then blackness.
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Day came and the sky was cloudless and blue, the sun so bright that Bily’s eyes ached. He had been hungry for colour during the long dark Winter, but there was now so much dazzling green on all sides, that he found himself remembering the cool colourlessness of the Endless Night wistfully. It was terribly hot as well. He had abandoned his cloak but his fur was still too thick for the heat. When the Nightbeast passed through a clearing, the sun beat down so fiercely that he poured water over his head to cool himself down. There was a squeal of outrage and Bily realised he had doused Zest, sitting in front of him on his bundled cloak.

She scolded him ferociously, chittering and hissing as she shook herself.

‘I thought monklings liked being wet,’ Bily said, surprised at her outrage.

‘Liking hot water,’ Zest sent the words snappishly into his mind.

Bily was about to tell her it was too hot for hot water to be nice, when he spotted an enormous hairless face peering though the greenery ahead. When it did not move he understood that it was not a living creature, but a carved stone creature with bulging eyes and big stone teeth bared in rage or madness. He got down from the Monster to look at it. Despite its ugliness, it was a skilful making, but it was half grown-over with moss and creepers. A little further on there was a smaller making, and then yet another, all half swallowed by greenery, all cracked and crumbling.

They passed many stone creatures smothered in greenery before they came to some that looked new. Their faces were crueller than those of the older stone forms, Bily thought. When they reached a big stone pillar almost completely covered in creepers weighed down by great silken crimson blossoms, the Nightbeast lay the Monster gently down. Bily studied the flowers, wondering what coloured dye they would make. Then the Nightbeast announced they were very close to the river that bounded the Northern side of the Velvet City and he forgot all about dyes in his eagerness to get the Monster to safety.
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‘We should will wait until night comes then I will carry the Changebringer to the bridge at the end of the Northern road where his people will find him,’ the Nightbeast said.

Bily fretted that so many hours would pass before the Monster was able to drink anything. Also, being so close to the Makers’ machines, might he not begin to wake? ‘Maybe we can take him there sooner,’ he said. ‘I will see how busy it looks.’

He left the Nightbeast and Zest and the Monster lying on his outspread cloak and went North until he smelled water, then he heard it; a soft sound and then a great splashing and gurgling. At last he saw it; a swift, strong flow of water running from the dark, jagged line of mountains in the East, and running directly West. He realised with a little shock that it must be the very river they had meant to follow through the mountain pass, to reach the Vale of Bellflowers. If only the pass had not been blocked.


The city on the other side of the river was hard to make out, for while it ran right up to the opposite bank, the air over the water wavered with heat, and the river itself sent up a misty spume. What he could see were enormous buildings of pale gold or reddish stone, which he supposed must be the enormous clan houses the Monster had described. Here and there, long bridges ran between buildings, and there were tall narrow poles with round tips rising up, that he thought must be Makers’ eyes. All of it rose from a strangling mass of greenery. He could see no movement in the settlement, in spite of it being bright day. If he had not known better, he would have guessed it was deserted, abandoned to the greedy jungle like the broken stone makings.

Wanting to get a closer look, but mindful of his white fur, he was careful to stay behind the curtain of green creepers hanging from the branches of the trees lining the riverbank as he began to work his way along it towards the mountain range. After a little, he noticed several wide pale stone terraces stretching out into the river. Small boats tethered alongside them reminded him of their simple vessel at the start of their journey, but there was no sign of anyone around them or on the terraces.


He came to a tree where golden clusters of tiny flowers hung in great lush bunches from the trees lining the riverbank and decided these and the red blooms he had seen would do beautifully for the flowers he was to carry when he entered the city. A flock of leaf-green butterflies erupted into the air all around him and he cried out in delight, having thought them leaves, then stopped, aghast. But there was no outcry. Only then did he remember the Monster saying Listeners preferred the night, and so slept a great deal during the day. Cautiously, he pushed through the trees at the edge of the bank and craned his neck until he could see where the bridge at the end of the Northern road was, running across the river. He continued along the bank until he had a clear view of the jungle side of the bridge. There were stone shapes mounted either side of the entrance to the bridge, like rocky guardians. A group of small creatures seemed to be cleaning them. All wore white cloth swatches on their arms, telling him they were city slaves with no will of their own. There were no Listeners watching over them.

He crept close enough to see they were all working silently, their faces blank. From his new position, Bily could see across the bridge into the city. This was the route he would use once the Monster had been taken by his people. The greenery he had thought growing between the buildings mostly lay in a great skirt around the outside of the city and around the base of the buildings, leaving roads between them bare. There were nets of green creeper here and there draped between buildings and shading the road in places. That made sense given how hot the sun was. The road running from the bridge was paved in pale gold stone, and quite empty.

All at once, there was a loud, mournful groaning sound. Guessing it was the Maker siren, Bily wondered, as the Listeners on the Northern road had done, if it had something to do with the old Prime. Making his way back to the Nightbeast as fast as he could, he explained what he had seen.

The Nightbeast said, ‘If all Listeners are summoned to the main Temple, it might be possible to leave the Changebringer on the bridge. If the enslaved cleaners move away.’

‘They have metal on their heads and did not look up when the Maker siren sounded,’ Bily said. ‘If they are anything like the Stonehouse diggers, they won’t even see you.’

Bily went with the Nightbeast, and waited in the trees, while she carried the Monster onto the bridge. As he had hoped, the slaves did even not look at her as she padded by to lay him gently down in the middle of the bridge. She bent to lick him or maybe to smell him, then she padded back off the bridge and along the road North. She did not join Bily but continued further along the road, in case anyone was watching, before pushing into the greenery. Only then did she circle back, and together they watched until a single Listener came padding along the road and spotted the Monster lying on the bridge. She was bigger than him, with a sleek golden coat. She sniffed at him, then lifted her muzzle to utter a yowl that summoned several other Listeners. Seeing the Monster being carried off in the teeth of the golden Listener, Bily had to bite his tongue to stop himself crying out. Resolutely, he turned to follow the Nightbeast to the stone pillar where they had left Zest and his pack. Only then did Bily tell her what he meant to do.

‘It will be dangerous,’ the Nightbeast said so calmly that Bily wondered if she had guessed his plan.


‘There is no other way,’ he said. ‘And you cannot come with me.’ He prepared a final meal, more to delay their parting than because he was hungry. The Nightbeast did little more than taste the food, but Zest ate heartily. Bily found he could not eat either. He missed Zluty and feared for the Monster, and was sad at being parted from the Nightbeast. Then the Maker siren began to sound again.

‘This time it must be because of the Monster,’ he said. ‘If the siren is summoning all of the Listeners this will be the perfect time to go into the city.’

‘I will return to the she Monks,’ the Nightbeast said, rising. ‘Farewell, First Rider. Speak my name when you need me.’ She lowered her head and Bily pressed his forehead against hers as he had seen Seshla do. For a moment, her soft green mane fell like a mantle over him. Then she turned away and seemed at once to merge with the greenery and vanish.

Bily sighed and then set about picking an armful of the crimson blooms growing on the stone pillar. He went to harvest some of the clumps of golden blossoms and then he donned the small metal head frame Tulk had made for him. It slipped neatly over one ear so it would not shift and let someone guess it was not anchored inside his head. Finally he put his pack on frontwards, and lifted Zest into it. Arranging the blooms so they would hide the pack, he set off resolutely for the bridge at the end of the Northern road. The slaves had gone and there was no Listener in sight as Bily crossed the bridge and entered the Velvet City.

 

Zluty woke to darkness. He was trapped under something hard and lying against a pile of rubble, up to his waist in water. That frightened him a good deal, but he reminded himself that Bily had been trapped in the flooding cottage cellar with the Monster and far from panicking, he had swum under the water looking for a way out.

Gathering his courage, he tried to move, but his leg hurt enough to make him cry aloud. At the same time, the memory of the chunk of rock falling and tipping the Sonic over floated back to him. He realised he must be trapped under the beam he had been clutching when it fell, and marvelled that he had not been crushed or drowned.

He moved again, more carefully, and found that he could get one leg free, but the other was trapped under the beam. The beam, perhaps the whole Machine, rested on the leg and he prayed it was not broken or crushed. He did not understand how he had not been killed, but when he felt around, trying to picture his position, he discovered the beam trapping him lay at an angle. The Sonic had not fallen flat which meant it had landed on something.

It was some time before he noticed the water was rising. He felt under him for the edge of the little island of rubble he was lying on, and found some of the metal workings that caused the water under the mountain to flow so unnaturally. They were moving sluggishly and he guessed the falling rubble had damaged them, but that would not make the water level rise, unless the water that had been directed into the mountain was now flowing back out. Or maybe the walls beyond which Goldsong lay had been destroyed, letting the swift hot river flow through the caverns? Either way, he had to get free.

He was about to try again to drag his leg free, when he noticed light glimmering in the darkness. He sat up so he could see over the beam trapping him. The light was moving towards him slowly and unevenly, shining on the dark water, revealing bits of the workings sticking up around chunks of rock. Finally it was close enough for him to see the Sonic device had fallen against an enormous stalactite stuck upright in the metal workings under the water. There were no more flyers hanging in the air, which mean that they had been crushed by falling stones.

He could not see what the source of the light was, but it came ever closer, until he heard the clicking whirr of the Crawler workings. It must have been thrown clear when the Sonic fell. The light was shining out from its workings, exposed because the broken half of its metallic carapace had come off. Its pinchers looked intact but several of its legs were bent, too, and its eye stalk had been torn off. The missing eye stalk meant the underlings could no longer see what was happening, but they must know Bily was in danger and had commanded it to find him.
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Zluty had a sudden awful imagining of it trying to drag him forcibly from under the beam, not understanding that he was trapped and hurt. But when it reached him, the Crawler climbed up the beam and began to probe delicately at him with thin wires that unwound from the front of its head like the antennae of an ant. The wires went under the water and Zluty felt them touching his trapped leg, the place where it was wedged under the beam.

It moved along the beam until he was looking up into what would have been its face, had it been a real blackclaw. A little opening that might have been a mouth widened and light came out in a fierce, narrow red stream. The Crawler directed it at the beam and to Zluty’s amazement, it cut through the metal as if it was a knife made of fire. It gave off heat enough to singe his fur and, seeing a blob of melted metal fall into the water, Zluty trembled at the thought of it landing on his body.

‘It is trying to help me,’ he told himself firmly, and forced himself to lay still and calm. It took some time for the hot light to burn through the thick metal pillar and all the while the water level continued to rise. By the time it was severed, the water was at Zluty’s throat. The Crawler closed its mouth and, standing above the cut it had made, reached out its powerful pincers, grasped the severed metal and heaved, bending it up with impossible strength.

Zluty was free!

Gasping with pain and relief, he hauled himself out, taking care to avoid the still-glowing ragged edge of the metal. His head swam with pain as life flowed back to his crushed leg, but he ignored it as he dragged himself up onto his good leg. He could move the injured leg which told him he had not broken or damaged it beyond repair, but his fur was red with blood flowing from a deep cut. He shrugged off his sodden backpack and dug out the small healing pouch Bily had made him for his expeditions. It was waxed so the water had not damaged the herb or the wad of spiderweb he packed into the gash and bandaged, sighing with relief as the pain faded.

The Crawler had not moved since freeing him and Zluty wondered what its instructions were. He tried to take a step on the injured leg but it was too painful to take his weight. Then the Crawler moved opening its biggest pincer and stretching it out towards him. Zluty submitted, knowing the device was his only means of getting out of the cavern. The Crawler grasped him and, lifting him high, clambered back down the beam and into the water. It moved less smoothly than when it had carried him before, Zluty noticed, trying to stay calm as it walked clumsily along a ridge of the metal workings that had been pushed up out of the water. Several times the Crawler misstepped and Zluty was dipped into the water. Once, the Crawler fell into a hole and Zluty’s whole body was pushed underwater, but before he could panic, the device found its footing and got them both out.

He noticed now that the glowing metal veins in the roof had lost their brightness, which made him wonder if they were connected to the Sonic. Most of all, he wondered if in repairing the Sonic, he had given it the power to close the sky crack. If he had managed to do that, it hardly mattered what happened to him. Bily and all of their friends would be safe. His mind still reeled at the possibility that the Maker whose voice he had heard might be the same one that had sent him and Bily through the sky crack in the first place. Its words had suggested its owner had sent them to find the metal egg in the Northern Forest and bring it to the Sonic. That they were only one of many attempts the Maker had made to close the skyrift.

The Crawler reached the pale beach that was now a mere sliver because of the rising water. But even though the water was still rising, it moved sluggishly as though unsure where it was supposed to go. Perhaps all of the workings that moved the water had been broken by the destruction of the Sonic. Zluty wondered what that would mean, for Golt had said the water fed the machines. At the least, it would prevent metal being delivered to the Velvet City. If the underlings’ fears were right, that would prompt the Listeners to investigate. But perhaps none of it mattered if the sky crack was closed.


The Crawler turned, and the light from its broken carapace fell onto other Crawlers moving through the sleepers. Zluty saw Crawlers were picking them up and carrying them to the tunnel leading to the underlings’ settlement cave. Zluty felt ashamed that he had not thought of the sleepers, who would drown when the water rose. But given how few remained, the rescue had been going on for some time. His Crawler joined the line, entering the tunnel, and he noticed that the stream was wider now that water was flowing from the tunnel rather than into it.
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Zluty had not expected the underlings’ cavern to be much affected by what had happened to the Sonic cavern, but he had been wrong. When his Crawler emerged from the tunnel its light fell on great broken lumps of stone and boulders strewn all over the stone floor. Some were blocking trenches so that the water flowing along them had overflowed in spreading pools onto the black stone floor. When they neared the underling settlement, he saw that it was tilted to one side, almost as if it had tried to copy the fallen Sonic. One of the stone pillars supporting it had cracked and partly crumbled and it looked very unstable, but it was still upright. Zluty’s heart seized with fear as he remembered that Flugal and Semmel might be trapped inside, along with other slaves. But if the underlings had sent Crawlers to rescue the sleepers in the Sonic cavern, wouldn’t they do the same here?

His Crawler carried him to the left of the line of Crawlers marching under the tilted settlement and into the darkness beyond it, and set him on his feet on dry ground alongside the round pool. He noticed the water in it was overflowing into the channels that had once carried water to it, but as yet the water had not risen high enough to submerge the high ground, because some of it was flowing out into the other cavern.

Zluty dared not put any weight on his hurt leg, but he balanced on one leg and his tail, and looked up. There was no sign of the escalating board and he wondered again what instruction had been given to the Crawler. With luck it had simply been told to bring him back to the settlement, and it had obeyed even though its masters were nowhere to be seen. Would it stop him if he tried to get away, he wondered. It was not a serious question because he could barely stand, let alone run. But where were the underlings?

‘Zluty!’

Golt came lumbering towards him from the darkness on the other side of the leaning settlement.

‘Where are the underlings?’ Zluty asked.

‘Most fled,’ Golt said, sounding amazed and aggrieved. ‘They were so happy and excited to see the red flyers when the Crawler passed under them. No one knew the Sonic had stopped them in the air. They sent Crawlers to fetch them when they sent your pack, Zluty. Then you fixed the song of the Sonic and they sang for joy. But then the mountains quaked and the little ones were afraid. They ran. Golt wanted to run too but he saw Zluty was climbing out of the Sonic and the Crawler fell down and the eyes stopped seeing! We ordered the Crawler to bring you to us, but we did not know if it could hear.’

‘We?’

‘Golt asked the little ones who are his friends to help. They refused at first because they said the Zluty had made the Makers angry. Then one said you healed the Sonic’s song as they asked. So they told the Crawler to bring you and then they fled. Now there is only Golt and his special friends.’

‘Where did the other underlings go?’ Zluty asked.

‘There are narrow cracks to the surface. The redbirds can be carried through them, but Golt cannot fit. Not even Zluty. We are too big.’

That was a blow, but Zluty asked, ‘What about the Makers’ Wash you told me about? Maybe we can swim out.’

‘The Makers’ Wash is poisoned, for it comes through the mine. Nothing can survive in it except metal and slishi. And we would have to pass over the hot place to reach it.’

Zluty thought with a shudder of the grey Swallower that had pursued him in the crack in the ground in the white desert. He said, ‘There must be another way out.’

Golt nodded gravely. ‘There is a dark steep hole going up to the top of the mountains. Golt could take Zluty on his shoulders.’

‘What about the slaves in the tower?’ Zluty asked.

‘The clever ones are still chained there,’ Golt said. ‘The others ran away when the underlings left.’


‘Is there a key to the chains?’ Zluty demanded.

‘There is a wheel that turns so they can come out,’ Golt said.

Zluty had no idea how turning a wheel could free the slaves from their chains, but he said, ‘I will go and try to free them. Have your friends tell the Crawler to take me to the Tower, and then bring me to the hole where you can climb up to the top of the mountains.’

Golt made some gestures, then slapped at his chest and held out one of his great hairy arms. An underling darted down it to tap a black fingernail on the Crawler’s carapace. Zluty had meant to suggest they use one of the undamaged Crawlers, but the last of them had vanished. The tapping went on for long enough that Zluty began to hear meaning in the rhythm. Perhaps the tapping worked the same way as when he made a song. The underling was thinking about what it wanted to say and the tapping was the way it told its thoughts to the Crawler.

The underling finished and raced back up to the big Monk’s neck to glare down at Zluty. It made several sharp gestures to Golt, then vanished into his ruff of orange fur.


‘He said to make it go, you bang twice, and to make it stop, you bang once,’ Golt said. ‘It will bring you to the climbing-up place when you come back down.’

‘You must go and make sure the mine slaves are free,’ Zluty urged.

The he Monk frowned. ‘Golt will try, but Zluty must hurry for the water is rising and soon the ways to the climbing-up place will be filled.’

‘I’ll hurry,’ Zluty said. ‘How do I make the Crawler take hold of me?’

Golt reached out a black hand and tapped three times. At once, the Crawler clambered unevenly towards Zluty, reaching out its pincers. When it lifted him up, he hissed, for the motion hurt his leg. Golt was already moving away into the darkness when the Crawler approached the undamaged pillar. As it began to climb, Zluty heard something rattle inside it, and prayed it would not stop working halfway up.

 

Bily had not seen a single Listener since entering the city, though he had passed several groups of blank-faced slaves moving along the green shadowed roads between the bases of the enormous golden stone buildings. Some were creatures he had never seen before, but there were many diggers and he Monk younglings among them. All wore metal shapes on their heads and bands on their arms. Once, seeing a digger working alone replacing paving that edged an ornate pool of water, Bily tried to speak to it. The digger made no response and he saw that it wore a white armband.

That reminded him to tie the green swatch of cloth he had prepared around his neck.

Deeper into the city, he came upon crossroads open to the sunlight. It was busier here. There were few and narrow entrances to the buildings he passed at ground level and slaves wearing various colours were entering and emerging from them. Most places he had seen had steps running up one face, and there were more lavish entrances higher up. He guessed that the lowest entrances were left to slaves.

At last he came in sight of an enormous stepped pyramid with poles set on its topmost step showing fluttering green sigils. It was definitely the place the Monster had described. There was no ground level entrance that he could see, and no entrances at any of the other levels; only a great set of steps running up the front of the building where there was a truly magnificent entrance near the top. The thought of having to enter that great door frightened him, for despite the emptiness of the streets, he had the distinct feeling he was being watched.

At the bottom of the staircase, there were two enormous stone makings with golden metal patterning beaten into the grooves, but instead of being shaped like monsters, these were stone Listeners. They were very beautiful but rather cruel looking, for all they resembled his beloved Monster.

Bily decided to walk around the building in the hope of finding a ground-level entrance. He went left and looked along the side of the building. There was no ground-level entrance, nor any way to get around the back of the building, for a vast brownish river flowed at its back. It looked quite different from the dark river he had crossed to enter the city. It must flow from another of the rivers the Monster had said passed through or around the Velvet City. He did not remember the name of any but the one that bordered the far side of the city, the poisonous Whitewash.

He retraced his steps, intending to see if there was an entrance on the other side of the building, but as he again approached the stone Listeners flanking the steps, he heard a soft sound. All at once, Listeners were all around him, their soft paws silent on the pale cobblestones. Even in his terror, he noticed most of the Listeners were slender and sleek, cream-pelted with the same dark tails and paws and ear tips as his Monster. More importantly, all wore green ornaments which told him they were the Monster’s clan.
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They paid no attention to him, and he slowed because they were all flowing up the steps to the building entrance. He did not want to go up, but he was afraid it would look odd if he passed the entrance when he was wearing a green cloth. Fortunately, there were so many Listeners trying to go up that a waiting group had formed alongside the the steps. Bily let himself be jostled in among them, thinking he could edge his way through them and slip under a curtain of creepers dangling down on the other side of the stone Listener, to hide until they had all gone.

‘I don’t see how the Council can say it means nothing that the Broken Prince returns the very day the Sonic Dislocator can open the skyrift.’
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‘The siren might have gone off by mistake. It has done so before when the earth quakes. And the Prince is so weak, he may not be able to work the dislocator any better than the Prime,’ said the she Listener beside him.

‘The Makers will guide us,’ said the first Listener.

‘They can’t until the Prime goes to the Temple to hear their will,’ snapped the first.

‘Grandfather ought to set the Prince aside and choose another before the choice is taken from him,’ said yet another.

Bily smelled disapproval, shock and even fear from the other Listeners at these words. The same Listener continued. ‘I am only saying that if he does not choose, the Council will and you can be sure the new Listener will be from another house.’

‘Take care, Elyanda,’ said a Listener, sounding languidly amused but with a hint of claws.

Bily wanted to hear more, but he noticed a digger with a green armband moving silently through the crowd. It passed by the group of Listeners waiting to go up the steps and continued on towards the far side the building. Surely it was going to a ground-level entrance?

‘Will not the Makers be angered by the delay, now the Dislocator is able to be used at last?’ demanded one of the other Listeners as Bily set off after the digger.

‘Silence!’ It was a new voice and Bily turned back in time to see a powerful-looking older Listener loom over the group of Listener younglings that had been talking. ‘Let no one hear you call the Prime weak, lest it come to his ears and you find yourself lashed, even as favoured younglings of his house. As to the Makers, all is as they desire it to be. Now, let us go up. I must seek an audience with the Prime to report what was said in the Temple.’

The flow of Listeners was dwindling and as the group joined them, the digger vanished round the corner of the building. Bily went after it, praying the Monster was somewhere inside.

Coming round the corner, Bily saw that the river flowing along the back of the clanhouse curved around the building and widened as it went West. There were a whole lot of little islands in it, with flat terraces jutting out into the water. Unlike those he had seen before entering the city, these were busy with activity centred on the many small vessels around them. There were buildings on the bigger islands, too; not huge pointed buildings formed of golden stone, but smaller square buildings with thatched roofs. A bridge ran from the largest of the islands to the side of the Monster’s clan house, where there was a wide entrance at ground level. The digger he had been following had turned onto a narrow path that ran along the side of the building to this entrance. There was a good deal of movement in and out of it, and Bily did not think it would be difficult to enter, with his flowers. The hard part would be knowing what to do once he got inside.

‘Bester.’ Bily murmured the name the Monster had given him. Bily was supposed to tell him everything about the pouch of memory scents, but everything seemed in doubt, given the exchange he had heard between the Listeners. Zest suddenly poked her head out of the pack, and Bily started, having forgotten her. ‘Stay hidden. Guard the memory scent pouch,’ he told the monkling urgently.

 

Zluty looked at the huge metal wheel fixed to the wall. It was not like any lock he had ever seen, but the Crawler had brought him to it and Golt had spoken of a wheel. He studied it closely and saw there was a chain attached to it, that ran away along the wall out of sight. He could see that if the wheel turned, the chain would wind around it, and whatever it was attached to would be pulled towards it. Zluty limped to the wheel and tried to turn it. At first it would not budge, but he pushed harder until it slowly began winding the chain onto itself. When it would wind no more, he followed the chain, heart hammering with hope and fear.

The damaged Crawler clumped after him along the corridor. He did not stop it, for he might need its help. He was using a stick to keep the weight off his hurt leg, but it was very painful and he was not sure how long he could manage. The ground began to shake again and this time the floor tilted so that he and the Crawler slid sideways against a wall that suddenly turned into the floor. Somewhere, Zluty heard the bang of falling stones, and knew it would not be long before the whole unstable settlement crashed down into the rising water. It was clear that whatever the Sonic had done had affected the mountains all about it.

He got to his feet, but the Crawler had fallen sideways and could not right itself. Unable to bear its desperate scrabbling, though he knew the device was not really alive, Zluty went to it and heaved it onto its feet. The passage was full of rubble just ahead, so he rapped on its battered metal carapace to make it stop and wait where it was. When he continued, the Crawler stayed, its metal antennae waving softly.

Zluty climbed over the rubble, still following the chain, until at last he heard muffled cries. He hobbled towards the noise as fast as he could, but found the passage ahead blocked by rubble from a collapsed wall. The chain ran through the rubble. Zluty used his stick to lever a big stone free and the blockage collapsed revealing an open doorway beyond it. Dimly, he saw movement. Then light shone in his eyes, blinding him.

‘Zluty!!!’ Semmel cried, flinging her paws around his neck and kissing him.
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‘What are you?’ murmured the Listener, her green eyes fixed on Bily.

Bily stared at her, the flowers he had carried lying strewn and forgotten at his feet. She was quite the most beautiful Listener Bily had ever seen. Unlike the Monster and his clan, she had golden fur with complex dark markings that reminded him very much of the markings of the Cloudbeast.

‘Are you Bester?’ he asked aloud and on impulse to her mind.
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She reared back and hissed at him, baring truly terrifying sharp white fangs, and to his astonishment, he felt her mind push him out and slam itself closed. Her fur had fluffed so that she seemed to have grown larger before his eyes. Her tail had puffed up magnificently and for the first time, Bily understood the desire of the diggers to touch his fur when it was fluffed.

He stood very still as she recovered, fur settling, then she slunk closer to sniff at him. She had not quite retracted into her velvet pads, and they clicked on the stone floor. He wondered if she would bite his head off.

His fear must have roused Zest for she sprang from his fallen pack and leapt onto Bily’s shoulder to hiss at the enormous Listener, baring her tiny sharp teeth. The Listener’s ears pricked and she leaned closer. Zest hissed furiously and the Listener chuckled. ‘Be still, little thing, whatever you are. I mean no harm to your master.’

‘I am not her master,’ Bily said. ‘She is my friend. But I need to talk to Bester, please.’

‘I am Bester,’ said the Listener.

Bily looked into her cool green eyes and gathered his courage.


‘The Listener you call the Broken Prince gave me your name and said you would help me,’ he began. Then he told her everything, just as the Monster had bidden him. From discovering him in the cottage basement on the eve of the stone storm that destroyed it, to their journey North. After that he grew more careful. He told of taking refuge during the Longful Night, but he did not say the Northern dwellers who had given them refuge were she Monks, or mention the tithe or the Nightbeast.

‘You say you helped the Broken Prince to the Northern bridge and left him there?’ asked the beautiful Listener. ‘Why?’

‘Because he would have died if he did not return to the Velvet City.’

‘Because we Listeners are bound to the Maker machines like any slave?’ Her voice was mocking. ‘Do I look like a slave to you?’

Bily glanced round the lavishly decorated chamber where he had been brought to wait after asking for Bester. ‘The truth can be hidden under lovely ornaments and beautiful carvings.’

Her eyes flickered. ‘My family gave me to this house, that the blood line of this house be enriched. It is the fate of last and lesser daughters,’ Bester said. ‘But I am no slave. I do as I will.’

Bily was confused, but he went on doggedly, ‘The Makers’ binding only makes you stay in the Velvet City, so you can better serve them, but maybe they could make you do other things if they wanted. The Monster thinks they don’t do more because they need your cleverness.’

‘Monster,’ she mused in her smoky voice. ‘He allowed you to call him that?’

‘You call him Broken?’ Bily countered.

‘It was a name he called himself before he vanished. A jest. Yet that name proved prophetic, for he is truly broken now,’ said Bester.

‘Was he brought here?’ Bily asked eagerly. ‘Can you take me to him?’

‘He was taken to the Temple because that is where we had all been summoned by the siren of the Sonic Dislocator,’ Bester said. ‘It is said that he was poisoned, and remembers nothing.’ She looked at him coldly. ‘Yours is a pretty story that would interest his clan, who wish to know what he has been doing all this time.’

‘Aren’t you his clan?’ Bily asked.

Her eyes slitted and grew cold. ‘I told you, I was given to this house. Gift daughters are never truly accepted.’

Bily did not know what to say so he simply said, ‘The Monster told me to find you and tell my story to you.’

‘I wonder why,’ she said. ‘Perhaps because he knows I like strange stories. Strangest of all to me is that you speak of the Prince as one who is loved by him. Yet the Prince I knew could not love.’

Bily was taken aback at the sparkle of malice in her eyes. ‘He said you would help me to reach him.’

‘Why do you want to see him now that you have delivered him, especially if, as you say, he will have no memory of you?’ She was sitting very upright now, her magnificent tail coiled neatly around her, eyes narrowed.

Tell her everything, the Monster had said, Bily reminded himself. ‘Our friends in the North tried to fix his metal so that he can resist the Makers after he becomes the Prime, but because we feared the Makers would read his memories when he was crowned, they were taken so he could not give us all away. I am to restore his memories if I can be sure his mind is his own once he wakes. He said you would know.’


‘So I might, if he had been brought here, and if there was time before he was to be crowned, but the Sonic Dislocator is ready to be used at last, and that changes everything. The Prime will be taken to the Temple tonight, so that he can speak to the Makers one last time, then he will bestow his crown on the Prince, who will take control of the Sonic Dislocator and open the sky rift; if he has wit and strength enough to do what must be done. If not, another will be Chosen.’

Bily tried to think what was best to do. Zest crooned at him and stroked his cheek soothingly and the green eyes of the Listener settled for a moment on the little monkling. Then her gaze returned to Bily. ‘You said that you carry his memories with you?

He nodded. ‘They are in a pouch I must burn so the Monster can smell it, or if I am very close, I could throw it into his face.’

‘No one but Listeners go to the Makers’ Temple, and none but the Prime and the members of the clan council will have access to the Prince until after he takes control of the Sonic Dislocator,’ she said with a bitterness Bily did not understand. ‘There is no way for you to reach him between his crowning and his use of the Sonic. Unless . . .’

‘Unless what?’ Bily said eagerly.

Bester’s green eyes narrowed and Bily had the feeling she thought that all he had told her was a trick, or some sort of game. At last she said, ‘There is only one way you can reach him before he uses the Sonic, and that is to be one of the ten slaves offered after the crowning. They will accompany the Prime to the Temple tonight.’

Bily’s heart leapt. ‘I must be one of them. Can you help me?’

‘I can get you into the slave pen,’ Bester said slowly. ‘You are pretty enough for an offering. But understand that offered slaves have their minds emptied by the new Prime to pay homage to the Makers. You will have the chance to use your pouch on the Monster when he is about to erase your memories, but he will not remember himself fast enough to save you.’

Bily felt as cold as he had ever done in the North, for if his mind was emptied there would be no memory scents to restore him. He steeled himself and said, ‘I must be one of the ten,’ he said.

The Listener’s eyes widened. ‘Why would you sacrifice yourself? The Prince is not your kind.’


‘He is my friend,’ Bily said. ‘But more than that, the Makers have done so much harm. They must not come here and it seems the only one who can prevent it now is the Monster. And why do they want to come here so badly when they have their own place? Don’t you ever wonder that?’

There was a silence, then she said softly, wonderingly, ‘No. I have never once wondered that. How strange.’

‘It is not strange,’ Bily said. ‘The Makers stopped you wondering. Will you help me? The Monster said you would.’

‘Once, we were close,’ Bester murmured. ‘I loved him, but his mother told me a Prince could not marry a gift daughter. Still he was my friend. Until he vanished without a word to me.’

‘He was hurt and could not return,’ Bily said. ‘He is a faithful friend.’

The Listener rose suddenly, opening her mouth and baring her sharp teeth.

 

The little huddle of slaves stopped dead at the sight of the Crawler standing on the other side of the pile of rubble they had climbed.

‘It’s all right,’ Zluty soothed. ‘I hurt my leg and couldn’t climb, so it brought me up.’ He hobbled to the Crawler and tapped on its carapace to make it go. He didn’t know how to tell it to turn, so he simply thought hard about what he wanted to do and added a little beat. The Crawler gave a whirring click, turned clumsily and followed when he and the others continued along the uneven passage.

‘You can Sonic the Crawlers!’ marvelled the small creature riding on Zluty’s shoulder with Zest.

‘Talking is for later, Copra,’ Flugal told it firmly. ‘We have to getting out of here very soonly. That is all that is mattering now.’

Zluty nodded. ‘Flugal is right. We must hurry because the water is going where it wants and the the tunnels are flooding.’

‘Where will we going?’ Semmel asked.

‘The Crawler will lead us to a way out,’ Zluty said.

‘How will you getting down from here if you cannot climbing?’ Flugal asked, pointing to Zluty’s leg. His makeshift bandage had stopped the bleeding but it was red with dried blood.

‘The Crawler will carry me,’ he said with more certainty than he felt. ‘You and the others go down at once because the whole settlement is about to break apart.’


‘It is because mountains keep shaking,’ Flugal said.

‘No,’ said Semmel. ‘The mountains have shaken many times since the underlings capturing us. The Sonic made the mountains angryful. Soon there will be a terrible quaking that will cause some of the mountains to collapsing.’ She had the strange look she got whenever the memory scents were speaking to her, though he had left them in Goldsong.

Chilled, Zluty said, ‘Climb down. Don’t wait for me. Go to the mine cavern, if you know the way. I have a friend there helping the mine slaves.’ He decided not to say it was Golt for the slaves would regard him as a servant of the underlings.

The slaves swarmed ahead and vanished along the dusty broken passage, but Flugal refused to leave Zluty until they got down from the tower. The tilt of the whole settlement was so great now that even if the escalating board had worked, it would not have been able to be used to carry them down the hole in the platform. Luckily the slope meant they could climb down its side to the cavern floor. Flugal ran ahead but the Crawler had to carry Zluty in its pinchers. They reached the ground without mishap and the Crawler set him on his feet. Flugal had gone but Semmel was waiting for him alone, Copra clinging to her shoulder.

‘Flugal leading the others to the mines, but Semmel will helping Zluty,’ she said.

‘We will ride,’ Zluty said, and tapped on the Crawler’s battered carapace. It set him on its back and held out a hand to Semmel.

‘You do speaking Sonic,’ she said as he pulled her onto the Crawler’s back, Copra still clinging to her neck. Inside his mind, Zluty made up a little song about finding Golt, and tapped out the beat on the carapace. To his delight, the Crawler set off at once.
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Bily had been washed and perfumed, then herded into the back of a closed wagon along with the other slaves to accompany the old Prime to the Makers’ Temple. For a time, they all stood, passive and incurious, but eventually the slaves sat down one by one and now several were curled asleep.

It was quite dark and Bily was sitting by a long slit in the wall of the wagon, where there was a slight breeze. At last he saw a light approaching. It grew until he could see the other slaves that had been chosen as offerings. Of course, he had seen them when they was being prepared, and every one of them had an especially fine pelt of fur, or a lovely tail or enormous pretty ears. Bily had not tried not to speak with them for Bester had explained that slaves to be offered were given a calming potion to stop them making a fuss when they were brought to the choosing pen. Being house slaves, they had enough free will to understand what was happening, and to be afraid. Bily felt a surge of pity for his companions, going to their doom without being able to protest, let alone plan an escape.

‘At least I have chosen this,’ he thought.

He had left Zest with Bester and he missed her small weight on his shoulder and in his mind. Of course, it had been impossible to keep her with him. He had not had to explain anything to her because the monkling had been in his mind enough to know all that he knew. She had allowed him to lift her onto the Listener’s back without protest, clutching the Monster’s memory pouch. It made Bily uneasy that he had not been able to keep it with him, but it would have been taken from him while he was being prepared to be offered.

Bester had said she would take the monkling to her chamber where she would be safe, and had promised to get the memory scents to Bily before the Monster was crowned. He could only hope that she succeeded. He had asked her to help Zest to return to the Hidden Place, if he could not. He did not know her and he had been unable to smell what she thought or felt, but he had no choice but to trust her. Now sitting in the wagon, he felt very small and very alone. To make himself stop fretting about Zest he began to think about how he might get the memory scents to the Monster, then delay him from offering the slaves and opening the sky crack, until they had time to restore his memory. It would be too stupid to restore his memories only to have him open the sky crack before he could remember he did not want to do that. There was also the thin hope that the siren announcing the readiness of the Sonic machine to widen the sky crack had been a mistake. Bester had told him earth tremors sometimes shook the mountains and had set off the Sonic Dislocator siren before.

The thought of the mountains shaking made him think of Zluty, though surely he must long since have returned to the Hidden Place.

Hearing voices, Bily pressed his eye to the opening. A host of Listeners were flowing by, soft-pawed, as when he had been approaching the Monster’s clan house. Among them were diggers and smaller creatures carrying torches. The flames at their tips caused green jewelled metal worn by the Listeners to flash and sparkle, as the Monster’s clan assembled. Then a drum began to sound and the wagon lurched forward.


[image: image]


‘I have chosen this,’ Bily reminded himself, wondering with a little ache where Zluty was.

 

Zluty heaved a sigh of relief at the sight of Golt’s approach, for the Crawler had been heading towards the wall of the cavern and there was no opening in sight. He feared water had got into its workings, muddling its sense of direction. ‘There is no way through,’ he called.

‘You have to climb now,’ Golt said cheerfully, pointing up. ‘There is another cavern, higher and dry. That is where the little ones went and where the slaves who could climb have gone. Golt helped them up then he came back to see what happened to Zluty.’ He reached out to Copra and Semmel and it said a great deal about how frightened they all were after hours of being carried through the rising black water, that they both scrambled up onto his broad shoulders without hesitation. Two underlings half hidden under his ruff of reddish fur, hissed at the newcomers, but Golt bade them to mind their manners.
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‘We all have to be friends now,’ he said and bent to take the Crawler up in his fingers, Zluty still clinging to its back. The Crawler’s legs moved as though it was trying to swim through the air as Golt tipped it sideways, gently cupping Zluty, as he pressed its waving legs against the wall of the cavern. Immediately, it hooked its metallic claws into the stone and began to climb. Zluty clung on grimly but after a little, the wall began to slope back, and that made it easier to hold on.

‘What happened to the mine slaves?’ he asked Golt, climbing beside them.

‘Zluty’s friend Flugal told Golt where the mine slaves were kept prisoner and how to free them if they were still trapped. Golt did what Flugal said to do.’

‘What of the sleepers from the Sonic’s cavern?’ Zluty asked, thinking of Redwing.

‘The little ones took all the sleepers that would fit through the cracks near the climbing up place. The rest were still sleeping where the Crawlers put them, but Flugal told the other slaves to carry them to the mine cavern.’

Zluty wanted to ask why the mine cavern but a clicking grinding noise began to come from inside the Crawler. Its broken gait was uneven and several times, one of its metal claws lost its grip on the stone. Fortunately they reached the cavern before anything bad happened.

‘Come!’ Golt urged, striding into the darkness of the new cavern.

The Crawler did not move, so Zluty reached out to tap at it, willing it to go on. It obeyed, though its walk was clumsier than ever, and soon the light from its broken carapace fell on Golt. He was waiting by an enormous stone column formed by a stalactite that had met and fused with a stalagmite. Zluty slipped from the Crawler’s back and went to stand with Semmel and the other slaves from the Tower, some of them bearing staffs with red skystones. Golt pointed up. This time, Zluty could just make out a great round hole in the roof of the cavern, alongside the column. A cold fresh wind blew steadily down from it, and his nose told him that this was a long and difficult way to the top of the mountains. His heart sank, for even if he had been able to manage such a climb with his hurt leg, the others would not; many of the slaves were small and weak and then there were the sleepers. They could not be left behind.

‘The Crawler cannot climb to the top of the mountains, but Golt can carry Zluty and his friends,’ the big Monk offered.

Zluty shook his head. ‘You can’t carry us all, Golt. Take as many as you can and I will find another way out.’

‘Only one other way,’ Golt said gloomily. ‘A very dreadful way.’

‘Tell me what it is,’ Zluty demanded.

‘Zluty must cross the magma and go by raft down the Whitewash to the Velvet City.’

‘What is the magma?’ Zluty asked.

‘A pool of fire,’ Golt said. ‘Hot and terrible but also dangerous to cross because of shaking of mountains and falling of stones.’

‘Where is it?’ Zluty asked.

‘I know,’ Semmel told him. ‘It is being in same cavern as the mines. That is where Flugal went.’

Zluty nodded, remembering she had said the sleepers had been laid there. He turned to Golt. ‘Thank you for helping me and my friends. I hope we will meet again one day, free under the sky.’
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‘Zluty must go at once if he would cross the magma for when the rising water flows into it, poisonous smoke will come,’ Golt warned, then he patted Zluty and held out a hand to the huddle of slaves. Several bounded up his arm at once, and others followed. When all that would go with him had climbed onto his shoulders he began climbing the stone column.

‘We better going fastly,’ Semmel said.

Zluty tore his eyes from Golt and they climbed back onto the Crawler. Semmel pointed in the direction they needed to go, and Zluty made a song telling it to go that way as he tapped the Crawler’s carapace. It set off in its uneven lumbering way. At the far side, the cavern narrowed and became a sloping passage that ran through a great crack in the wall, that brought them into a small round cavern centred on an enormous pit of molten stone that gave off an immense heat and a fierce golden light. The magma. There was a sagging bridge over it, and an opening in the wall of the cavern beyond. It must be the way to the Whitewash river. Zluty stared into the magma, squinting his eyes against the heat. No wonder Golt had said it was dangerous. To cross the burning pool, the lowest part of the bridge would bring you so close, you would be lucky not to burn.

Then Zluty noticed a huddle of slaves pressed to the cave wall beside them. They were filthy and thin and sickly looking, with great burned patches in their dull fur – mine slaves. Semmel was among them, tending to the wounds of a small creature. Beyond them, Zluty noticed a ledge path cut into the side of the cave wall and leading to several small holes, one directly above the magma.
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‘The entrances to mine tunnels,’ he murmured.

‘Zluty!’ It was Vesh’s voice. The youngling burst through the mine slaves and came bounding over to hug him. He was dirty and had a horrible raw-looking burnt place on his chest, but other than this, he looked as he had done when last they had talked.

‘I am so sorry!’ he cried before Zluty could say anything. ‘The underlings caught me in the tunnel before I could reach Feather. They brought me to work in the mines. Seshla was there but she hadn’t any idea what had happened until we talked. The last thing she remembered was looking for you in the cave with the trenches of water. The underlings caught her, too, and brought her to work in the mines because she is big and strong.’

‘Where is she now?’ Zluty asked, remembering with dismay that mine slaves got sick.


‘Your friend Flugal released all of us, and then Seshla led the mine slaves that would follow her across the magma. Semmel went with her to carry some of the smaller ones who were too sick to walk. Seshla made the bigger ones carry as many of the sleepers as they could, when we found them here.’

There were so many things Zluty wanted to ask, but remembering what Golt had said about the rising water flowing into the magma, he said, ‘We must get everyone across the bridge and into the next cavern before the water rises, for once it gets into the magma it will turn to poisonous smoke.’

‘What about them?’ Vesh pointed over Zluty’s shoulder. There lay some of the big sleepers he had seen on the pale beach in the Sonic cavern and beyond was a motionless flock of Crawlers.

‘The Crawlers must carry them across,’ he said, and he slipped from his own battered Crawler to limp to the nearest. He made a song about the Crawler carrying a sleeper across the magma and tapped the rhythm on its shiny carapace. As soon as he had finished, it rose, moved smoothly to the nearest sleeper and gathered it up in its pinchers. Then it turned and walked towards the magma bridge. Without hesitation, it stepped onto it and made its way to the other side.

Zluty watched how the bridge sagged and swayed, heart in his mouth, but the Crawler did not falter and it reached the other side safely.

He was about to tap the carapace of another Crawler, then he thought better of it and went to the huddle of mine slaves standing around Semmel. He told them what would happen when the rising waters flowed into the magma, and said they must walk or ride across it on one of the Crawlers carrying a sleeper, if they wanted to live. There was no way back. He told them this as dramatically as he could, but, he only managed to convince them with the help of Semmel, who could quiet her mind as Bily did, and because Vesh rode across the magma on a Crawler carrying a sleeper to show them it was safe. Even so, some refused to cross unless Seshla returned to lead them. They trusted her, because she had worked in the mine with them.

Zluty had been shocked to see how badly scarred Seshla was, when she came across the bridge, but like Vesh, she brushed away his concern, saying that she was glad he had not been killed. Zluty wanted to ask her about the Whitewash and the rafts but a feeling of urgency was growing in him. Perhaps it was the same for Seshla, for she bade the remaining mine slaves to cross the magma with her at once, for she would not return again. They obeyed and Semmel followed, carrying the trembling Copra. Then there was only Zluty. He limped to the beginning of the bridge using a stick, and hesitated as the waves of terrible heat beat at him. Then he told himself sternly that Semmel and Flugal had crossed, and Vesh and Seshla, despite being sick and weak from their time in the mines.

Gritting his teeth, he stepped onto the bridge. He was nearing the middle, when he heard a whirring sound behind him and the bridge began to sway. Glancing back, Zluty saw with dismay that the damaged Crawler was following him, its uneven gait making the bridge rock. He was sure he had tapped for it to stop when they entered the magma cavern but maybe the underlings had given it a stronger command to follow him. There was nothing to do but to go on.

The heat increased as he reached the middle of the bridge. It was so awful Zluty feared he would faint. He might even have turned back, if not for the Crawler coming relentlessly after him. Then it struck him that it was not the Crawler making the bridge sway.

The mountains were quaking again.

‘Hurry, Zluty,’ Seshla cried, beckoning him frantically from the end of the bridge. ‘You must hurry because the quakes never come alone.’

Zluty’s legs went rubbery with fear but the sound of the Crawler whirring and clicking along behind him drove him on. He passed the middle point of the bridge, where the air was so hot it burned his throat and the heat of the metal underfoot made him wince. Then he was going up towards the other end of the bridge. He was no more than a few steps from it when the bridge seemed to buck. Zluty was thrown to his knees, and he dropped the stick he had been using to help him walk. He made the mistake of looking down into the burning yellow eye of the magma and a tongue of yellow fire licked out hungrily at him.

‘Zluty, get up!’ Seshla’s voice was sharp with alarm. ‘Hurry! There will be another quake any second.’


Zluty tried to stand and almost fainted from the pain. He gave up trying to stand and began to crawl, then the cavern shook violently, and the metal strands at the mine end of the bridge snapped with an awful twang.

It fell and with it, Zluty.
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The wagon came to a halt. Bily put his eye to the air slit and saw they had stopped before a great arched opening in the side of a huge wall. A drum began to sound a slower measured beat and the wagon rolled into the passage. Lanterns hung along the wall beside metal doors set into the passage, showed that they had no handles, which meant they only opened from the inside.

As they approached the end of the tunnel, Bily pushed his face against the slit, but he could make out nothing but a flooding, shifty light. The wagon rolled out into what he first took for an immense brightly lit chamber, until he saw stars overhead. He was bewildered by this until his eyes got used to the light and he could see that the Makers’ Temple was actually four walls of steps all running down to a square sandy arena. The metal doors he had seen in the tunnel must lead to rooms behind the steps. He wished he could see the whole of the Makers’ Temple properly, but the slit in the wagon was too narrow.

What he could see were bowls of fire set on the steps, flame flickering in them like the tongues of fire lizards. The wagon jerked to a halt and the back fell open with a thud to form a ramp leading to the earthen floor of the temple. One of the Listeners reached in a pole to prod the slaves out, and Bily shuffled down the ramp with the rest, being careful to show the same dull disinterest as the other slaves. To his disappointment, they were herded into a little group facing the tunnel entrance, then he saw another wagon was coming along it.

Lit by lanterns hung in clusters at the corners, it was drawn by a group of powerful-looking he Monks wearing green armbands and golden head metal. When the wagon came out into the light, Bily saw that it was not a closed wagon but a wheeled platform. An enormous Listener lay stretched out on it. Bily guessed this was the Prime, and the grandfather of his Monster, though he looked more like the Cloudbeast. A huge, lavishly bejewelled metal ornament was clasped around his head. It must have been heavy, for his head was supported against the chest of a very pale purple-brown she Listener sitting upright behind him. She, too, wore a dazzling head ornament and seeing the gleam of greenish gold metal among the jewels, Bily thought the ornaments were probably made from the same head metal worn by any creature bound to the Makers.

The wheeled platform moved out of his sight and, as it passed, the Listeners minding the offering slaves chivvied them to follow it. Turning, Bily had to bite his tongue to stop himself crying out at the sight of the most enormous metal device he had ever set eyes on, standing right in the middle of the space between the walls of steps. It towered over them, standing on two great metal legs that supported a metal platform. This was separated from a great pyramid of metal rising above it on many smaller pillars. He realised with a chill that this was the Sonic Dislocator. It looked exactly like a device that had been created to tear open the sky and Bily felt the utter foolishness of his passionate vow to destroy it.
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The Prime’s wagon was being hauled by straining he Monks, up a wide metal ramp that ran from the sandy floor of the arena to the device platform. They were made to wait as another wheeled wagon came through the tunnel and was dragged up the sloping ramp by Monks. Bily counted nine Listeners sitting stiffly upright upon it, magnificently ornamented with different coloured jewels. This must be the clan council Bester had mentioned.

A third wheeled platform emerged from the tunnel and Bily’s heart nearly leapt out of his chest, for the Monster was on it. His Monster, sitting upright and looking healthier and stronger than at any time Bily had ever seen him. His coat had been brushed till it shone and he wore a magnificent chest plate that flashed with green jewels. As the wagon was turned to make its approach to the ramp, the Monster’s yellow eyes passed over the huddle of slaves and for a moment, they rested on Bily without a flicker of recognition.

Bily had known the Monster would not remember him, but it cut him to the heart to be looked at so coldly by one he loved so well.

He noticed movement about the arena, and was amazed to see the steps on all sides were now seething with Listeners pouring from openings he had not noticed. All were magnificently bejewelled and caped and Bily hoped Bester was among them with a plan to get the memory scents to him, because once he was up in the device, he did not see how it would be possible.

To his dismay, at that moment, the Listeners guarding them began prodding them towards the ramp and, as he ascended with the rest, Bily’s heart sank and he thought of Zluty with a sharp pang of sorrow. They had been apart on many occasions when Zluty had gone foraging, and there had been longer and more difficult separations since they had left the cottage, but this time, Bily knew, it was likely he would never see his brother again. He had been hiding this truth from himself ever since insisting Bester offer him, but he could not hide from it any longer. He told himself nothing mattered, if only he could restore the Monster to himself so that he could stop the Makers coming through the sky crack. But he would do his best to delay the offering if only he could get the memory scents to the Monster. He did not know what the Makers would do if the Monster refused to use the Sonic at once, but if he was restored to himself, Bily was sure he was clever enough to find a way.

But first Bester had to get the Monster’s memory scents to him.

 

Zluty woke to find Seshla peering down at him. The pain in his leg made his head spin.

‘Be careful,’ Seshla said, helping him to sit up.

‘What happened?’ Zluty croaked.

‘The bridge snapped when the mountains quaked, but the Crawler kept hold of the bridge and managed to catch you and get you up to the top,’ said the she Monk.

Zluty stared at the Crawler, standing beside them, light spilling from its broken carapace onto a pile of rubble. Beyond it rose the fiery glow of the magma.

‘Come,’ said Seshla, rising. ‘You will have to walk for yourself now. The Crawler managed to get you this far then it broke down. We are not far from the Whitewash and the raft landing.’

She hauled Zluty to his feet. It hurt so much to put weight on his damaged leg that he would have fallen, had not she caught his elbow. She hooked her good arm around his waist and they set off awkwardly. As they passed the Crawler it gave a soft, grinding whirr and one of its legs worked feebly.

Zluty stopped. ‘I can’t just leave it like this. It saved my life when I would have fallen into the magma.’

‘It was just obeying its pattern,’ Seshla said impatiently.

‘But that is how the Makers think of us,’ Zluty told her. ‘As things to be used and used up as if we have no life or feelings of our own.’

‘The Crawler is a metal device,’ Seshla said. ‘It doesn’t have any life or feelings. It is only what the Makers made it.’

Zluty wondered if that was true. The Makers had not told it to save him. He thought of the metal piece that had trembled in his hand like a little animal, and the way the metal egg had yearned towards the damaged Sonic. He reached out to the Crawler and tapped a soft, complicated rhythm on its battered carapace.

‘What are you doing?’ Seshla asked, looking amazed.

‘I am telling it to follow, if it can.’

‘But . . .’

‘I know it is broken. So are we, yet we can make ourselves go on,’ Zluty said firmly. ‘Maybe the Crawler will be able to go on if it does not have to carry us.’

He stepped back, and the Crawler gave a rusty whirr. One of its legs stirred the air again, but then it stopped and the light from its carapace dimmed. Zluty sighed and rested his hand on the bit of the Crawler that he thought of as its head. ‘I am sorry,’ he said softly. ‘It is a poor thanks that I must leave you here.’

He turned away and Seshla put her arm around him, wincing a little when he brushed against one of her raw-looking scars.

‘The mines must have been horrible,’ Zluty said, as they hobbled on into the darkness.

‘The worse of it was how narrow the tunnels were. Sometimes I had to dig just to be able to move along a shaft. It is quite dark in them, except that the metal we had to dig out glows. You had to crawl along until you saw metal shining, then chip at the stone to get at it. I could only come out when I had a full bucket. Sometimes I would bump against the shining stuff. It burns. The diggers told me to try not to touch it, but even being near it is dangerous. In the end all miners die slowly from its poisons.’ She touched her bandaged arm. ‘One day the ground shook and part of the tunnel crumbled and my arm was trapped. I would have died if the others had not got me out.’

‘I am sorry I got you into this,’ Zluty said.

‘I got myself into it,’ Seshla said. ‘Besides we found your lost companions and learned much. And now we are free because the mountains quaked.’

Zluty opened his mouth to tell her the destruction had been caused by the Sonic. But how could the device still be causing the ground to shudder after all this time? It must be that in destroying itself, the Sonic had upset the mountains and now they were quaking of their own accord. He thought to tell her the most important gain of their journey under the mountain – his use of the egg from the Northern Forest to heal the song of the Sonic, so it could close the sky crack. Only he was not sure he had really done that. The egg voice had spoken of pulling a black lever when there had been no lever to pull. Also, it had said a lot of things he had not been able to hear over the screeching and crackling of the dying Sonic.
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He noticed a dull glow of pale light ahead, then they came to the edge of a very wide milky river moving swiftly across their path.

‘The Whitewash,’ Zluty said wonderingly. ‘The water glows.’

‘Because it passes through flooded mine tunnels,’ Seshla said. ‘It is lucky there were rafts at the landing because the water is poisonous. I sent Flugal and Semmel and the others off already because the water is still rising and soon there will be no space between the river and the roof of the tunnels and caverns.’

‘Then we had better hurry,’ Zluty said.

Seshla gave him a sudden grin that lit her dirty, battered face. ‘We will see the sunlight again, Zluty,’ she said, and helped him along the shore of the glowing river until they reached the landing.

There was one remaining raft. Seshla helped Zluty onto it then she shoved the raft into the water and leaped aboard.

Settling on her haunches, she grinned at Zluty, then cast off the tether rope and the Whitewash bore them swiftly away.
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Bily watched the beautiful and haughty she Listener press a velveted paw on a bar on the wagon carrying her and the Prime. It sank down over the wheels until it was a flat platform on the ground and she uttered a yowling cry. One of the he Monks hastened forward with cushions to push under the Prime’s head as she rose and stretched.

Seeing this, Bily understood the old Listener was so weak he could not hold up his own head. Yet his eyes were open and blazed with authority as he surveyed the grouped clan council members, sitting stiffly upright, tails curled neatly around their bodies. He went on glaring at them as he Monks came up the ramp bearing trays with wide flat bowls of flaming oil to place between the metal pillars around the platform, then retreated down the ramp.

Only then did the Prime speak.

‘Listeners, at last the great Sonic Dislocator has strength enough to open the skyrift and allow the coming of our beloved Makers. This machine is the result of our long and faithful work in following their Plan.’ He went on talking about the greatness of the Makers, and the Listeners’ importance to them. For all his weakness and age, the old Prime’s voice was very beautiful, and it boomed out so loudly that there must be some device enhancing it enough to be heard by the Listeners seated on the Temple steps.

His words smelled to Bily like something the old Prime had said many times before, until he came to speak of the Monster.

‘My grandson returned to us on the very day the Sonic siren sounded. This is a sign that his coming is part of the Makers’ design. He will be crowned here, this day, so he can pull the lever of the Sonic Dislocator at once, if the Makers ask it of him when he Listens to them.’

There was a stir from the Listeners in the steps, and the council Listeners looked at one another in consternation. ‘If? Why would the Makers want any delay?’ demanded a lithe black Listener, with a hint of a snarl.

‘It may be that the Makers have preparations of their own to make, before they come through the skyrift,’ the Prime answered smoothly. Bily smelled deception and when the Prime looked at the Council, he thought some of them might have smelled it too, for there was doubt as well as outrage in some eyes. The black Listener stepped forward, red jewels glinting.

‘It is said the Prince’s mind is scoured out with fever. Perhaps he will not have wit enough to understand the Makers’ instructions. Perhaps you mean to give your grandson time to recover.’

The Prime’s eyes flashed. ‘The Makers will see what is in my mind when I ask them to bestow the crown upon my grandson,’ he said. ‘If they find my intentions displeasing, they will punish me. If they find the Prince unfit, they will refuse to allow his crowning. But perhaps you wish me to tell the Makers you dispute their right to judge us?’

Bily saw consternation in the eyes of the other council Listeners, but the black Listener only bared her teeth. It said a great deal about the power of the old Prime that even badly weakened, he exerted such power over the other Listeners. Unless it was not their respect for the Prime that kept them silent, but the Makers’ control over their minds.

Bily hoped the black Listener was right, and the old Prime was trying to delay the use of the Sonic. That would give the Monster more time to remember himself.

There was a humming sound in the workings overhead and Bily looked up to see what looked like an huge upturned metal bowl descend from a vast tangle of workings inside the metal pyramid that he had thought to be solid. It lowered itself on a long metal arm until it hung just above the head of the Prime. He could see the points round the rim of the bowl would fitted snugly between the points of the ornate metal device on the Prime’s head. It lowered very slowly, until there was only a narrow gap left. A reddish light began to glow from it. The Prime closed his eyes and a distant drum began to be struck in a slow, hypnotic beat.

There was a low, ferocious growl and Bily saw that the Prime had opened his eyes. The light from the device hovering over his head turned his eyes red as he gazed on the council of Listeners.

‘The Makers say my grandson is to be crowned this night. They have told me that it was part of their plan that he be scoured out in readiness to receive their wisdom, for much will be required of us to prepare for their coming. They will tell to him what is needful. But they have further told me that my grandson cannot do their will and rule here so I am to serve as leader of the Velvet City, until they have come.’

There was no sign of Bester and Bily had to accept that the Monster would empty the memories of the ten offered slaves after he was crowned! He could only pray that Bester would do what he would be unable to do.

But Bily was puzzled too, because it sounded like the Makers were claiming they had wanted the Monster’s mind emptied. Was it possible the she Monks had been serving them without knowing it? But how could the Makers have got the she Monks to dream of the Changebringer when their metal was not bound? And even if they had made the she Monks send Seshla and the Nightbeast to find the Monster, surely they would never have permitted the she Monks to try to change the Monster’s metal so they would not be able to control him?

Unless they knew it would not work.

Bily shook his head. The old Prime smelled of deception. He was lying, but if he was lying about the Monster, why did he not fear the Makers’ anger? Unless they had commanded the lie.

‘Did the Makers speak of the Sonic Dislocator?’ asked another of the council, an older she Listener with a measured tone.

The Prime said, ‘My grandson is to pull the black lever when the Makers command it of him. That is all I was told.’

A babble of talk rose from the clan leaders and from beyond the Sonic, reminding Bily of the hundreds of Listeners in the steps.

‘Princess Daughter,’ said the Prime to the beautiful she Listener who had ridden with him. Bily realised that she must be the Monster’s mother, even as the Prime commanded her to summon her son.


She turned to snarl at the Monster who had been sitting all the while on his wheeled wagon, gazing away into the darkness.

Now, to Bily’s astonishment and joy, he rose gracefully and leapt down to pad across to where the Prime lay on his platform. He looked strong and lithe but Bily, who knew him so well, saw that his muscles trembled. It was a show of strength and it was met by a roar of approval from the Listeners in the steps, though Bily noticed the council Listeners did not look so very pleased.

The Monster turned towards the Prime, and Bily saw again the blankness in his eyes.

He wondered again where Bester was and how she felt seeing the Monster walk, when he had told her how weak he was. Would she think he had lied?

The Monster stepped up onto the platform and sat close by his grandfather. There was a flash of blinding light, and the old Prime roared with agony as the device over his head dropped down then lifted. Bily saw with horror that it had torn the crown from the head of the Prime. There were bleeding places on his skull and a great bald welt where the crown had rested at the front.


The metal arms shifted until the crown hovered over the Monster’s head. Bily saw three vicious spikes at the bottom and realised the Monster was about to be crowned with metal and that this was what would allow the Makers into his mind. There was a babble of consternation from the councillors as the bowl descended over the Monster’s head. There was a blinding flash of red light and he roared in pain. Blue threads leaped and pulsed around his head.

Bily watched, anguished and helpless, knowing there was nothing he could do. Nor was he supposed to do anything. The Monster had chosen this, and Bily’s part was simply to restore his memories once it was done. If that was possible.

Better come soon, Bester, he thought, then he froze to hear Zest’s voice in his mind.

The monkling was hiding in the shadow of the nearest column. Bester had brought the monkling with her into the Makers’ Temple, and then had loosed her with the memory scent pouch, to find Bily. Zest was so small and light and quick that it was no wonder she had not been spotted.

‘Bring the pouch to me,’ Bily sent the words to Zest’s mind. It was risky but he was sure that everyone was riveted to the drama of the Monster’s crowning.

Vesh obeyed, as an enormous block of the workings overhead lowered itself on two hinged metal arms. This caused enough of a reaction from those gathered on the platform that Bily understood none of them had expected it.

Even as Vesh pressed the Monster’s memory pouch into his hands, Bily spotted the black lever at the side of the device and understood this must be the part of the Sonic machine that would open the sky crack.

He bade Vesh to return to Bester, then he looked down at the pouch. To his dismay it was half empty. Vesh must have spilled some of the dust as he made his way up into the Sonic device.

Bily had no idea if what remained was enough to restore the Monster’s memories, but he had to act before his mind was emptied.

The Princess growled at the Listener who had herded Bily and the other slaves up the ramp and he began to nudge them closer to the end of the machine with the black lever.

Bily gaped, for now he could see that a row of metal eggs were sitting on their ends in shallow niches on top of the great block of metal that had descended. The metal eggs looked like the one Zluty had found in the Northern Forest. Seeing them gave Bily the strangest feeling but before he could try to understand it, the crown moving device lifted from the Monster’s head, leaving the crown attached. The old Prime hissed something and the Monster rose and padded to where Bily and the other slaves now stood close to the black lever.

Bily’s heart began to hammer. He would never have a better chance to throw the memory scents into the Monster’s face so he edged to the front of the group and readied the pouch so he could empty its contents. But the she Listener pounced on a pretty little digger beside him and lay it before the Monster.

‘Empty this slave of life and memory, my son, in honour of the beloved Makers.’ Her voice rang out, full of cold triumph.

Bily was sickened to realise that he had been wrong to think those offered would have their minds emptied as the Monks had emptied Rush’s mind. The Monster was to kill the offered slaves. Heart pounding, he eased himself closer to the Monster, but that brought him nearer the gleaming row of metal eggs, and all at once, he seemed to hear them calling him to come, to join them.

How strange, Bily thought. He tore his gaze away from the metal eggs, but when he looked up at the Monster, he saw the metal eggs like the afterimage of fire when you looked away from it into the dark.

The Monster lifted his paw and his claws sprang out.

‘Oh my dear, don’t,’ Bily cried, and when the Monster turned, leapt forward to fling the memory scent directly into his yellow eyes.

 

Zluty and Seshla lay flattened against the raft being carried along at terrifying speed by the roaring Whitewash, knowing they had moments before there was no room at all between the surface of the river and the stone roof of the tunnel.

‘Goodbye Bily,’ Zluty thought despairingly, laying his cheek on Seshla’s tail, but the raft flew from the tunnel to land on a great wide lake of water. It took Zluty a stunned moment to realise they were outside, and that overhead the night sky was speckled with stars. Seshla sat up looking no less dazed, a faint breeze ruffling her bedraggled fur.

‘In the mines I longed to feel the wind,’ she murmured.

Zluty noticed that the lake was actually a slow swollen river, that curved away to the South. There was a sliver of land between its Northern bank and another body of water, and beyond that, a great settlement rose up.

‘The Velvet City,’ Seshla said. ‘We can paddle the raft to that bank and carry it into the other river, then creep into the city. That will tell us if you are wrong about the Sonic closing the skyrift, for if it closed, all of the enslaved will be free. If not, we can just make our way to the other side of the city and go back along the Northern road to the Hidden Place.’

A look of sorrow passed over her face and Zluty guessed Seshla was thinking of the punishment the Makers might have inflicted on her people, when she and Vesh had failed to appear for the tithe. They had talked of the tithe during the long, dark, frightening journey on the Whitewash, as a way of distracting themselves from the ever-narrowing way ahead.


‘Look!’ Seshla cried now, pointing towards the mountains.

Zluty looked and his mouth fell open, for he saw Goldsong gliding along a stream of water flowing from a great split in the mountainside. The hot turbulent river where they had left the vessel lodged must have burst from the mountains, and by some miracle, she had sailed safely here.

‘The Velvet City is flooding,’ Seshla said.

Zluty studied the city but his eyes were not sharp enough to see what she saw. Then something occurred to him. Goldsong’s wingsails were unfurled, gleaming a dull gold in the moonlight, but he and Seshla had furled them in the ice chasm. Then he saw someone was waving from the rigging.

He could not see who it was, and yet he thought he knew. Somehow the diggers had found Goldsong under the mountain, and had brought her to safety.

‘It’s your friend, Flugal, and Semmel is on the bow,’ Seshla said. ‘They must have gone along a tunnel that was flooded by the time we passed the Whitewash.’
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‘Let’s get them and go into the Velvet City,’ Zluty said.

He had to know if he had really managed to close the sky crack.
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‘I will know who is behind this treachery,’ snarled the Princess.

Bily saw from where he was lying that she was facing the slaves that had herded him and the others up the ramp. The Listeners were so certain a slave could do nothing of its own free will that the Monster’s mother was convinced that Bily had been forced to disrupt the crowning ceremony.

‘I do not know which clan leader dared command this offering to attack your son, Princess,’ said one of the green-sigiled Listeners in a silky voice. ‘I will find out who brought this creature to the preparation room, and question them.’

‘Yes,’ the she Listener said coldly. ‘But the question is not who led the creature to the offering pen but who benefited by meddling with its metal to interrupt the sacrifice.’ She turned on the council, baring her fangs. ‘What I want to know is which house dared to plot against the house of the Prime.’

There was a babble of outrage from the Council.

No one was paying any attention to Bily and he was glad of it. Glad, too, for the rage of the she Listener because it had given the Monster time to recover his memories. If only the little bit of dust that reached him was enough. There was no way to know if he remembered anything. He got to his feet and crept closer to the Monster. But this brought him alongside the row of metal eggs and once again he became mesmerised by them, until the She Listener sprang, again knocking him to the ground.

‘Who is your master, slave?’ she demanded.

Bily got to his feet, trying to ignore his shaking knees. Facing the furious she Listener, he drew a deep breath and then shouted as loud as he could. ‘I am my own master!’


The Sonic made his voice boom like thunder into the darkness, silencing the clamour of the Listeners beyond the enormous device. The she Listener stared at him in astounded disbelief, and Bily forced himself to go on, because all of the Listeners could hear his words. ‘You and the other Listeners are the slaves here. Not me. The Makers are your masters. Not mine. You are bound to their machines just like the Monks and the diggers.’

‘What gibberish is this?’ hissed the she Listener. She turned and bade the Monster turn off the device that was making Bily’s voice so loud, but he just blinked his yellow eyes at her.

Hissing with frustration she turned back to Bily but he spoke directly to the Monster. ‘You know that what I say is true, dear one, for though you were poisoned by a blackclaw, your real sickness came from being so far from the Maker machines here. I brought you back because you could only be healed by returning to the Velvet City.’

Of course, Bily had not been alone in helping the Monster but he did not want to mention Zluty or any of their friends.

‘The creature is mad,’ snarled the she Listener, turning to the council of Listeners, who had drawn closer, tails lashing. ‘Whoever meddled with this slave broke its mind.’ She looked at the Monster and hissed at him. ‘Kill this slave and be done with its nonsense. I will learn the truth of this matter later.’

Bily dodged her paw as she reached for him, but stumbled against the table holding the row of metal eggs. Once again, he could not help but turn to stare at the metal eggs. Their song beat at him, a summoning, a beautiful calling. This time, he felt the metal inside him respond, and realised it was not all of the eggs calling to him. It was one.

Suddenly the Monster loomed over him and Bily dragged his eyes from the egg to look up at him. He ought to have been afraid, but he felt only love. ‘Dearest Monster, try to remember who you are.’

The machine shuddered under his feet and there were cries and snarls of fear from the Listeners around him.

‘The Makers shake the city because they are angry at the delay in opening the way to them!’ shouted a sleek black council Listener with a red jewelled collar. She bounded to the lever, but when she closed a paw round it, blue fire ran over her in bright threads and she was thrown back to lie very still. The machine rocked again.

‘Do not be fools,’ snarled the Monster’s mother. ‘It is only another quake.’ She glanced at the old Prime who lay helpless, though his eyes still burned. She turned to the other Listeners. ‘Perhaps you have forgotten your lessons. No one may touch the black lever that will make the Sonic do the Makers’ bidding but the Prime.’ The council members seemed soothed by the certainty in her tone, but beyond the Sonic, Bily heard a babble of voices and shouting and he could smell panic.

‘Kill it,’ the she Listener commanded the Monster.

Bily looked into the Monster’s eyes. ‘Don’t let the Makers come, Monster. Remember your promise.’

‘I remember everything, dear heart,’ the Monster whispered.

‘Traitor,’ yowled the she Listener.

The Monster lifted his head to look at her. ‘I am no traitor, Mother,’ he said as coldly as ever Bily had heard him speak, and the Sonic sent his voice hissing out into the darkness. ‘Our metal is bound by the Makers to their machines. Maybe that is why we have become so hard and cold and cruel. So ready to make slaves of any but our own kind.’

‘You understand nothing,’ the she Listener snarled.

The Sonic rocked again and the cries and yowls from beyond seemed to have grown stronger. The Council Listeners fled down the ramp, leaving only the she Listener and her father. She met his burning eyes, then leapt down the ramp, leaving Bily and the Monster alone with his grandfather and the body of the Listener who had tried to pull the black lever.

‘Perhaps the Makers are punishing us for failing to open the skyrift, for the quake has caused some buildings to fall, and the Velvet City is flooding,’ said a cool voice Bily recognised. It was Bester coming up the ramp. ‘So say the other Listeners fleeing for their lives,’ she added.

‘But not you,’ said the Monster, and there was the flicker of humour in his eyes that Bily loved so much. Bester and the Monster looked at one another, green eyes looking intently into gold.

‘When you have faced the betrayal of friendship, the end of the world is nothing.’

‘Friendship does not end,’ said the Monster.


Bester shook her head as if his words itched her. ‘Even if the Velvet City survives and you rule as Prime, one day you will die and there will be another who will pull the black lever.’

‘I will have the Sonic machine torn apart,’ said the Monster.

‘The Makers will have another made,’ Bester countered.

‘Bily!’ said a beloved voice and there was Zluty running up the ramp towards him.

Bily flew into his brother’s arms and they held one another very tightly. ‘However did you get here?’ he cried.

‘It is a long story,’ Zluty said. ‘For now I will say only that we floated out of the quaking mountains on flooding rivers to the Velvet City. I could not believe my ears when I heard your voice speaking. It was everywhere. All over the city. Flugal heard a Listener say the voice was coming from the Makers’ Temple where there was a device that can make voices loud.’

‘You found the diggers!’ Bily cried in delight.

‘Oh, there is a tale worthy of a long feast and many songs, and we are not the only ones who came here, either. Even as we tethered Goldsong, right in the streets, for all of them are canals now, a great host of she Monks arrived on their little boats. It seems they didn’t make the tithe after all. They sent a message to the Makers that a monster had come from the sea and devoured all of the tithe eggs with the younglings in them, as well as Vesh and Seshla, who had tried bravely to fend them off. The Makers accepted this fantastic story, for no one was punished. Tulk said you told him to do it just before you left to bring the Monster to the Velvet City.’

‘Oh,’ said Bily, astonished and abashed.

The Sonic shook and Zluty looked around, then his face changed as his eyes fell on the long bench where the metal eggs stood in a row. His eyes shifted to the lever at the side of the bench. ‘The black lever,’ he murmured, sounding breathless.

Bily marvelled that he did not seem a bit surprised to see the eggs were exactly like the one he had found in the Northern Forest. ‘This is the Sonic, which the Listeners made to open the sky crack. It only wants that black lever pulled and the sky crack will open to let the Makers come.’

‘I know,’ Zluty said. ‘I saw a device exactly like it under the mountain; an older Sonic. I think it accidentally opened the sky crack in the first place, then fell through and, in time, the mountains grew up over it. It was broken but it was still working a bit until it was destroyed.’

Bily broke in excitedly. ‘Maybe the broken Sonic stopped this one from working, until now, because it was never strong enough to open the sky crack until a day ago.’

Zluty nodded. ‘The Makers must have got the Listeners to build this one to try to overpower the old Sonic.’ He looked at Bily. ‘But there is more. I put the egg I found in the Northern Forest in place of a damaged egg in the Sonic under the mountain to heal it. I hardly know why, except that it seemed to want it so. Of course, I didn’t know its purpose was to open the sky crack. Then the egg voice – our egg voice – told me it could reverse the power of the Sonic and close the sky crack. But the mountains must have got in the way, else all of the slaves would have been freed from the Makers’ thrall. Or maybe it didn’t work because the old Sonic blew up.’

‘The egg voice . . .’ Bily said then his voice trailed off, for the metal egg that had been calling him had begun whispering inside his mind.


‘What a pity I didn’t save the metal egg from the Northern Forest,’ Zluty said. ‘It might have been able to change this Sonic so it would close the sky crack.’

‘That egg would not have worked with this Sonic,’ Bily said softly, listening to the voice inside him. ‘Many were sent with metal eggs that could reverse the power of the old Sonic and close the sky crack, and failed to reach it. We were the last. But we were different. We do not have a pattern inside to command us to do anything. The things we needed to know were put inside us as yearnings. You were drawn to the metal egg in the Northern Forest that would lead you under the mountain to the old Sonic, so you could stop it. I have the egg to reverse this Sonic and close the sky crack.’

Zluty stared at him. ‘You have it? Where?’

Bily took his brother’s hands. ‘Zluty, it is inside me. I must take the place of the egg in the middle and you must pull the lever to make the Sonic work, for I will not be able to reach it. No one but the Monster can touch the lever now, but that will change once I am in place. Then, only you and I will be able to touch it.’ He glanced at the glowing eggs, and felt again the dreamy pull of the central egg, the answering yearning of his own metal.

Zluty shook him, trembling with fear. ‘Bily, you don’t understand. The machine will destroy itself once the Sonic is used. That is what happened under the mountain. It is why the Velvet City is flooding.’

‘If the Sonic closes the sky crack, everyone will be free, even the Listeners. The Cloudbeast will be freed from the Maker pole that binds him, the Nightbeast need not pretend to guard the she Monks and they can go where they like. There will be no more tithe. No more slavery. And I can make that happen. Only, dearest Zluty, don’t cry.’

‘It should be me,’ Zluty sobbed. ‘I thought I had done it, under the mountain.’

‘I could not have done this, if you had not done that,’ Bily told him. ‘You have always been the one to venture out and do what was needed. Now it is my turn to be brave.’

He turned to the Monster, whose eyes were filled with love and sorrow. ‘I see it now,’ he said in his deep soft voice. ‘I am the Changebringer not because I am to bring about change, but because my needs brought you here. Do not let your metal make you do this.’


‘Love for you brought me here,’ Bily said, reaching out to stroke his whiskers. ‘And no one is making me do this. Don’t you see? I can choose. The egg voice told me that. All those other plans to close the sky crack failed because they were about making creatures do what was needed. The Maker that sent me and Zluty realised it and only gave us the knowing of what to do, should we come near the Sonic machines, and an affinity for their metal.’ He leaned close and embracing the Monster, whispered, ‘Take care of Zluty for me.’

 

Zluty was crying so hard he could barely see, as he watched Bily lift the central metal egg out of its place. The Monster had dragged his grandfather down the ramp, and Bester had gone with him, carrying Vesh. With every moment the ground was shaking more violently and soon the Sonic would go the way of the one under the mountain, and fall into the water beginning to fill up the arena. Bily had to use it to close the sky crack before it fell, so there could be no delay for Zluty to try to think of another way, or to spend more time with Bily.

The egg fell to the metal platform with a clanging thud and Bily climbed into its place on the long bench. Zluty stumbled to the black lever and closed his hand around it gingerly, half expecting to be hurled back, but instead, he heard the egg voice inside him telling him he had done well and bidding him run the moment he pulled the lever, because what the egg would do was against its nature and would cause the Sonic to explode.

[image: image]

‘Ready?’ Bily called. He did not look frightened. Instead, he had the stubborn look he sometimes got when nothing would dissuade him from whatever he had decided to do.

Zluty longed to refuse to pull the lever. But if it was he who had the egg inside him, he knew that he would not hesitate to ask Bily to do it. He swallowed hard and held Bily’s eyes as he obeyed.

For one second, there was no sound but the distant cries of fleeing Listeners, and the sound of the wind whistling through the metal workings of the enormous Sonic device. Then the eggs began to sing; a high, impossibly lovely note that filled the air and pierced his heart. Zluty had heard the song before, but this was greater and he felt the note soar up and up like a spear.

Then the machine began to shake violently and fiery threads rained down onto the metal platform. Even as Zluty raced for the ramp, he looked back to see Bily in the middle of the dazzling brightness, the egg inside him glowing so brightly that it could be seen through his white fur. Then he could not look any longer.

Crying, half blinded, Zluty stumbled down the ramp.
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Bily felt the egg glow inside him. It drew his mind in, pulled him inside himself, as it summoned the white burning power of the Sonic. It reached out to the other eggs and drew in their mindless power, too. Bily found that he had control of all that deadly power growing inside the egg, inside him. He gave it a beloved shape, and was with the fiery bird when he sent it soaring up in search of the wound in the sky; the black and dreadful sky crack that had been opened by the old Sonic.


Finding it, he saw the vast lost kingdom beyond it and in that moment understood that the Makers’ race had long since passed away, leaving only their makings and their machines and devices that had gone on making until their whole world had been used up.

If the sky crack had been opened wider, there would have been no Makers to come through, only their machines, and they would go on making mindlessly.

He flew at the crack and clawed the edges together. The Sonic song burned and burned and burned in him as he worked, until there was only a glowing seam that faded and faded.

Then he was falling back, spent.

The machine began to scream. A terrible shrilling, but Bily had not the strength to stand, let alone run.

Then he saw the Monster leaping towards him, a net of blue threads winding around him.

A burning smell filled the air as his teeth closed on Bily. Then, as Bily was lifted, the metal eggs exploded.

There was a terrible pain in his hand, and then only darkness.
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‘Bily,’ a voice called softly, summoning him from the velvet darkness. He struggled up through the soft folds of sleep and opened his eyes, to find Zluty smiling down at him.

‘Come on, sleepy head,’ he laughed. ‘I can’t build this cottage all on my own.’

Bily sat up, making sure not to bump his bandage, though it was only habit, for the pain of his damaged hand had long since faded to an ache that only sometimes troubled him. He wore the bandages because the sight of what remained of his hand distressed Zluty. Bily did not find it ugly, for it was the price he had paid to set the world free of the Makers’ plan and live. The price he had been prepared to pay had been much greater.
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Nor had he been the only one to pay a price.

In rescuing him, the Monster had been badly burned and blinded in one eye by the blue fire the machine had spit up.

Bily got to his feet and followed Zluty to the lip of the hollow he had been lying in. They gazed down the long gentle slope thick with violet and blue bellflowers that flowed right to the little clearing where the cottage was taking shape. A team of he and she Monks had almost finished thatching the roof and inside, Bily knew, a small army of diggers were putting down special tiles and smoothing the walls.

‘We have so much help it is a wonder anyone can move for all the helping going on,’ Bily laughed.

 

Zluty laughed too, thinking that sometimes it felt as if he and Bily were in the way of the building of their cottage. He did not mind. They had built their first cottage together and he loved how so many different creatures had come together to build this second one, to thank them for closing the sky crack. Of course, many more were engaged in rebuilding the Velvet City, though much of the settlement would remain flooded. The destruction of the two Sonic machines, the quaking of the mountains and the flooding of the three rivers had changed everything too much for it to simply be remade as it had been.

And it was not just the land and the city that had changed. Almost half of the Listeners had left to seek a new home elsewhere, led by the Monster’s furious mother, who had bitterly resented the changes that had caused her clan to lose its status. Zluty suspected the haughty Listener Princess would try to enslave creatures again, but she would not have much success without any way of binding their metal.

Most of the Listeners that had decided to stay were younger and, while they had a tendency to be haughty, too, they accepted the decree of the Broken Prince that there be no more slavery. Lacking diggers and he Monks to fetch and prepare their food, they did it themselves or traded for it. To begin with, the diggers and the Monks had given them food, but they were beginning to prepare their own or haul things hither and thither in return for food or services.

‘Their needs will heal their arrogance, for were not humility and gratitude the lessons I learned in needing help?’ the Monster had said that that very morning.

Many of the creatures who had been slaves elected to remain in the city, now that there was no more slavery and no more Makers’ Plan. They had come to trust the Monster, who had spoken many times to many groups, explaining what had happened and what he knew of the Makers, telling his own story of his long journey away from and return to the Velvet City. He was clever, and they could smell that he spoke the truth. He was, whether he liked it or not, the ruler of the Velvet City.

‘I do not want to rule anything but myself,’ he had complained to Zluty. ‘Only everyone will keep coming to ask this or that or to request a judgement, and it seems someone must decide things.’

He had refused to be called the Prime, however. He had accepted the title of the Broken Prince and he ruled reluctantly, planning to set up a council made up of diggers and Monks and Listeners to advise him, and then disappear as often as possible until everyone got used to telling themselves what to do.

He had spent a good deal of time with Bily when they were both recovering. Indeed, he had been the first thing Bily saw when he woke, and they remained together as they healed. Now the Monster spent most of his days in the Velvet City, but he always returned to their little camp at night. If he was not there when Bily lay down to sleep, the Monster would be stretched out by his bedding when he woke.

Sometimes Bester came with him to visit, but she preferred to remain in the city. The Monster had asked her to be his voice on the Council to make sure everybody got an equal say and she took her new work very seriously. ‘Unlike most Listeners, she understands what it is to be made to do what you do not want to do,’ he had told Zluty.

Many that chose not to dwell in the Velvet City were building homes or burrows close by, for the sake of trade and visits. Only a few had chosen to live in to the Vale of Bellflowers because it was close to the glittering and mysterious Edgeless Sea, but there was much traffic between the Vale and the City. There was also a great deal of coming and going along the Northern road, with he Monks making a pilgrimage from Stonehouse in the mountains to have their memories restored in the Hidden Place, and to visit the mothers and sisters and daughters they had not known they had. Surprisingly, many he Monks returned to the mountains to work as they had done before, salvaging parts of devices and melting the rest to send to the Velvet City where it was used by diggers to restore Maker devices that were useful.

The Listeners were not good at making things with their paws, but they were clever at thinking about how machines could be made to work. They had to cooperate with Monks and diggers to make use of their ideas and this made all of them forget they had been enemies, which Zluty thought was a very good thing. There was a great demand for scavenged parts or metal that could be melted down, so some of the Listeners made expeditions to seek devices. Zluty had been very surprised to find his maps were highly valued by them. Some Listeners had even come to learn from him how to record their own journeys, while others wanted to tell him of things they had seen on their journeys so that he could record them on new maps. They had already brought him so many gifts of paper and ink that there was talk of building a make house for all of his map-making things.

Finnla had visited fleetingly and promised to come for a longer stay once the cottage was complete. The Nightbeast had yet to visit, but she would come, Zluty knew, for she had taken Bily as her First Rider and they were bonded. Zluty was eager to see her because Finnla said she had gone to the Northern Forest and he longed to hear what she had seen – whether the closing of the sky crack had wrought any changes. Bily had offered to call her, but Zluty was content to wait. He had no desire to make anyone do anything.

He suspected Bily longed to summon her to see the new cottage, and because he wanted to go and see the Cloudbeast. Of course, Bily knew he had fulfilled his promise to free the Cloudbeast from the Makers’ pole when he made the Sonic close the sky crack, but he was determined to invite the enormous Listener to live with them in the Vale of Bellflowers.

Zluty had always supposed things would go back to being the way they had been when they lived in the cottage on the plain, once they reached the Vale of Bellflowers. But all they had done and learned on their journey had changed them too much for that. For one thing, he now had his map-making to keep him at home, and there was no need to travel further than the Velvet City markets for supplies. He could avoid even that journey if he chose, since they had many visitors who would bring what they needed. Bily, on the other hand, no longer seemed content to stay home all the time. He talking of making pots and paints and dyes, but he also spoke often of going to see this or that person or of revisiting places they had seen on their journey, once the cottage was built.

‘We are bigger and more complicated than when we lived on the plain,’ Zluty murmured.

Bily did not hear because he had set off lightly down the hill, cutting through the sea of bellflowers, his thick fur blowing in the slight sweet breeze that blew from the West, and smelled of the salt waves of the great sea. Bily had told him the Nightbeast called it the Seffa.

Zluty followed his brother more carefully, for his leg was troubling him. The stiffness in it would never go away completely, and he sometimes needed to lean on his staff, but there was no longer any pain. He tried not to think of his injuries at all, because then he had to think of Bily’s mangled hand. Bily insisted it did not trouble him and Zluty knew he meant it. But he would never again be able to make pots out of clay, or cook or weave as he had once done. He would always need help.

He saw Vesh run to meet Bily and the ache in his heart eased when he saw Zest leap from the youngling’s shoulder to Bily’s, for very often it was the monkling who fetched what Bily needed or held something for him. Seshla had told Zluty the night before that Vesh was determined to stay on with them, rather than returning to the North, or living in the Velvet City.

‘Zest does not want to leave Bily, and neither do I,’ Vesh had told her.

Seshla had asked if Bily and Zluty might not rather live alone as they had done on the plain, without having monklings and Monk younglings decide to live with them. Zluty had only laughed, pointing out that even on the bare plain, Bily had always managed to collect birds and other small creatures. Nor was it only Vesh and Zest who wanted to live close by. Every day, new diggers turned up to join the burrow being dug into the hill under his feet. Also, there were endless visitors from the city and the mountains, and from the Hidden Place, that set up camps near the half-built cottage, in order to see him or Bily or the Monster. That might slow down when Winter came again, though the weather in the Vale was said to be lovely and mild all year round, because of the closeness of the sea.

Zluty stopped and turned to look directly West. He could just make out the glittering line of the sea and he thought that one day, he would sail Goldsong to the end of the river, where it joined the sea, and travel West, to see what lay beyond the horizon. For now, she was tied up at a landing within the the half-flooded Velvet City, awaiting minor repairs. The diggers had found Feather and fitted her back into Goldsong’s hull before floating them out of the mountains and Zluty felt sure the cleverness in the old egg pattern had helped it survive its own dramatic journey out of the mountains.

Unbidden, a sudden awful picture flashed into Zluty’s mind, of Bily hanging limp and singed in the Monster’s mouth, his poor destroyed hand hanging down. The Monster had been badly hurt, too, but he had laid Bily down very gently before collapsing beside him.

Zluty forced the memory back into the shadows of his mind, knowing it would always haunt him. He reached his brother’s side just as Vesh darted away from him towards the cottage, Zest clinging to his neck.

‘What shall we have for supper?’ Zluty asked him.

But Bily was not listening. He was looking up, his face suffused with wonder.

Zluty looked up too, and gasped at the sight of a stream of red birds flying West.

‘The red birds the underlings carried out of the mountain must have woken,’ Zluty marvelled in delight.

Bily lifted both hands, the good and the maimed, and one bird suddenly angled down away from the rest, and flew straight as an arrow towards him.
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