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      Candy Quackenbush's adventures in the amazing world of the Abarat are getting more strange by the hour. Christopher Carrion, the Lord of Midnight, has sent his henchman to capture her. Why? she wonders. What would Carrion want with a girl from Minnesota? And why is Candy beginning to feel that the world of Abarat is familiar to her? Why can she speak words of magic she doesn't even remember learning?


      There is a mystery here. And Carrion, along with his fiendish grandmother Mater Motley, suspects that whatever Candy is, she could spoil their plans to take control of the Abarat.


      Now Candy's companions must race against time to save her from the clutches of Carrion, and she must solve the mystery of her past before the forces of Night and Day clash and Absolute Midnight descends upon the islands.


      A final war is about to begin. And Candy is going to need to make some choices that will change her life forever ...


      **


      Amazon.com Review


      The eagerly anticipated second volume of Clive Barker’s four part fantasy series, Abarat: Days of Magic, Nights of War , picks up right where the highly praised first novel leaves off. Candy Quakenbush is still on the run from the Lord of Midnight, Christopher Carrion, who plans to establish a Permanent Midnight throughout the 25 islanads that make up Abarat. Candy, aided and abetted by a host of colorful new characters, including Malingo (the affable geshrat she rescued in Book One), continues to dodge Carrion’s hired assassins, as forces gather on both sides of Day and Night to prepare for the inevitable war between the Hours.


      Days of Magic, Nights of War is a true series book--those who have not traveled to Abarat before will have a difficult time picking up the threads of Barker’s complex mythical opus without having read the first installment. But teen readers who have been waiting breathlessly for Candy’s return are rewarded with a stunning sequel that reveals her true identity at the novel’s smashing climax. As in Abarat , Clive Barker's full-colored, organic illustrations of Abarat’s inhabitants stalk and swim across the pages like a Stephen King-meets-Dr. Seuss circus. There seems to be no end to Barker’s ever-expanding idiosyncratic vision, and for that, fantasy fans of all ages can be grateful. --Jennifer Hubert


      From School Library Journal


      Grade 7-10–Candy Quakenbush and her chum, Malingo, who first came to our attention in Clive Barker's Abarat (HarperCollins, 2002), have surfaced again in this sequel (Joanna Cotler Books, 2004). Candy is on the run from the Lord of Midnight, Christopher Carrion. Carrion and his evil grandmother, Mater Motley, are determined to begin a war that will bring absolute darkness to the Abarat forever. Believing that Candy has the power to prevent their wicked plot, they decide that she must die and Carrion relentlessly pursues her. Candy slowly begins to understand what is going on as she performs magic she hasn't learned and recalls memories of things she never experienced. Along the way, she encounters a succession of both helpful and unsympathetic characters. Candy and the dragon slayer, Finnigan Hobb, are drawn to each other and the shocking reason is revealed toward the end of the tale. The raspy voice of narrator Richard Ferrone serves the novel well. His interpretation of Carrion, in particular, is chilling. The book doesn't stand on its own–listeners should read or listen to the first book before tackling this one to fully understand the sometimes complicated plot. There are two additional titles planned for the series. The series has the potential to become hugely popular as Disney has optioned the story for both movie and theme park rights.– Tricia Melgaard, Centennial Middle School, Bixby, OK
Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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      I dreamed I spoke in an­other’s lan­guage,
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      I dreamed—and this dream was the finest
    

  


  
    
      That all I dreamed was real and true,
    

  


  
    
      And we would live in joy for­ever,
    

  


  
    
      You in me, and me in you.

      

    

  


  
    
      C. B.
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  Here is a list of fear­ful things:

  



  The jaws of sharks, a vul­ture’s wings,


  The ra­bid bite of the dogs of war,


  The voice of one who went be­fore.


  But most of all the mir­ror’s gaze,


  Which counts us out our num­bered days.


  



  Right­eous Bandy, the no­mad Poet of Abarat

  

  



  OTTO HOULI­HAN SAT IN the dark room and lis­tened to the two crea­tures who had brought him here—a three-eyed thing by the name of Lazaru and its side­kick, Baby Pink-Eye—play­ing Knock the Devil Down in the cor­ner. Af­ter their twenty-sec­ond game his ner­vous­ness and ir­ri­ta­tion be­gan to get the bet­ter of him.


  “How much longer am I go­ing to have to wait? ” he asked them.


  Baby Pink-Eye, who had large rep­til­ian claws and the face of a de­mented in­fant, puffed on a blue cigar and blew a cloud of acrid smoke in Houli­han’s di­rec­tion.


  “They call you the Criss-Cross Man, don’t they? ” he said.


  Houli­han nod­ded, giv­ing Pink-Eye his cold­est gaze, the kind of gaze that usu­ally made men weak with fear. The crea­ture was unim­pressed.


  “Think you’re scary, do you? ” he said. “Ha! This is Gor­gos­sium, Criss-Cross Man. This is the is­land of the Mid­night Hour. Ev­ery dark, un­think­able thing that has ever hap­pened at the dead of night has hap­pened right here. So don’t try scar­ing me. You’re wast­ing your time.”


  “I just asked—”


  “Yes, yes, we heard you,” said Lazaru, the eye in the mid­dle of her fore­head rolling back and forth in a very un­set­tling fash­ion.


  “You’ll have to be pa­tient. The Lord of Mid­night will see you when he’s ready to see you.”


  “Got some ur­gent news for him, have you? ” said Baby Pink-Eye.


  “That’s be­tween him and me.”


  “I warn you, he doesn’t like bad news,” said Lazaru. “He gets in a fury, doesn’t he, Pink-Eye? ”


  “Crazy is what he gets! Tears peo­ple apart with his bare hands.”


  They glanced con­spir­a­to­ri­ally at each other. Houli­han said noth­ing.


  They were just try­ing to frighten him, and it wouldn’t work. He got up and went to the nar­row win­dow, look­ing out onto the tu­mor­ous land­scape of the Mid­night Is­land, phos­pho­res­cent with cor­rup­tion. This much of what Baby Pink-Eye had said was true:


  Gor­gos­sium was a place of ter­rors. He could see the glis­ten­ing forms of count­less mon­sters as they moved through the lit­tered land­scape; he could smell spicy-sweet in­cense ris­ing from the mau­soleums in the mist-shrouded ceme­tery; he could hear the shrill din of drills from the mines where the mud that filled Mid­night’s armies of stitch­lings was pro­duced. Though he wasn’t go­ing to let Lazaru or Pink-Eye see his un­ease, he would be glad when he’d made his re­port and he could leave for less ter­ri­fy­ing places.


  There was some mur­mur­ing be­hind him, and a mo­ment later Lazaru an­nounced: “The Prince of Mid­night is ready to see you.”


  Houli­han turned from the win­dow to see that the door on the far side of the cham­ber was open and Baby Pink-Eye was ges­tur­ing for him to step through it.


  “Hurry, hurry,” the in­fant said.


  Houli­han went to the door and stood on the thresh­old. Out of the dark­ness of the room came the voice of Christo­pher Car­rion, deep and joy­less.


  “En­ter, en­ter. You’re just in time to watch the feed­ing.”


  Houli­han fol­lowed the sound of Car­rion’s voice. There was a flick­er­ing in the dark­ness, which grew more in­tense by de­grees, and as it bright­ened he saw the Lord of Mid­night stand­ing per­haps ten yards from him. He was dressed in gray robes and was wear­ing gloves that looked as though they were made of fine chain mail.


  “Not many peo­ple get to see this, Criss-Cross Man. My night­mares are hun­gry, so I ‘m go­ing to feed them.” Houli­han shud­dered.


  “Watch, man! Don’t stare at the floor.”


  Re­luc­tantly, the Criss-Cross Man raised his eyes. The night­mares Car­rion had spo­ken of were swim­ming in a blue fluid, which all but filled a high trans­par­ent col­lar around Car­rion’s head. Two pipes emerged from the base of the Lord of Mid­night’s skull, and it was through these that the night­mares had emerged, swim­ming di­rectly out of Car­rion’s skull. They were barely more than long threads of light; but there was some­thing about their rest­less mo­tion, the way they roved the col­lar, some­times touch­ing Car­rion’s face, more of­ten press­ing against the glass, that spoke of their hunger.


  Car­rion reached up into the col­lar. One of the night­mares made a quick mo­tion, like a strik­ing snake, and de­liv­ered it­self into its cre­ator’s hand. Car­rion lifted it out of the fluid and stud­ied it with a cu­ri­ous ten­der­ness.


  “It doesn’t look like much, does it? ” Car­rion said. Houli­han didn’t com­ment. He just wanted Car­rion to keep the thing away from him. “But when these things are coiled in my brain they show me such de­li­cious hor­rors.” The night­mare writhed around in Car­rion’s hand, let­ting out a thin, high-pitched squeal. “So ev­ery now and then I re­ward them with a nice fat meal of fear. They love fear. And it’s hard for me to feel much of it these days. I’ve seen too many hor­rors in my time. So I pro­vide them with some­one who will feel fear.”


  So say­ing, he let the night­mare go. It slith­ered out of his grip, hit­ting the stone floor. It knew ex­actly where it was go­ing. It wove across the ground, flick­er­ing with ex­cite­ment, the light out of its thin form il­lu­mi­nat­ing its vic­tim: a large, bearded man squat­ted against the wall.


  “Mercy, my Lord …” he sobbed. “I’m just a Todo miner.”


  “Oh, now be quiet,” Car­rion said as though he were speak­ing to a trou­ble­some child. “Look, you have a vis­i­tor.”


  He turned and pointed to the ground where the night­mare slith­ered. Then, with­out wait­ing to see what hap­pened next, he turned and ap­proached Houli­han.


  “So, now,” he said. “Tell me about the girl.”


  Thor­oughly un­nerved by the fact that the night­mare was loose and might at any mo­ment turn on him, Houli­han fum­bled for words: “Oh yes … yes … the girl. She es­caped me in Nin­ny­ham­mer. Along with a geshrat called Ma­lingo. Now they’re trav­el­ing to­gether. And I got close to them again on Soma Plume.


  But she slipped away among some pil­grim monks.”


  “So she’s es­caped you twice? I ex­pect bet­ter.”


  “She has power in her,” Houli­han said by way of self-jus­ti­fi­ca­tion.


  “Does she in­deed? ” Car­rion said. As he spoke he care­fully lifted a sec­ond night­mare out of his col­lar. It spat and hissed. Di­rect­ing it to­ward the man in the cor­ner, he let the crea­ture go from his hands, and it wove away to be with its com­pan­ion. “She must at all costs be ap­pre­hended, Otto,” Car­rion went on. “Do you un­der­stand me? At all costs. I want to meet her. More than that. I want to un­der­stand her. “


  “How will you do that, Lord? ”


  “By find­ing out what’s tick­ing away in that hu­man head of hers. By read­ing her dreams, for one thing. Which re­minds me …Lazaru!”


  While he waited for his ser­vant to ap­pear at the door, Car­rion brought out yet an­other night­mare from his col­lar and loosed it.


  Houli­han watched as it went to join the oth­ers. They had come very close to the man, but had not yet struck. They seemed to be wait­ing for a word from their mas­ter.


  The miner was still beg­ging. In­deed he had not ceased beg­ging through­out the en­tire con­ver­sa­tion be­tween Car­rion and Houli­han.


  “Please, Lord,” he kept say­ing. “What have I done to de­serve this? ”


  Car­rion fi­nally replied to him. “You’ve done noth­ing,” he said.


  “I just picked you out of the crowd to­day be­cause you were bul­ly­ing one of your brother min­ers.” He glanced back at his vic­tim.


  “There’s al­ways fear in men who are cruel to other men.” Then he looked away again, while the night­mares waited, their tails lash­ing in an­tic­i­pa­tion. “Where’s Lazaru? ” Car­rion said.


  Here.


  “Find me the dream­ing de­vice. You know the one.”


  “Of course.”


  “Clean it up. I’m go­ing to need it when the Criss-Cross Man has done his work.” His gaze shifted to­ward Houli­han. “As for you,” he said. “Get the chase over with.”


  “Yes, Lord.”


  “Cap­ture Candy Quack­en­bush and bring her to me. Alive.”


  “I won’t fail you.”


  “You’d bet­ter not. If you do, Houli­han, then the next man sit­ting in that cor­ner will be you. ” He whis­pered some words in Old Abara­tian. “Thakram noosa rah. Haaas!”


  This was the in­struc­tion the night­mares had been wait­ing for. In a heart­beat they at­tacked. The man strug­gled to keep them from climb­ing up his body, but it was a lost cause. Once they reached his neck they pro­ceeded to wrap their flick­er­ing lengths around his head, as though to mum­mify him. They par­tially muf­fled his cries a lit­tle, but he could still be heard, his ap­peals for mercy from Car­rion de­te­ri­o­rat­ing into shrieks and screams. As his ter­ror mounted the night­mares grew fat­ter, giv­ing off brighter and brighter flashes of sickly lu­mi­nes­cence as they were nour­ished. The man con­tin­ued to kick and strug­gle for a while, but soon his shrieks de­clined into sobs and fi­nally even the sobs ceased. So, at last, did his strug­gle.


  “Oh, that’s a dis­ap­point­ment,” Car­rion said, kick­ing the man’s foot to con­firm that fear had in­deed killed him. “I thought he’d last longer than that.”


  He spoke again in the old lan­guage, and—nour­ished, now, and sloth­ful—the night­mares un­knot­ted them­selves from around their vic­tim’s head and be­gan to re­turn to Car­rion. Houli­han couldn’t help but re­treat a step or two in case the night­mares mis­took him for an­other source of food.


  “Go on, then,” Car­rion said to him. “You’ve got work to do. Find me Candy Quack­en­bush!”


  “It’s as good as done,” Houli­han replied, and with­out look­ing back, even a glance, he hur­ried away from the cham­ber of ter­rors and down the stairs of the Twelfth Tower.


   


  


  


  PART ONE

  



   


  FREAKS, FOOLS AND FUGI­TIVES

  



  Noth­ing Af­ter a bat­tle last­ing many ages, The Devil won,


  And he said to God (who had been his Maker):

  



  “Lord, We are about to wit­ness the un­mak­ing of Cre­ation


  By my hand.


  I would not wish you to think me cruel,


  So I beg you, take three things


  From this world be­fore I de­stroy it.


  Three things, and then the rest will be wiped away.”


  God thought for a lit­tle time.


  And at last He said:


  “No, there is noth­ing.”


  The Devil was sur­prised.


  “Not even you, Lord? ” he said.


  And God said:


  “No. Not even me.”

  



  From Mem­o­ries of the World’s End Au­thor un­known (Christo­pher Car­rion’s fa­vorite poem)

  



  


  


  1. POR­TRAIT OF GIRL AND GESHRAT

  



   


  LET’S GET OUR PHO­TO­GRAPH taken,” Candy said to Ma­lingo. They were walk­ing down a street in Taz­magor, where this be­ing on the is­land of Qualm Hah—it was Nine O’clock in the Morn­ing. The Taz­mago­rian mar­ket was in full swing, and in the mid­dle of all this buy­ing and sell­ing a pho­tog­ra­pher called Gu­umat had set up a makeshift stu­dio. He’d hung a crudely painted back­cloth from a cou­ple of poles and set his cam­era, a mas­sive de­vice mounted on a pol­ished wood tri­pod, in front of it. His as­sis­tant, a youth who shared his fa­ther’s cox­comb hair and lightly striped blue-and-black skin, was parad­ing a board on which ex­am­ples of Gu­umat the El­der’s pho­tos were pinned.


  “You like to be pic­tured by the great Gu­umat? ” the youth said to Ma­lingo. “He make you look real good.”


  Ma­lingo grinned. “How much? ”


  “Two pa­terzem,” said the fa­ther, gen­tly press­ing his off­spring aside so as to close the sale.


  “For both of us? ” Candy said.


  “One pic­ture, same price. Two pa­terzem.”


  “We can af­ford that,” Candy said to Ma­lingo.


  “Maybe you like cos­tumes. Hats? ” Gu­umat asked them, glanc­ing at them up and down. “No ex­tra cost.”


  “He’s po­litely telling us we look like vagabonds,” Ma­lingo said.


  “Well, we are vagabonds,” Candy replied.


  Hear­ing this, Gu­umat looked sus­pi­cious. “You can pay? ” he said.


  “Yes, of course,” said Candy, and dug in the pocket of her brightly pat­terned trousers, held up with a belt of wo­ven bif­fel­reeds, and pulled out some coins, sort­ing through them to give Gu­umat the pa­terzem.


  “Good! Good!” he said. “Jam­jam! Get the young lady a mir­ror.


  How old are you? ”


  “Al­most six­teen, why? ”


  “You wear some­thing much more la­dy­like, huh? We got nice things. Like I say, no ex­tra charge.”


  “I’m fine. Thank you. I want to re­mem­ber this the way it re­allv was.” She smiled at Ma­lingo. “Two wan­der­ers in Taz­magor, tired but happy.”


  “That’s what you want, that’s what I give you,” Gu­umat said.


  Jam­jam handed her a lit­tle mir­ror and Candy con­sulted her re­flec­tion. She was a mess, no doubt about it. She’d cut her hair very short a cou­ple of weeks be­fore so she could hide from Houli­han among some monks on Soma Plume, but the hair­cut had been very hur­ried, and it was grow­ing out at all an­gles.


  “You look fine,” Ma­lingo said.


  “So do you. Here, see for your­self.”


  She handed him the mir­ror. Her friends back in Chick­en­town would have thought Ma­lingo’s face—with his deep or­ange hide and the fans of leath­ery skin to ei­ther side of his head—fit only for Hal­loween. But in the time they’d been trav­el­ing to­gether through the is­lands, Candy had come to love the soul in­side that skin: ten­der­hearted and brave.


  Gu­umat ar­ranged them in front of his cam­era.


  “You need to stand very, very still,” he in­structed them. “If you move, you’ll be blurred in the pic­ture. So, now let me get the cam­era ready. Give me a minute or two.”


  “What made you want a pho­to­graph? ” Ma­lingo said from the cor­ner of his mouth.


  “Just to have. So I won’t for­get any­thing.”


  “As if,” said Ma­lingo.


  “Please,” said Gu­umat. “Be very still. I have to fo­cus.”


  Candy and Ma­lingo were silent for a mo­ment.


  “What are you think­ing about? ” Ma­lingo mur­mured.


  “Be­ing onYzil, at Noon.”


  “Oh yes. That’s some­thing we’re sure to re­mem­ber.”


  “Es­pe­cially see­ing her…”


  “The Princess Breath.”


  Now, with­out Gu­umat re­quest­ing it, they both fell silent for a long mo­ment, re­mem­ber­ing their brief en­counter with the God­dess on the Noon-Day is­land of Yzil. Candy had seen her first: a pale, beau­ti­ful woman in red and or­ange stand­ing in a patch of warm light, breath­ing out a liv­ing crea­ture, a pur­plish squid. This, it was said, was the means by which most of the species in the Abarat had been brought into Cre­ation. They had been breathed out by the Cre­atrix, who had then let the soft wind that con­stantly blew through the trees and vines of Yzil claim the new­born from her arms and carry them off to the sea.


  “That was the most amaz­ing—”


  “I’m ready!” Gu­umat an­nounced from be­neath the black cloth he’d ducked un­der. “On the count of three we take the pic­ture.


  One! Two! Three! Hold it! Don’t move! Don’t move! Seven sec­onds”


  He lifted his head out from un­der the cloth and con­sulted his stop­watch. “Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. That’s it!” Gu­umat slipped a plate into his cam­era to stop the ex­po­sure. “Pic­ture taken! Now we have to wait a few min­utes while I pre­pare a print for you.”


  “No prob­lem,” Candy said.


  “Are you go­ing down to the ferry? ” Jam­jam asked her.


  “Yes,” said Candy.


  “You look like you’ve been on the move.”


  “Oh, we have,” said Ma­lingo. “We’ve seen a lot in the last few weeks, trav­el­ing around.”


  “I’m jeal­ous. I’ve never left Qualm Hah. I’d love to go ad­ven­tur­ing.”


  A minute later Jam­jam’s fa­ther ap­peared with the pho­to­graph, which was still wet. “I can sell you a very nice frame, very cheap.”


  “No, thanks,” said Candy. “It’s fine like this.”


  She and Ma­lingo looked at the pho­to­graph. The col­ors weren’t quite true, but Gu­umat caught them look­ing like a pair of happy tourists, with their brightly col­ored, rum­pled clothes, so they were quite happy.


  Pho­to­graph in hand, they headed down the steep hill to the har­bor and the ferry.


  “You know, I’ve been think­ing …” Candy said as they made their way through the crowd.


  “Uh-oh.”


  “See­ing the Princess Breath made me want to learn more. About magic.”


  “No, Candy.”


  “Come on, Ma­lingo! Teach me. You know all about con­ju­ra­tions—”


  “A lit­tle. Just a lit­tle.”


  “It’s more than a lit­tle. You told me once that you spent ev­ery hour that Wolf­swinkel was asleep study­ing his gri­moires and his trea­tises.”


  The sub­ject of the wiz­ard Wolf­swinkel wasn’t of­ten raised be­tween them: the mem­o­ries were so painful for Ma­lingo. He’d been sold into slav­ery as a child (by his own fa­ther), and his life as Wolf­swinkel’s pos­ses­sion had been an end­less round of beat­ings and hu­mil­i­a­tions. It had only been Candy’s ar­rival at the wiz­ard’s house that had given him the op­por­tu­nity to fi­nally es­cape his en­slave­ment.


  “Magic can be dan­ger­ous,” Ma­lingo said. “There are laws and rules. Sup­pose I teach you the wrong things and we start to un­knit the fab­ric of time and space? Don’t laugh! It’s pos­si­ble. I read in one of Wolf­swinkel’s books that magic was the be­gin­ning of the world.


  It could be the end too.”


  Candy looked ir­ri­tated.


  “Don’t be cross,” Ma­lingo said. “I just don’t have the right to teach you things that I don’t re­ally un­der­stand my­self.”


  Candy walked for a while in si­lence. “Okay,” she said fi­nally.


  Ma­lingo cast Candy a side­ways glance. “Are we still friends? ” he said.


  She looked up at him and smiled. “Of course,” she said.


  “Al­ways.”


   


  


  


  2. WHAT THERE IS TO SEE

  



   


  AF­TER THAT CON­VER­SA­TION THEY never men­tioned the sub­ject of magic again. They just went on with their is­land hop­ping, us­ing the time-hon­ored guide to the is­lands, Klepp’s Al­me­nak, as their chief source of in­for­ma­tion. Ev­ery now and again they’d get a feel­ing that the Criss-Cross Man was clos­ing in on them, and they’d cut short their ex­plor­ing and move on. About ten days af­ter they’d left Taz­magor, their trav­els brought them to the is­land of Or­lando’s Cap. It was lit­tle more than a bare rock with an asy­lum for the in­sane built on its high­est point. The asy­lum had been va­cated many years be­fore, but its in­te­rior bore the un­mis­tak­able signs of the mad­ness of its oc­cu­pants. The white walls were cov­ered with strange scrawl­ings that here and there be­came a rec­og­niz­able im­age—a lizard, a bird—only to dwin­dle into scrawl­ings again.


  “What hap­pened to all the peo­ple who used to be in here? ”


  Candy won­dered.


  Ma­lingo didn’t know. But they quickly agreed that this wasn’t a spot where they wanted to linger. The asy­lum had strange, sad echoes. So they went back to the tiny har­bor to wait for an­other boat. There was an old man sit­ting on the dock, coil­ing a length of frayed rope. He had the strangest look on his face, his eyes all knot­ted up, as though he were blind. This wasn’t the case, how­ever. As soon as Candy and Ma­lingo ar­rived, he be­gan to stare at them.


  “You shouldn’t have come back here,” he growled.


  “Me? ” Ma­lingo said.


  “No, not you. Her. Her!” He pointed at Candy. “They’ll lock you away.”


  “Who will? ”


  “They will, soon as they know what you are,” the man said, get­ting to his feet.


  “You keep your dis­tance,” Ma­lingo warned.


  “I’m not go­ing to touch her,” the man replied. “I’m not that brave. But I see. Oh, I see. I know what you are, girl, and I know what you’ll do.” He shook his head. “Don’t you worry, I won’t touch you. No sir. I wouldn’t do a damn-fool thing like that.”


  And so say­ing he edged around them, be­ing sure to keep his dis­tance, and ran off down the creak­ing dock, dis­ap­pear­ing among the rocks.


  “Well, I guess that’s what hap­pens when you let the crazy folks out,” Ma­lingo said with forced bright­ness.


  “What was he see­ing? ”


  “He was crazy, lady.”


  “No, he re­ally seemed to be see­ing some­thing. The way he was star­ing at me.”


  Ma­lingo shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. He had his copy of the Al­me­nak open and used it to nim­bly change the sub­ject. “You know I’ve al­ways wanted to see Hap’s Vault,” he said.


  “Re­ally? ” said Candy, still star­ing at the rocks where the man had fled. “Isn’t it just a caver


  “Well, this is what Klepp says—’


  Ma­lingo read aloud from the Al­me­nak. “‘Huf­faker’—Hap’s Vault’s on Huf­faker, which is at Nine O’clock in the Evening ‘Huf­faker is an im­pres­sive is­land, to­po­graph­i­cally speak­ing. Its rock for­ma­tions es­pe­cially those be­low ground—are both vast and elab­o­rately beau­ti­ful, re­sem­bling nat­u­ral cathe­drals and tem­ples! In­ter­est­ing, huh? You want to go? ”


  Candy was still dis­tracted. Her yes was barely au­di­ble.


  “But lis­ten to this,” Ma­lingo went on, do­ing his best to draw her thoughts away from the old man’s talk. “‘The great­est of these is Hop’s Vault’ … blah, blah, blah … ‘dis­cov­ered by Ly­dia Hap’ … blah, blah, blah… ‘It is Miss Hap who was the first to sug­gest the Cham­ber of the Skein.’


  “What’s the Skein? ” Candy said, be­com­ing a lit­tle more in­ter­ested now.


  “I quote: ‘It is the thread that joins all things—liv­ing and dead, sen­tient and un­think­ing—to all other things—’”


  Now Candy was in­ter­ested. She came to stand be­side Ma­lingo, look­ing at the Al­me­nak over his shoul­der. He went on read­ing aloud.


  “‘Ac­cord­ing to the per­sua­sive Miss Hap, the thread orig­i­nates in the Vault at Huf­faker, ap­pear­ing mo­men­tar­ily as a kind of flick­er­ing light be­fore wind­ing its way in­vis­i­bly through the Abarat … con­nect­ing us, one to an­other’” He closed the Al­me­nak. “Don’t you think we should see this? ”


  “Why not? ”


  The is­land of Huf­faker stood just one Hour from the Yebba Dim Day, the first is­land Candy had ever vis­ited when she’d come to the Abarat. But whereas the great carved head of the Yebba Dim Day still had a few streaks of late light in the sky above it, Huf­faker was smoth­ered in dark­ness, a thick mass of clouds ob­scur­ing the stars.


  Candy and Ma­lingo stayed in a thread­bare ho­tel close to the har­bor, where they ate and laid their plans for the jour­ney, and af­ter a few hours of sleep they set out on the dark but well sign-posted road that led to the Vault. They’d had the fore­sight to pack food and drink, which they needed. The jour­ney was con­sid­er­ably longer than they’d been led to ex­pect by the owner of the ho­tel, who’d given them some di­rec­tions. Oc­ca­sion­ally they’d hear the sound of an an­i­mal pur­su­ing and bring­ing down an­other in the murk, but oth­er­wise the jour­ney was un­event­ful.


  When they fi­nally reached the caves them­selves, they found that a- few of the steep pas­sage­ways had flam­ing torches mounted in brack­ets along the cold walls to il­lu­mi­nate the route. Sur­pris­ingly, given how ex­tra­or­di­nary the phe­nom­e­non sounded, there were no other vis­i­tors here to wit­ness it. They were alone as they fol­lowed the steeply in­clined pas­sage­way that led them into the Vault. But they needed no guide to tell them when they had reached their des­ti­na­tion.


  “Oh Lordy Lou …” said Ma­lingo. “Look at this place.”


  His voice echoed back and forth across the vast cav­ern they had come into. From its ceil­ing—which was so far be­yond the reach of the torches’ light as to be in to­tal dark­ness—there hung dozens of sta­lac­tites. They were im­mense, each eas­ily the size of an in­verted church spire. They were the roosts of Abara­tian bats, a de­tail Klepp had failed to men­tion in his Al­me­nak. The crea­tures were much larger than any bat Candy had seen in the Abarat, and they boasted a con­stel­la­tion of seven bright eyes.


  As for the depths of the cav­ern, they were as inky black as the ceil­ing.


  “It’s so much big­ger than I ex­pected it to be,” Candy said.


  “But where s the Skein? ”


  “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll see it if we stand in the mid­dle of the bridge.”


  Ma­lingo gave her an un­easy look. The bridge that hung over the un­fath­omable dark­ness of the Vault didn’t look very se­cure. Its tim­bers were cracked and an­ti­quated, its ropes frayed and thin.


  “Well, we’ve come this far,” Candy said. “We may as well see what there is to see.”


  She set a ten­ta­tive foot on the bridge. It didn’t give way, so she ven­tured far­ther. Ma­lingo fol­lowed. The bridge groaned and swayed, its boards (which were laid sev­eral inches apart) creak­ing with ev­ery step they took.


  “Lis­ten …” Candy whis­pered as they reached the mid­dle of the bridge.


  Above them they could hear the chit­ter­ing of a chatty bat. And from far, far be­low the rush­ing of wa­ter.


  “There’s a river down there,” Candy said.


  “The Al­me­nak doesn’t—”


  Be­fore Ma­lingo could fin­ish his sen­tence, a third voice came out of the dark­ness and echoed around the Vault.


  “As I live and breathe, will you look at that? Candy Quack­en­bush!”


  The shout stirred up a few bats. They swooped from their roosts down into the dark air, and in do­ing so they dis­turbed hun­dreds of their sib­lings, so that in a mat­ter of a few sec­onds count­less bats were on the move; a churn­ing cloud pierced by shift­ing con­stel­la­tions.


  “Was that—? ”


  “Houli­han? ” Candy said. “I’m afraid it was.”


  She’d no sooner spo­ken than there was a foot­fall at the far end of the bridge, and the Criss-Cross Man stepped into the torch­light.


  “Fi­nally,” he said. “I have you where you can­not run.”


  Candy glanced back along the bridge. One of Houli­han’s stitch­ling com­pan­ions had ap­peared from the shad­ows and was strid­ing to­ward them. It was a big, ill-shapen thing, with the teeth of a death’s head, and as soon as it set foot on the bridge the frail struc­ture be­gan to sway from side to side. The stitch­ling clearly liked the sen­sa­tion, be­cause it pro­ceeded to throw its weight back and forth, mak­ing the mo­tion more and more vi­o­lent. Candy grabbed hold of the rail­ings, and Ma­lingo did the same, but the frayed ropes of­fered lit­tle com­fort. They were trapped. Houli­han was now ad­vanc­ing from his end of the bridge. He had taken the flam­ing torch from the wall and held it ahead of him as he ad­vanced. His face, with its criss-crossed tat­toos, was gleam­ing with sweat and tri­umph.


  Over­head, the cloud of bats con­tin­ued to swell, as events on the bridge dis­turbed more and more of them. A few of the largest, in­tend­ing per­haps to drive out these tres­passers, swooped down on Candy and Ma­lingo, let­ting out shrill shrieks. Candy did her best to ig­nore them: she was much more con­cerned with the Criss-Cross Man, who was now no more than seven or eight feet away.


  “You’re com­ing with me, girl,” he said to her. “Car­rion wants to see you in Gor­gos­sium.”


  He sud­denly tossed the torch over the rail­ing, and with both hands free he raced at Candy. She had nowhere left to run. “What now? ” he said.


  She shrugged. Des­per­ate, she looked around at Ma­lingo. “We may as well see—”


  “What is there to see? ” he replied.


  She smiled, the tini­est smile, and then, with­out even glanc­ing up at their pur­suers again, they both threw them­selves head­first over the rope rail­ing.


  As they plunged into the dark­ness, Ma­lingo let out a wild whoop of ex­hil­a­ra­tion, or per­haps fear, per­haps both. Sec­onds passed, and still they fell and fell and fell. And now ev­ery­thing was dark around them and the shriek­ing of the bats was gone, erased by the noise of the river be­low.


  Candy had time to think: If we hit the wa­ter at this speed we’ll break our necks, and then sud­denly Ma­lingo had hold of her hand, and us­ing some trick of ac­ro­bat­ics he’d learned hang­ing up­side down from Wolf­swinkel’s ceil­ing, he man­aged to flip them both over, so that they were now fall­ing feet first.


  Two, three, four sec­onds later, they hit the wa­ter.


  It wasn’t cold. At least not icy. Their speed car­ried them deep, how­ever, and the im­pact sep­a­rated them. For Candy there was a pan­icky mo­ment when she thought she’d used up all her breath.


  Then—God bless him!—Ma­lingo had hold of her hand again, and gasp­ing for air, they broke sur­face to­gether.


  “No bones bro­ken? ” Candy gasped.


  “No. I’m fine. You? ”


  “No,” she said, scarcely be­liev­ing it. “I thought he had us.”


  “So did I. So did he. “


  Candy laughed.


  They looked up, and for a mo­ment she thought she glimpsed the dark ragged line of the bridge high above. Then the river’s cur­rent car­ried them away, and what­ever she’d seen was eclipsed by the roof of the cav­ern through which these wa­ters ran. They had no choice but to go wher­ever it was go­ing. Dark­ness was all around them, so the only clues they had to the size of cav­erns through which the river trav­eled was the way the wa­ter grew more tem­pes­tu­ous when the chan­nel nar­rowed, and how its rush­ing din mel­lowed when the way widened again.


  Once, for just a few tan­ta­liz­ing sec­onds, they caught a glimpse of what looked like a bright thread—like the Skein of Ly­dia Hap’s ac­count—run­ning through the air or the rock above them.


  “Did you see that? ” Ma­lingo said.


  “Yes,” said Candy, smil­ing in the dark­ness. “I saw it.”


  “Well, at least we saw what we came to see.”


  It was im­pos­si­ble to judge the pas­sage of time in such a form­less place, but some while af­ter their glimps­ing of the Skein they caught sight of an­other light, a long way ahead: a lu­mi­nes­cence which steadily grew brighter as the river car­ried them to­ward it.


  “That’s starlight,” Candy said.


  “You think so? ”


  She was right; it was. Af­ter a few more min­utes, the river fi­nally brought them out of Hul­faker’s cav­erns and into that quiet time just af­ter night­fall. A fine net of cloud had been cast over the sky, and the stars caught in it were turn­ing the Iz­abella sil­ver.


  Their jour­ney by wa­ter wasn’t over, how­ever. The river cur­rent quickly car­ried them too far from the dark cliffs of Huf­faker to at­tempt to swim back to it and bore them out into the straits be­tween Nine and Ten O’clock. Now the Iz­abella took charge, her wa­ters


  4 hold­ing them up with­out their need­ing to ex­ert them­selves with swim­ming. They were car­ried ef­fort­lessly out past Nin­ny­ham­mer (where the lights burned bright in the cracked dome of Kas­par Wolf­swinkel’s house) and south, into the light, to the bright, trop­i­cal wa­ters that sur­rounded the is­land of the Nonce. The sleepy smell of an end­less af­ter­noon came off the is­land, which stood at Three O’clock, and the breeze car­ried danc­ing seeds from the lush slopes of that Hour. But the Nonce was not to be their des­ti­na­tion. The Iz­abella’s cur­rents car­ried them on past the Af­ter­noon to the vicin­ity of the is­land of Gno­mon.


  Be­fore they could be de­liv­ered to the shores of that is­land, how­ever, Ma­lingo caught sight of their sal­va­tion.


  “I see a sail!” he said, and started yelling to who­ever might be up on deck. “Over here! Here!”


  “They see us!” Candy said. “They see us!”


   


  


  


  3. ON THE PAR­ROTO

  



   


  THE LIT­TLE VES­SEL MA­LINGO’S sharp eyes had spot­ted wasn’t mov­ing, so they were able to let the gen­tle cur­rent carry them to­ward it. It was a hum­ble fish­ing boat no more than fif­teen feet in length and in a very di­lap­i­dated con­di­tion. Its crew mem­bers were hard at work haul­ing up onto the deck a net full to burst­ing with tens of thou­sands of small mot­tled turquoise-and-or­ange fish, called smat­ter­lings. Hun­gry seabirds, rau­cous and ag­gres­sive, wheeled around the boat or bobbed on the wa­ter close by, wait­ing to snatch up those smat­ter­lings that the fish­er­men failed to get out of the net, onto the deck and into the hold of their boat quickly enough.


  By the time Candy and Ma­lingo were within hail­ing dis­tance of the lit­tle ves­sel, most of the hard la­bor was over, and the happy crew mem­bers (there were only four on the boat) were singing a song of the sea as they folded the nets.


  “Fishes, feed me!


  Fishes fine!


  Swim in the nets and catch the line!


  Feed my chil­dren!


  Fill my dishes!


  That’s why I love you, Lit­tle fishes!”


  When they were done with the song, Ma­lingo called to them from out of the wa­ter.


  “Ex­cuse me!” he yelled. “There are still two more fishes down here!”


  “I see you!” said a young man among the crew.


  “Throw them a line,” said the wiry bearded man in the wheel­house, who was ap­par­ently the Cap­tain.


  It didn’t take very long for Candy and Ma­lingo to be brought up over the side of the boat and onto the stink­ing deck.


  “Wel­come aboard the Par­roto Par­roto, ” said the Cap­tain.


  “Some­body get ‘em some blan­kets, will you? ”


  Though the sun was still rea­son­ably warm in this re­gion be­tween Four O’clock in the Af­ter­noon and Five, their time in the wa­ter had chilled both Candy and Ma­lingo to the bone, and they were glad of the blan­kets and the deep bowls of spicy fish soup that they were given a few min­utes later.


  “I’m Perbo Skeb­ble,” said the Cap­tain. “The old man is Mizzel, the cabin girl is Galatea, and the young fel­low there is my son Charry. We’re from Efreet, and we’re head­ing back there with our hold full.”


  “Good fishin’,” Charry said. He had a broad, happy face, which fell nat­u­rally into an ex­pres­sion of easy con­tent­ment.


  “There’ll be con­se­quences,” Mizzel said, his own fea­tures as nat­u­rally joy­less as Charry’s were nat­u­rally happy.


  “Why do you al­ways have to be so grim Galatea said, star­ing con­temp­tu­ously at Mizzel. Her hair was shaved so close to her scalp, it was lit­tle more than a shadow. Her mus­cu­lar arms were dec­o­rated with elab­o­rate tat­toos. “Didn’t we just save two souls from drown­ing? We’re all on the Cre­atrix’ side on this boat.


  Noth­ing bad’s go­ing to hap­pen to us.”


  Mizzel just sneered at her, rudely snatch­ing the empty soup bowls from Candy and Ma­lingo. “We’ve still got to get past Gor­gos­sium,” he said as he headed down into the gal­ley with the bowls. He cast a sly, faintly threat­en­ing glance back at Candy as he de­parted, as though to see whether he’d suc­ceeded in sow­ing the seeds of fear in her.


  “What did he mean by that? ” Ma­lingo said.


  “Noth­ing,” said Skeb­ble.


  “Oh, let’s tell the truth here,” said Galatea. “We’re not go­ing to lie to these peo­ple. That would be shame­ful.”


  “Then you tell ‘em,” Skeb­ble said. “Charry, come, lad. I want to be sure the catch is prop­erly stowed.”


  “What’s the prob­lem? ” Candy said to Galatea, when the fa­ther and son had gone about their work.


  “You have to un­der­stand that there’s no ice on this boat, so we’ve got to get the catch back to Efreet be­fore the fish go rot­ten on us. Which means … let me show you.”


  She led them to the wheel­house, where there was an old and much-weath­ered map pinned up on the wall. She pointed a well­bit­ten fin­ger­nail at a place be­tween the is­lands of Soma Plume and Gno­mon.


  “We’re about here,” she said. “And we’ve got to get … up to here.” Their des­ti­na­tion lay past the Twenty-Fifth Hour, way to the north of the ar­chi­pel­ago. “If we had more time, we’d take the long way back, hug­ging the coast of Gno­mon and then pass­ing the Nonce and head­ing north be­tween Nin­ny­ham­mer and Jibar­ish, and round­ing the Twenty-Fifth till we get back to our vil­lage.”


  The Twenty-Fifth, Candy thought: she’d been there briefly with the women of the Fan­tomaya. She’d seen all kinds of vi­sions, in­clud­ing one that she’d dreamed of many times since: a woman walk­ing on a sky full of birds, while fish swam in the wa­tery heav­ens around her head.


  “There’s no chance you could drop us off at the Twenty-Fifth, is there? ” Candy said.


  But even as she spoke she re­mem­bered the dark side of life on the Twenty-Fifth. She’d been pur­sued there by a pair of mon­sters called the Fugit Broth­ers, whose fea­tures moved around their faces on click­ing legs.


  “You know what? ” she said. “Maybe that’s not such a good idea af­ter all.”


  “Well, we can’t do it any­way,” Galatea told her. “It’ll take too long. The fish’ll rot.”


  “So which way are we go­ing? ” Ma­lingo said.


  Candy had guessed al­ready, from look­ing at the map.


  “We’re go­ing be­tween the Pyra­mids of Xuxux and Gor­gos­sium.”


  Galatea grinned. Ev­ery other tooth in her mouth was miss­ing.


  “You should be a-fish­ing, you should,” she said. “Yep, that’s where we’re go­ing. Mizzel thinks it’s a bad plan. He says there’s all man­ner of things that live on the is­land of Mid­night. Mon­s­terosi­ties, he says. Hor­ridy things that will come flap­ping over and at­tack the ship.”


  “Why would they do that? ” Candy asked.


  “Be­cause they want to eat the fish. Or else they want to eat us.


  Maybe both. I don’t know. What­ever it is, it ain’t good news.


  Any­how, we can’t be squib­bies about this—”


  “Squib­bies? ” said Candy.


  “Cow­ards,” Ma­lingo said.


  “We gotta sail past Mid­night whether we like it or not,” Galatea went on. “Ei­ther that or we lose the fish, and a lot of peo­ple will go hun­gry.”


  “Not a good choice,” said Skeb­ble as he climbed out of the hold.


  “But like the girl says, we got no choice. And … ‘fraid you got no choice but to come with us. Ei­ther that or we dumps you in the wa­ter again.”


  “I think we’d rather stay on board,” Candy said, giv­ing Ma­lingo an anx­ious look.


  They headed north, out of the bright af­ter­noon wa­ters of the straits be­tween Four and Five into the dark seas that sur­rounded Mid­night. It wasn’t a sub­tle change. One minute the Sea of Iz­abella was glit­ter­ing with golden sun­light and they were warm; the next, waves of dark­ness cov­ered the sun and a bit­ter cold swept in to sur­round them. Off to their port side they could see the im­mense is­land of Gor­gos­sium. Even from a con­sid­er­able dis­tance they could pick out the win­dows of the thir­teen tow­ers of the fortress of In­iquisit and the lights that burned around the Todo mines.


  “You want a closer look? ” said Mizzel to Candy.


  He passed her his bat­tered old tele­scope, and she stud­ied the is­land through it. There seemed to be im­mense heads carved from some of the stony out­crops of the is­land. Some­thing that looked like a wolf’s head, some­thing that looked vaguely hu­man. But far more chill­ing were the vast in­sects she saw crawl­ing around the is­land: like fleas or lice grown to the size of trucks. They made her shud­der, even at such a safe dis­tance.


  “Not a pretty place, is it? ” Skeb­ble said.


  “No, not re­ally,” said Candy.


  “Plenty of folks like it though,” the Cap­tain went on. “If you’ve got a dark­ness in your heart, that be the place you go, huh? That be the place you feel at home. “


  “Home …” Candy mur­mured.


  Ma­lingo was stand­ing be­side her and heard her speak the word.


  “Home­sick? ” he said.


  “No. No. Well … some­times. A lit­tle. Just about my mom, re­ally. But no, that wasn’t what I was think­ing.” She nod­ded to­ward Gor­gos­sium. “It’s just strange to think of some­body call­ing that dis­mal place their home.”


  “Each to their Hour, as the poet wrote,” Ma­lingo said.


  “Which is your Hour? ” Candy asked him. “Where do you be­long? ”


  “I don’t know,” Ma­lingo said sadly. “I lost my fam­ily a long time ago—or at least they lost me—and I don’t ex­pect to see them again in this life.”


  “We could try and find them for you.”


  “One day, maybe.” He dropped his voice to a whis­per. “When we don’t have so many teeth nip­ping at our heels.”


  There was a sud­den ex­plo­sion of laugh­ter from the wheel­house, which brought the con­ver­sa­tion to an end. Candy wan­dered over to see what was go­ing on. There was a small tele­vi­sion (which had red cur­tains to ei­ther side of the screen, like a lit­tle the­ater) placed on the floor. Mizzel, Charry and Galatea were watch­ing it, much en­ter­tained by the an­tics of a car­toon boy.


  “It’s the Com­mexo Kid!” Charry said. “He’s so wild!”


  Candy had seen the Kid’s im­age many times now. It was hard to go very far in the Abarat with­out meet­ing his per­pet­u­ally smil­ing face on a bill­board or a wall. His an­tics and his catch­phrases were used to sell ev­ery­thing from cra­dles to coffins, and all that any­body would want in be­tween. Candy watched the flick­er­ing blue screen for a lit­tle while, think­ing back to her en­counter with the man who had cre­ated the char­ac­ter: Rojo Pixler. She’d met him on Nin­ny­ham­mer, briefly, and in the many weeks since she’d half ex­pected to see him again at some turn in the road. He was part of her fu­ture, she knew, though she didn’t know how or why.


  On screen the Kid was play­ing tricks, as usual, much to the amuse­ment of his lit­tle au­di­ence. It was sim­ple, knock­about stuff.


  Paint was spat­tered; food was thrown. And through it all jogged the re­lent­lessly cheer­ful fig­ure of the Com­mexo Kid, dis­pens­ing smiles, pies and “just a li’l bit o’ love” (as he would round off ev­ery show say­ing) to the world.


  “Hey, Miss Mis­ery,” said Mizzel, glanc­ing around at Candy. “You don’t laugh!”


  “I just don’t think it’s very funny, that’s all.”


  “He’s the best!” Charry said. “Lordy Lou, the things he says!”


  “Happy! Happy! Happy!” said Galatea, per­fectly copy­ing the Kid’s squeaky voice. “That’s what I is! Happy! Happy! Hap… She was in­ter­rupted by a pan­icked shout from Ma­lingo. “We’ve got trou­ble” he yelled. “And it’s com­ing from Gor­gos­sium!”


   


  


  


  4. THE SCAV­ENGERS

  



   


  ANDY WAS THE FIRST out of the wheel­house and back on deck. Ma­lingo had Mizzel’s tele­scope to his eye and was study­ing the threat­en­ing skies in the di­rec­tion of Gor­gos­sium. There were four dark-winged crea­tures fly­ing to­ward the fish­ing boat.


  They were vis­i­ble be­cause their in­nards glowed through their translu­cent flesh, as though lit by some bit­ter fire. They gib­bered as they ap­proached, the chat­ter of mad, hun­gry things.


  “What are they? ” Candy said.


  “They’re zethekaratchia,” Mizzel in­formed her. “Zethek for short. The ever-hun­gry ones. They can never eat enough. That’s why we can see their bones.”


  “Not good news,” Candy guessed.


  “Not good news.”


  “They’ll take the fish!” Skeb­ble said, ap­pear­ing from the bow­els of the ship. He’d ap­par­ently been at­tend­ing to the en­gine, be­cause he was cov­ered with oil stains and car­ried a large ham­mer and an even more size­able wrench.


  “Lock down the holds!” he yelled to his lit­tle crew. “Quickly, or we’ll lose all the fish! “He pointed a stubby fin­ger at Ma­lingo and Candy.


  “That means you as well!”


  “If they can’t get to the fish, won’t they come af­ter us? ” Ma­lingo said.


  “We have to save the fish, ” Skeb­ble in­sisted. He caught hold of Ma­lingo’s arm and pressed him to­ward the brim­ming holds.


  “Don’t ar­gue!” he said. “I don’t want to lose the catch! And they’re get­ting closer!”


  Candy fol­lowed his gaze sky­ward. The zethek were less than ten yards from the boat now, swoop­ing down over the twi­light sea to be­gin their scav­eng­ing.


  Candy didn’t like the idea of try­ing to pro­tect her­self against them un­armed, so she grabbed hold of the wrench in Skeb­ble’s left hand. “If you don’t mind, I’ll take that!” she said, sur­pris­ing even her­self.


  “Take it!” he said, and went to help the rest of the crew with the la­bor of clos­ing the holds.


  Candy headed for the lad­der on the side of the wheel­house. She put the wrench be­tween her teeth (not a pleas­ant ex­pe­ri­ence: it tasted off­ish oil and Skeb­ble’s sweat) and clam­bered up the lad­der, turn­ing to face the zethek once she reached the top. The sight of her stand­ing on the wheel­house, the wrench in her hand like a club, had put a lit­tle doubt in them. They were no longer swoop­ing down on the Par­roto Par­roto but hov­er­ing ten or twelve feet above it.


  “Come on down!” Candy yelled to them. “I dare you!”


  “Are you crazy? ” Charry hollered.


  “Get down!” Ma­lingo called to her. “Candy, get. Too late! The clos­est zethek took Candy’s bait and swooped down, its long, bone-bright fin­gers reach­ing to snatch at her head.


  “Good boy!” she said. “Look what I’ve got for you.”


  She swung the wrench in a wide arc. The tool was heavy, and in truth she had very lit­tle con­trol over it, so it was more by ac­ci­dent than in­ten­tion that she ac­tu­ally struck the crea­ture. That said, it was quite a blow. The zethek dropped out of the sky as if shot, strik­ing the boards of the wheel­house so hard they cracked.


  For a sec­ond he lay still.


  “You killed him!” said Galatea. “Ha-ha! Good for you!”


  “I … don’t think he’s dead….” Candy said.


  What Galatea couldn’t hear, Candy could. The zethek was growl­ing. Very slowly he raised his gar­goylish head. Dark blood ran from his nose.


  “You … hurt … me….”


  “Well, come over here,” Candy said, beck­on­ing to the beast across the frac­tured boards of the roof. “I’ll do it again.”


  “The girl’s sui­ci­dal,” Mizzel re­marked.


  “Your friend is right,” the zethek said. “You are sui­ci­dal.”


  Hav­ing spo­ken, the zethekaratchia opened his mouth and kept open­ing it, wider and wider, un­til it was lit­er­ally large enough to bite off the top of Candy’s head. In fact, that seemed to be his in­ten­tion, be­cause he lunged for­ward, leap­ing across the hole in the roof and throw­ing Candy down on her back. Then he jumped on top of her.


  The wrench flew out of her hand; she had no time to pick it up. The zethek was upon her, his mouth vast. She closed her eyes as a cloud of the beast’s breath broke against her face. She had sec­onds to live. And then sud­denly Skeb­ble was there, ham­mer in hand.


  “Leave the girl alone,” he hollered, and brought the ham­mer down on the zethek’s skull, de­liv­er­ing it such a calami­tous blow that he sim­ply fell back­ward into the wheel­house through the hole in the roof, dead.


  “That was brave, girl,” he said, haul­ing Candy to her feet.


  She pat­ted the top of her head just to be sure it was still there.


  It was.


  “One clown,” said Candy. “Three to—”


  “Help, some­body!” Mizzel yelled. “Help!”


  Candy turned around to find that an­other of these wretched things had caught hold of Mizzel and was pin­ning him to the deck, pre­par­ing to make a meal of him.


  “No, you don’t!” she yelled, and ran for the lad­der.


  Only when she was half­way down did she re­mem­ber that she’d left the wrench on the roof. It was too late to go back for it.


  The deck, when she reached it, was slick with fish oil and wa­ter, and in­stead of run­ning she found her­self slid­ing over it, com­pletely out of con­trol. She hollered for some­one to stop her, but there was no one close enough. Straight ahead was the hold, its door al­ready opened by one of the beasts. Her only hope of stop­ping her­self was to reach out and grab the zethek that was as­sault­ing Mizzel. But she’d have to be quick, be­fore the op­por­tu­nity slid by. She put out her hand and made a grab for the beast. The zethek saw her com­ing and turned to ward her off, but he wasn’t fast enough: she caught hold of his hair. He squawked like an en­raged macaw and strug­gled to free him­self, but Candy held on. Un­for­tu­nately, her mo­men­tum was too great to bring her to a halt. Quite the re­verse. In­stead, the crea­ture came along with her, reach­ing up to try and un­tan­gle her fin­gers from his ratty locks even as they both slid to­ward the gap­ing hold.


  Over the edge they went and down among the fish. Luck­ily it wasn’t a long fall; the hold was al­most filled with smat­ter­lings. But it wasn’t a pleas­ant land­ing, a thou­sand fish slid­ing be­neath them, cold and wet and very dead.


  Candy still had her grip on the zethek’s hair, so that when the crea­ture stood up—which he did in­stantly—she was hauled to her feet too.


  The crea­ture wasn’t used to be­ing held by any­body, es­pe­cially some scrap of a girl. He writhed and raged, snap­ping at her with his over-sized mouth one mo­ment, the next at­tempt­ing to shrug her loose by shak­ing his body so vi­o­lently that his bones clat­tered.


  Fi­nally, ap­par­ently de­spair­ing of es­cape, the zethek called to his sur­viv­ing com­rades: “Kud! Nat­tum! Here! In the hold! Now!”


  A few sec­onds af­ter the call had gone out, Kud and Nat­tum ap­peared over the edge of the hold.


  “Me­this!” Nat­tum said, grin­ning. “You have a girl for me!”


  So say­ing, he opened his mouth and in­haled so pow­er­fully that Candy had to fight to keep her­self from be­ing pulled straight into the maw.


  Kud wasn’t in­ter­ested in such tricks. He shoved Nat­tum aside.


  “I take her!” he said. “I’m hun­gry.”


  Nat­tum shoved back.


  “So am I!” he growled.


  While she was be­ing fought over, Candy took the op­por­tu­nity to yell for help.


  “Some­body! Ma­lingo? Charrj? ”


  “Too late,” said Kud, and lean­ing over the edge of the hold he caught hold of her and pulled her up. He was so quick and vi­o­lent that Candy lost her grip on Me­this. Her feet slid over the slimy fish for a mo­ment; then she was in the air, be­ing hauled to­ward Kud’s mouth, which now also opened like a toothed tun­nel.


  The next mo­ment ev­ery­thing went dark. Her head—much to her hor­ror—was in the mouth of the beast.


   


  


  


  5. THE SPEAK­ING OF A WORD

  



   


  THOUGH HER EN­TIRE SKULL was sud­denly en­closed by the zethek’s mouth, Candy was still able to hear one thing from the out­side world. Just one stupid thing. It was the squeak­ing voice of the Com­mexo Kid, singing his eter­nally op­ti­mistic lit­tle song.


  “Happy! Happy! Happy!” it squealed.


  She of­fered up a lit­tle prayer in that dark mo­ment, to ask any God or God­dess, of Abarat or the Here­after, who would lis­ten. It was a very sim­ple prayer. It sim­ply said: Please don’t let that ridicu­lous Kid be the last thing I hear be­fore I die And, thank the di­vini­ties, her prayer was an­swered.


  There was a dull thud di­rectly above her, and she felt the ten­sion of Kud’s jaws re­lax. She in­stantly pulled her head out of his mouth. This time the slick­ness of the fish be­neath her was to her ad­van­tage. She slid across the car­pet of smat­ter­lings in time to see Kud col­lapse among the fish. She took her eyes off him and looked up at her sav­ior.


  It was Ma­lingo. He was stand­ing there with Skeb­ble’s ham­mer in his hand. He smiled at Candy. But his mo­ment of tri­umph was short.


  In the next in­stant Kud rose up roar­ing from his slimy bed of fish and pulled the legs out from un­der Ma­lingo, who fell down on his back.


  “Ah-Zia!” Kud yelled, lay­ing eyes on the ham­mer that slipped out of Ma­lingo’s hand when he fell. Kud snatched it up and got to his feet. The bright­ness in his bones had be­come a fu­ri­ous blaze in the last few min­utes. In the sock­ets of his skull, two dots of scar­let rage flick­ered as he turned his stare to­ward Candy. He looked like some­thing from a ghost-train ride. Wield­ing the ham­mer, he raced at Candy.


  “Run”Ma­lingo yelled.


  But she had nowhere to run to. There was a zethek to the left of her and one to the right, and be­hind her a solid wall. A skele­tal smile spread over Kud’s face.


  “Any last words? ” he said as he lifted the ham­mer above his head.


  “Come on,” he growled. “You must have some­thing in your head.”


  Cu­ri­ously, she did have some­thing in her head: a word she could not even re­mem­ber hear­ing un­til this mo­ment Kud seemed to see the con­fu­sion in her eyes.


  “Speak!” he said, strik­ing the wall to the left of her head with the ham­mer. The re­ver­ber­a­tions echoed all around the hold. The dead smat­ter­lings con­vulsed, as though they’d been given a spasm of life. “Talk to me!” Kud said, strik­ing the wall to the right of Candy’s head. Show­ers of sparks erupted from the spot, and the fish jumped a sec­ond time.


  Candy put her hand up to her throat. There was a word there.


  She could feel it, like some­thing she’d eaten but not quite swal­lowed.


  It wanted to be spo­ken. That she was cer­tain about. It wanted to be spo­ken.


  And who was she to deny it its am­bi­tions? She let the syl­la­bles rise up, un­bid­den. And spoke them.


  “Jas­sas­sakya -th iim! she said.


  From the cor­ner of her eye she saw Ma­lingo sit bolt up­right on the bed of fish.


  “Oh Lordy Lou …” he said, his voice hushed with awe. “How do you know that word? ”


  “I don’t,” Candy said.


  But the air knew it. The walls knew it. No sooner were the syl­la­bles out of her lips than ev­ery­thing be­gan to vi­brate in re­sponse to the sound of what­ever Candy had said. And with each vi­bra­tion the air and the walls re­peated the syl­la­bles in their own strange fash­ion.


  Jas­sas­sakya -th urn!


  Jas­sas­sakya -thiim!


  Jas­sas­sakya -th Urn!


  “What … have … you … done … girl? ” Kud said.


  Candy didn’t know. Ma­lingo, on the other hand, did.


  “She’s ut­tered a Word of Power,” he said.


  “I have? ” Candy replied. “I mean, I have. That’s what I’ve done.”


  “Magic? ” Kud said. He be­gan to re­treat from her now, the ham­mer slid­ing out of his fin­gers. “I knew there was some­thing about you from the be­gin­ning. You’re a witch-girl! That’s what you are! A witch-girl!”


  As the zethek’s panic grew, so did the re­ver­ber­a­tions. With each rep­e­ti­tion they gath­ered strength.


  Jas­sas­sakya-th urn !


  Jas­sas­sakya-th Urn!


  Jas­sassa kya-thiim!


  “I think you should get out of here now,” Ma­lingo yelled to Candy as the din climbed.


  “What? ”


  “I said: Get out! Out!”


  As he spoke he stum­bled to­ward her through the fish, which were also vi­brat­ing in rhythm with the words. The zetheks paid no at­ten­tion to him, nor to Candy. They were suf­fer­ing from the ef­fects of the word. They had their hands clamped over their ears, as though they were’ afraid it was deaf­en­ing them, which per­haps it was.


  “This is not a safe place to be,” Ma­lingo said when he got to Candy’s side.


   


  She nod­ded. She was be­gin­ning to feel the dis­tress­ing in­flu­ence of the vi­bra­tions her­self. Galatea was there to lift her up onto the deck. Then both girls turned to help Ma­lingo, reach­ing down to catch hold of his long arms. Candy counted:


  “One, two, three—”


  And they hauled to­gether, lift­ing him up with sur­pris­ing ease.


  The scene in the hold had be­come sur­real. The Word was mak­ing the catch vi­brate so vi­o­lently that at first glance the fish seemed to be alive again. As for the zethek, they were like three flies caught in a jar, pro­pelled back and forth across the hold, slam­ming against the sides. They seemed to have for­got­ten all about the pos­si­bil­ity of es­cape. The word had made them crazy, or stupid, or both.


  Skeb­ble was stand­ing on the op­po­site side of the hold. He pointed to Candy and yelled at her: “Make it stop! Or you’re go­ing to shake my boat apart!”


  He was right about the boat. The vi­bra­tions in the hold had spread through­out the ves­sel. The boards were shak­ing so vi­o­lently nails were be­ing spat into the air, the al­ready cracked wheel­house was rock­ing to and fro, the rig­ging was vi­brat­ing like the strings of a huge gui­tar; even the mast was sway­ing.


  Candy looked over at Ma­lingo.


  “See? ” she said. “If you’d taught me some magic I’d know how to turn this off. “


  “Well, wait,” Ma­lingo said. “Where did you learn that word? ”


  “I didn’t learn it.”


  “You must have heard it some­where.”


  “No. I swear. It just ap­peared in my throat. I don’t know where it came from.”


  “If you two have quite fin­ished chat­ting? ” Skeb­ble hollered over the din. “My boat—”


  “Yes!” Candy shouted back. “I know, I know!”


  “In­hale it!” Ma­lingo said.


  “What? ”


  “The Word! In­hale the Word!”


  “In­hale it? ”


  “Do as he says!” Galatea yelled. “Be­fore the boat sinks!”


  Ev­ery­thing was now shak­ing to the rhythm of the Word. There wasn’t a board or a rope or a hook from bow to stern that wasn’t in mo­tion. In the hold the three zetheks were still be­ing pitched around, sob­bing for mercy.


  Candy closed her eyes. Strangely enough, she could see the word that she’d ut­tered in her mind’s eye. There it was, clear as crys­tal.


  Jass … assa … kya … thiim …


  She emp­tied her lungs through her nos­trils. Then, still keep­ing her eyes tightly shut, she drew a deep breath.


  The word in her mind’s eye shook. Then it cracked, and it seemed to fly apart. Was it just her imag­i­na­tion, or could she feel it com­ing back into her throat? She swal­lowed hard, and the word was gone.


  The re­ac­tion was in­stan­ta­neous. The vi­bra­tions died away. The boards dropped back into place, pep­pered by nails. The mast stopped lurch­ing to and fro. The fish stopped their grotesque ca­vort­ing.


  The zetheks quickly re­al­ized that the at­tack had ceased. They un­stopped their ears and shook their heads, as though to put their thoughts back in or­der.


  “Go, broth­ers!” Nat­tum said. “Be­fore the witch-girl tries some new trick!”


  He didn’t wait to see that his sib­lings were do­ing as he sug­gested.


  He started to beat his wings fu­ri­ously and climbed into the air, weav­ing a zigzag course sky­ward. Me­this was about to fol­low; then he turned to Kud.


  “Let’s ruin their catch!”


  Skeb­ble let out a howl of com­plaint. “No!” he yelled. “Don’t His cry was ig­nored. The two crea­tures squat­ted down among the fish, and the vilest smell Candy had ever smelled in her life rose up from the hold.


  “Arc they—? ”


  Ma­lingo nod­ded grimly.


  “The catch! The catch!” Skeb­ble was howl­ing. “Oh, Lord, no!


  No!” ‘


  Me­this and Kud thought all this was hugely amus­ing. Hav­ing done their worst, they beat their wings and lifted off.


  “Damn you! Damn you!” Skeb­ble yelled as they flew past.


  “That was enough fish to feed the vil­lage for half a sea­son,”


  Galatea said mourn­fully.


  “And they poi­soned it? ” Ma­lingo said.


  “What do you think? Smell that stink. Who could ever eat some­thing that smelled like that? ”


  Kud had by now es­caped into the dark­ness, fol­low­ing Nat­tum back to Gor­gos­sium. But Me­this was so busy laugh­ing at what they’d just done that he ac­ci­den­tally clipped the top of the mast with his wing. For a mo­ment he strug­gled to re­cover him­self but lost his mo­men­tum and fell back to­ward the Par­roto Par­roto, hit­ting the edge of the wheel­house roof and bounc­ing off onto the deck, where he lay un­con­scious.


  There was a mo­ment of sur­prised si­lence from ev­ery­body on deck. The whole se­quence of events—from Candy’s speak­ing of the Word to Me­this’ crash—had taken at most a cou­ple of min­utes.


  It was old Mizzel who broke the hush.


  “Charry? ” he said.


  “Yes? ”


  “Get a rope. And you, Galatea, help him. Tie up this bur­den of filth.”


  “What for? ”


  “Just do it!” Mizzel said. “And be quick about it, be­fore the damn thing wakes up!”


  


  


  6. TWO CON­VER­SA­TIONS

  



   


  “O,” SAID MIZZEL , ONCE the stunned zethek was firmly se­cured. “You want to know my plan? ”


  They were all sit­ting at the bow of the boat, as far from the stink of the hold as they could get. Candy was still in a mild state of shock: what she’d just wit­nessed her­self do­ing (speak­ing a word she didn’t even know she knew) needed to be thought about very care­fully.


  But now was not the time to do the think­ing. Mizzel had a plan, and he wanted to share it.


  “We’re go­ing to have to dump out all the smattcr­lings. Ev­ery last fish.”


  “A lot of peo­ple are go­ing to go hun­gry,” Galatea said.


  “Not nec­es­sar­ily,” Mizzel replied. He had a sly ex­pres­sion on his scarred and weath­er­worn face. “To the west of us lies the is­land of Six O’clock….”


  “Ba­bilo­nium,” Candy said.


  “Pre­cisely. Ba­bilo­nium. The Car­ni­val Is­land. Masques and pa­rades and fairs and bug wrestling and mu­sic and danc­ing and freaks.


  “Freaks? ” said Galatea. “What kind of freaks? ”


  “Ev­ery kind. Things that are too small, things that are too large, things with three heads, things with no head at all. If you want to see freaks and mon­sters, then Ba­bilo­nium’s the place to find them.”


  While the old man was speak­ing, Skeb­ble had got­ten up and gone to the door to study the bound zethck.


  “Have you seen these freak shows on Ba­bilo­nium? ” he said to Mizzel.


  “Cer­tainly. I worked in Ba­bilo­nium in my youth. Made a lot of money too.”


  “Do­ing what? ” said Galatea.


  Mizzel looked a lit­tle un­com­fort­able. “I don’t want to go into de­tails,” he said. “Let me just say it in­volved … um, bod­ily gases … and flame.”


  No­body said any­thing for a mo­ment or two. Then Charry piped up. “You farted fire? ” he said.


  Ev­ery­body sub­dued their amuse­ment with a great ef­fort of will.


  All ex­cept for Skeb­ble, who let out a whoop of laugh­ter. “You did!” he said. “You did, didn’t you? ”


  “It was a liv­ing,” Mizzel said, star­ing fiercely at Charry, his ears bright red. “Now can I please get on with my story? ”


  “Go on,” said Skeb­ble. “Get to the point.”


  “Well, it seems to me if we could sail this damn boat to Ba­bilo­nium, we would sure as cer­tain find some­body to buy that zethek and put him in one of them freak shows.”


  “Would we make much money from a deal like that? ”


  “We’ll make sure we do. And when we’ve done the deal we’ll sail to Taz­magor, get the hold scrubbed out and buy a new sup­ply of fish.”


  “What do you think? ” Candy said to Skeb­ble.


  He glanced out at the bound crea­ture, scratch­ing at his tatty beard.


  “No harm in try­ing,” he replied.


  “Ba­bilo­nium, huh? ” Candy said.


  “What, you have a prob­lem with this? ” Skeb­ble said testily. It had been a grim and event­ful cou­ple of hours. He was ob­vi­ously weary, his en­er­gies ex­hausted. “If you don’t want to come with n US


  “No, no, we’ll come,” said Candy. “I’ve never been to Ba­bilo­nium.”


  “The play­ground of the Abarat!” Ma­lingo said. “Fun for all the fam­ily!”


  “Well, then … what are we wait­ing for? ” said Galatea. “We can dump the smat­ter­lings as we go!”


  By chance Otto Houli­han was on Gor­gos­sium at that time, wait­ing for an au­di­ence with the Lord of Mid­night. It was not an ap­pe­tiz­ing prospect. He was go­ing to have to re­port that though he came very close to cap­tur­ing the girl in Hap’s Vault he had failed, and that she and her geshrat com­pan­ion had most likely thrown them­selves to their deaths. The news would not make Car­rion happy, he knew.


  This made Houli­han ner­vous. He re­mem­bered all too well the feed­ing of the night­mares he’d wit­nessed in the Twelfth Tower. He didn’t want to die the same way as the wretched miner had died. In an at­tempt to put these trou­bling thoughts from his mind, he slipped away to a lit­tle inn called The Fool in Chains where he could drink some Ho­ba­rookian vodka. Per­haps it was time—he thought as he drank—to cease his life as a hunter and find a less risky means of mak­ing money. As a bug-wrestling pro­moter, per­haps; or a knife jug­gler. Any­thing, as long as he never had to come back to Gor­gos­sium and wait. …


  His clammy med­i­ta­tions were in­ter­rupted by the sound of laugh­ter from out­side. He stag­gered out to see what all the fuss was about. Sev­eral cus­tomers, many in states of ine­bri­a­tion as bad or worse than his own, were stand­ing in a rough cir­cle, point­ing to some­thing on the ground in their midst.


  The Criss-Cross Man went to see. There in the dirt was one of the uglier oc­cu­pants of Gor­gos­sium: a large zethek. He had ap­par­ently col­lided with a tree and had fallen to earth, un­der which he was now stand­ing, look­ing very con­fused, pick­ing leaves out of his hair and spit­ting out dirt. The drunk­ards just kept laugh­ing at him.


  “Go on, laugh at me!” the crea­ture said. “Kud seen a thing you be way afraid of. A ter­ri­ble thing I seen.”


  “Oh yeah? ” said one of the drunks. “And what was that? ”


  Kud spat out one last mouth­ful of dirt. “A witch-girl, ” he said.


  “Does bad magic on me. Al­most kills me with her Word. “


  Houli­han el­bowed his way through the crowd and grabbed hold of the zethek’s wing so that he wouldn’t try to es­cape. Then he peered into his bro­ken, con­founded face. “You said you fought with this girl? ” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “Was she alone? ”


  “No. She was with a geshrat.”


  “You’re sure? ”


  “You say­ing I don’t know what a geshrat looks like? I’ve been drink­ing their blood since I was a baby.”


  “Never mind about the geshrat. Talk to me about the girl.”


  “Don’t shake me! I will not be shaken. I’m


  “Kud the zethek. Yes, I heard. And I’m Otto Houli­han, the Criss Cross Man.”


  The mo­ment Houli­han of­fered up his name, the crowd that had been press­ing around Kud sud­denly melted away.


  “I’ve heard of you,” Kud said. “You’re dan­ger­ous.”


  “Not to my friends,” Otto replied. “You want to be my friend, Kud? ”


  The zethek took but a mo­ment to think on this.


  “Of course,” the crea­ture said, bow­ing his head re­spect­fully.


  “Good,” said the Criss-Cross Man. “Then back to the girl. Did you catch her name? ”


  “The geshrat called her—” He frowned. “What was it? Mandy?


  Dandy? ”


  “Candy? ”


  “Candy! Yes! He called her Candy!”


  “And on what is­land did you last see this girl? ”


  “No is­land,” Kud replied. “I saw her on a boat, out there— ” He pointed be­hind him, to­ward the light­less wa­ters of the Iz­abella.


  “You go af­ter her? ”


  “Why? ”


  Kud looked ner­vous. “Magic in her,” he said. “Mon­strous. She’s mon­strous.”


  Houli­han didn’t re­mark on the odd­ity of a crea­ture like Kud call­ing Candy a mon­ster. He sim­ply said: “Where do I find her? ”


  “Fol­low your nose. We spoiled their catch by be­foul­ing their hold.”


  “Very so­phis­ti­cated,” Houli­han said, and turned his back on the be­fud­dled beast to con­sider his op­tions. If he stayed on Gor­gos­sium he would even­tu­ally be ad­mit­ted into Car­rion’s pres­ence and be obliged to ex­plain how once again the girl had out ma­noeu­vred him.


  The al­ter­na­tive was to leave Mid­night and hope he would be able to find Candy and get some an­swers from her be­fore Car­rion sum­moned him back and de­manded an­swers. Yes! That was bet­ter. A lot bet­ter.


  “Are you fin­ished with me? ” the zethek growled.


  Houli­han glanced back at the wretched thing.


  “Yes, yes. Go,” he said. “I’ve got work to do, fol­low­ing your stink”


   


  


  


  7. SOME­THING OF BA­BILO­NIUM

  



   


  THE SHORT VOY­AGE TO the Car­ni­val Is­land quickly took the Par­roto Par­roto out of the dark­ness that sur­rounded Gor­gos­sium.


  A golden glow on the hori­zon marked their des­ti­na­tion, and the closer they came to it the more boats ap­peared in the wa­ters around the lit­tle fish­ing boat, all mak­ing their way west.


  Even the most un­re­mark­able of ves­sels was dec­o­rated with flags and lights and stream­ers, and all were filled with happy peo­ple on their way to cel­e­brate on the is­land ahead.


  Candy sat in the bow of the Par­roto Par­roto, watch­ing the other ves­sels and lis­ten­ing to the singing and the shouts that echoed across the wa­ter.


  “I don’t see Ba­bilo­nium yet,” she said to Ma­lingo. “All I see is mist.”


  “But do you see the lights in that mist? ” Ma­lingo said. “That’s Ba­bilo­nium for sure!” He grinned like an ex­cited kid. “I can’t wait! I read about the Car­ni­val Is­land in Wolf­swinkel’s books. Ev­ery­thing you ever wanted to see or do, it’s there! In the old days, peo­ple used to come over from the Here­after just to spend time in Ba­bilo­nium. They’d go back with their heads so stuffed with the things they saw, they had to make up new words to de­scribe it.”


  “Like what? ”


  “Oh. Let me see. Phan­tas­magoric. Cathar­tic. Pan­de­mon­i­cal.


  “I never heard of pan­de­mon­i­cal. “


  “I made that one up.” Ma­lingo smirked. “But there were hun­dreds of words, all in­spired by Ba­bilo­nium.”


  As he spoke, the mist be­gan to thin out and the is­land it had been con­ceal­ing came into view: a glit­ter­ing, chaotic con­glom­er­a­tion of tents and ban­ners, roller coast­ers and sideshows.


  “Oh. My. Lordy. Lou,” Ma­lingo said softly. “Will you look at that? ”


  Even Charry and Galatea, who were work­ing on build­ing a makeshift cage of tim­bers and rope to con­tain the cap­tured zethek, stopped work to ad­mire the spec­ta­cle.


  And the closer the Par­roto Par­roto came to the is­land, the more ex­tra­or­di­nary the sight seemed to be. De­spite the fact that the Hour was still early and the sky was still light (show­ing just a few stars), the lanterns and lamps and myr­iad lit­tle fires on the is­land burned so brightly that they still made the is­land shim­mer with their light.


  And by that light the crowds could be seen, busy about the happy la­bor of plea­sure. Candy could hear their con­tented buzz, even over a con­sid­er­able ex­panse of wa­ter, and it made her heart quicken with an­tic­i­pa­tion. What were these peo­ple see­ing that made them so giddy with bliss? They chat­ted, they whooped, they sang, they laughed; more than any­thing they laughed, as though they’d only just learned how.


  “This is all real, isn’t it? ” Candy said to Ma­lingo. “I mean, it isn’t a mi­rage or some­thing? ”


  “Your guess is as good as mine, lady,” Ma­lingo said. “I mean, I’ve al­ways as­sumed it was per­fectly real, but I’ve been wrong be­fore.


  Oh … speak­ing of that … of be­ing wrong, if you’re still in­ter­ested in learn­ing what­ever magic I got out of Wolf­swinkel’s books, I’d be happy to teach you.”


  “What made you change your mind? ”


  , “What do you think? The Word of Power you ut­tered.”


  “Oh, you mean Jass—”


  Ma­lingo put his fin­ger to Candy’s lips. “No, lady. Don’t.”


  Candy smiled. “Oh yes. That might spoil the mo­ment.”


  “You see, what did I tell you in Taz­magor? There are laws to magic.”


  “And you can teach me those laws? At least some of them. Stop me from mak­ing a bad mis­take.”


  “I sup­pose I could try,” Ma­lingo con­ceded. “Though it seems to me you may know more than you think you know.”


  “But how? I’m just—”


  “—an or­di­nary girl from the Here­after. Yes, so you keep say­ing.”


  “You don’t be­lieve me? ”


  “Lady, I don’t know any other or­di­nary girls from the Here­after be­sides you, but I’d be will­ing to bet none of them could take on three zetheks and come out the win­ner!”


  Candy thought of the girls in her class. Deb­o­rah Hack­barth, Ruth Fer­ris. Ma­lingo was right. It was very hard to imag­ine any one of them stand­ing in her shoes right now.


  “All right,” she said. “Sup­pos­ing I aw dif­fer­ent, some­how? What made me that way? ”


  “That, lady, is a very good ques­tion,” Ma­lingo replied.


  Af­ter much ma­neu­ver­ing through the flotil­las of boats and fer­ries and peo­ple on wa­ter bi­cy­cles that thronged the har­bor, Skeb­ble brought the Par­roto Par­roto in to dock at Ba­bilo­nium. Though the catch had been dumped in the straits sev­eral miles back, the stink of the zetheks had per­me­ated their clothes, so their first task be­fore they ven­tured onto the crowded walk­ways was to pur­chase some sweeter-smelling out­fits. It wasn’t dif­fi­cult. Over the years a num­ber of en­ter­pris­ing clothes mer­chants had set up their stalls close to the dock, re­al­iz­ing that many of the vis­i­tors would want to shuck off their work­day clothes as soon as they ar­rived on Ba­bilo­nium and buy some­thing a lit­tle more ap­pro­pri­ate to the air of the Car­ni­val.


  There were per­haps fifty or sixty es­tab­lish­ments in this chaotic lit­tle bazaar, their own­ers all singing out the virtues of their wares at the tops of their voices. Shoe­mak­ers, boot mak­ers, cane mak­ers, breeches mak­ers, pet­ti­coat mak­ers, bodice mak­ers, suit mak­ers, hat­mak­ers.


  Need­less to say, there were a lot of very gar­ish and out­landish out­fits for sale—singing boots, aquar­ium hats, moon­beam un­der­wear but only Charry (who did buy the singing boots) gave in to the mer­chants’ re­lent­less sales­man­ship. The rest all chose com­fort­able clothes that they could wear with­out em­bar­rass­ment when they even­tu­ally moved on from Ba­bilo­nium.


  The Car­ni­val Is­land was all Candy and Ma­lingo had hoped it would be, and more. It at­tracted peo­ple from right across the ar­chi­pel­ago, so there were all kinds of shapes and faces, gar­ments, lan­guages and cus­toms. The vis­i­tors from the Outer Is­lands, for in­stance—from Aut­land and Speckle Frew—were dressed sim­ply and prac­ti­cally, their sense of Car­ni­val lim­ited to a new waist­coat or a lit­tle fid­dle play­ing as they walked. Cel­e­brants from the Night Is­lands, on the other hand—from Huf­faker and Jib­bar­ish and Id­jit—were dressed like es­capees from a ma­gi­cian’s dream, their masks and cos­tumes so fan­tas­tic that it was hard to know where the au­di­ence ended and the en­ter­tain­ment be­gan. Then there were the trav­el­ers from Com­mexo City, who fa­vored a cer­tain cool moder­nity in their out­fits. Many wore small col­lars that pro­jected mov­ing im­ages up around their faces—masks of color and light. More of­ten than not it was the Com­mexo Kid whose ad­ven­tures were play­ing on the screens of these faces.


  Fi­nally, of course, there were those crea­tures and there were many—who, like Ma­lingo, needed nei­ther paint nor light to make them part of this prodi­gious Car­ni­val.


  Crea­tures born with snouts, tails, scales and horns, their forms and their voices and their be­hav­ior a fan­tas­ti­cal show unto it­self.


  And what had all these Car­ni­val-go­ers come to see?


  What­ever, in truth, their ea­ger hearts and spir­its de­sired.


  My­cas­sian Bug Wrestling in one tent, sub­tle­body danc­ing in an­other; a seven-ring cir­cus, com­plete with a troupe of al­bino di­nosaurs, in a third. There was a beast called a fin­goos, who put its snout right through your head to read your mind. Next door to that, a thou­sand-strong choir of mungualameeza birds were singing ex­cerpts from Fo­fum’s Bum­ble Bees.


  Ev­ery­where you looked there were en­ter­tain­ments.


  The Elec­tric Baby, who had a head full of col­ored lights, was on dis­play here, as was a poet called The­bidus, who re­cited epic po­ems with can­dles perched on his pate, and a thing called a frayd, which was billed as a beast that had to be seen to be be­lieved: not one but many crea­tures, each de­vour­ing the other to make a “liv­ing tes­ta­ment to the hor­rors of ap­petite!”


  Of course, if you didn’t wish to go into the tents, there was plenty to do in the open air. There was a di­nosaur on dis­play


  “lately cap­tured by Rojo Pixler in the wilds of the Outer Is­lands” and a hoofed beast the size of a bull del­i­cately walk­ing a high wire, and of course the in­evitable roller coast­ers, each claim­ing to be more heart-stop­ping than the com­pe­ti­tion.


  The air was filled with the min­gled smells of a thou­sand things: pies, caramel, saw­dust, gaso­line, sweat, dog’s breath, sweet smoke, sour smoke, fruit nearly rot­ten, fruit be­yond rot­ten, ale, feath­ers, fire. And if hap­pi­ness had a smell, that too was in the air of Ba­bilo­nium. In fact, it was the fra­grance that hov­ered be­hind all the other fra­grances. Nor did the is­land ever seem to ex­haust its sur­prises.


  There was al­ways some­thing new around the next cor­ner, in the next tent, in the next arena. Of course, any place that boasted such bright­ness and won­der­ment had its share of shad­ows too. At one point the group made a turn off the main thor­ough­fare and found them­selves in a place where the mu­sic wasn’t quite as up­beat and the lights not quite so bright. There was a more sin­is­ter, ser­pen­tine magic at play here. There were col­ors in the air, which made half-vis­i­ble shapes be­fore dis­solv­ing again; and mu­sic com­ing from some­where that sounded as though it was be­ing sung by a choir of irate ba­bies. Peo­ple peeped out from be­hind cur­tains of booths to the right and left, or flew over them, their shapes chang­ing as they som­er­saulted against the sky.


  But they’d come to the right place, no doubt of that. Right up ahead was a large can­vas sign that read FREAK SHOW, and un­der it a brightly col­ored row of ban­ners on which a va­ri­ety of out­landish crea­tures had been crudely painted. A crea­ture with a fringe of arms and ten­ta­cles around its huge head; a boy with a body of a rep­tile; a beast that was a bizarre com­pen­dium of pieces thrown to­gether care­lessly.


  See­ing all of this, Me­this the zethek quickly re­al­ized what was be­ing planned on his be­half. He be­gan to fling him­self around his cage, curs­ing ob­scenely. The crudely made cage looked as though it might break be­neath his as­sault but proved stronger than the crea­ture’s fury.


  “Should we feel a lit­tle sorry for him? ” Candy asked.


  “Af­ter what he did? ” said Galatea. “I don’t think so. He would have mur­dered you in cold blood if he’d had the chance.”


  “I sup­pose you’re right.”


  “And de­stroy­ing the fish like that,” said Ma­lingo. “Pure mal­ice.”


  The zethek knew he was be­ing talked about and fell silent, his gaze go­ing from one per­son to the next, ha­tred in ev­ery glance.


  “If looks could kill,” Candy mur­mured.


  “We should leave you to make the sale,” Ma­lingo said to Skeb­ble when they were within a few yards of the freak show.


  “You should have a lit­tle coin for your­selves,” Mizzel said. “We could never have caught the crea­ture if not for you. Es­pe­cially Candy. My Lord! Such courage!”


  “We don’t need any money,” Candy said. “Ma­lingo’s right. We should leave you to sell the crea­ture.”


  They paused a few yards shy of the en­trance to the freak show to make their farewells. They hadn’t known one an­other very long, but they’d fought for their lives side by side, so there was an in­ten­sity in their part­ing that would not have been there if they’d sim­ply gone out sail­ing to­gether.


  “Come to the isle of Efreet one Night,” Skeb­ble said. “We never see the sun up there, of course, but you’re al­ways wel­come.”


  “Of course, we got some fierce beasts live up there,” Mizzel said. “But they stay to the south side of the is­land mostly. Our vil­lage is on the north side. It’s called Pigea.”


  “We’ll re­mem­ber,” Candy said.


  “No, you won’t,” said Galatea with half a smile. “We’ll just be some fish­er­folk you met on your ad­ven­tur­ing. You won’t even re­mem­ber our names.”


  “Oh, she re­mem­bers,” Ma­lingo said, glanc­ing at Candy. “More and more, she re­mem­bers.”


  It was a cu­ri­ous thing to say, of course, so ev­ery­one just ig­nored the re­mark, smiled and parted. The last time Candy looked back, the quar­tet was drag­ging Me­this’ cage through the cur­tains into the freak show.


  “You think they’ll sell him? ” Candy said.


  “I’m sure they will,” Ma­lingo replied. “It’s ugly, that thing. And peo­ple pay money to see ugly things, don’t they? ”


  “I guess they do. What did you mean when you talked about my re­mem­ber­ing? ”


  Ma­lingo looked at his feet and chewed on his tongue for a lit­tle time. Fi­nally he said: “I don’t know ex­actly. But you’re re­mem­ber­ing some­thing, aren’t you? ”


  Candy nod­ded. “Yes,” she said. “I just don’t know what.” s


   


  


  


  8. A LIFE IN THE THE­ATRE


   


   


  IT WAS THE FIRST time on their jour­ney to­gether that Candy and Ma­lingo had re­al­ized that they had dif­fer­ent tastes. Up un­til now they’d trav­eled in step with each other, more or less. But faced with the ap­par­ently lim­it­less di­ver­sions and en­ter­tain­ments of Ba­bilo­nium, they found they weren’t quite so well matched. When Ma­lingo wanted to see the green were­wolf star jug­gler, Candy was itch­ing to go on the Prophet of Doom ride. When Candy had been Doomed six times, and wanted to sit qui­etly and gather her breath, Ma­lingo was ready to go take a ride on the Spirit Train to Hell.


  So they de­cided to sep­a­rate, to fol­low their own fan­cies. Oc­ca­sion­ally, de­spite the in­cred­i­ble den­sity of the crowd, they would find each other, as friends will. They’d take a minute or two to ex­change a few ex­cited words about what they’d seen or done, and then they’d part again, to find some new recre­ation.


  On the third time this hap­pened, how­ever, Ma­lingo reap­peared with the leath­ery flaps he had on his face stand­ing proud with ex­cite­ment. He was wear­ing a cock­eyed grin.


  “Lady! Lady!” he said. “You have to come and look at this!”


  “What is it? ”


  “I can’t re­ally de­scribe it. You just have to come!”


  His ex­cite­ment was in­fec­tious. Candy put off go­ing to watch the Huf­faker Snail Taber­na­cle Choir and fol­lowed through the throng to a tent. It was not one of the huge cir­cus-sized tents, but it was large enough to hold sev­eral hun­dred peo­ple. In­side there were about thirty rows of wooden benches, most of them filled by an au­di­ence that was roar­ingly en­ter­tained by the play that was be­ing per­formed on­stage.


  “Sit! Sit!” Ma­lingo urged her. “You have to see this!”


  Candy sat down on the end of a crowded bench. There was no room for Ma­lingo any­where nearby, so he re­mained stand­ing.


  The set­ting of the play was a sin­gle large room stuffed to over­ca­pac­ity with books, an­tique or­na­ments and fan­ci­ful fur­ni­ture, the arms and legs of which were carved with the scowl­ing heads and tremen­dous talons of Abara­tian mon­sters. All of this was pure the­atri­cal il­lu­sion, of course; most of the room was painted on can­vas, and the de­tails of the fur­ni­ture were painted too. As a re­sult, none of it was very solid. The whole set shook when­ever a cast mem­ber slammed a door or opened a win­dow. And there was plenty of that. The play was a wild farce, which the ac­tors per­formed with aban­don, yelling and throw­ing them­selves around like clowns in a cir­cus ring.


  The au­di­ence was laugh­ing so hard that many of the jokes had to be re­peated for the ben­e­fit of those who didn’t hear them the first time. Glanc­ing along the row in which she was sit­ting, Candy saw peo­ple with tears of laugh­ter pour­ing down their faces.


  “What’s so funny? ” Candy said to Ma­lingo.


  “You’ll see,” he replied.


  She went on watch­ing.


  There was a shrill ex­change go­ing on be­tween a young woman in a bright or­ange wig and a bizarre in­di­vid­ual called Jingo (that much she heard), who was run­ning around the room like a crazy man, hid­ing un­der the ta­ble one mo­ment and hang­ing from the sway­ing scenery the next. To judge by the au­di­ence’s re­sponse this was about the fun­ni­est thing they’d ever seen. But Candy was still lost as to what it was all about.


  Un­til —a man in a bright yel­low suit came on­stage, de­mand­ing rum.


  Candy’s jaw fell open. She looked up at Ma­lingo with an ex­pres­sion of dis­be­lief on her face. He smiled from ear to ear and nod­ded, as if to say: Yes, that’s right. It’s what you think it is.


  “Why are you keep­ing me here, Jas­par Codswod­dle? ” the young woman de­manded.


  “Be­cause it suits me, Qwandy Toot­in­fruit!”


  Candy sud­denly laughed so loudly that ev­ery­body else around her stopped laugh­ing for a mo­ment. A few puz­zled faces were turned in her di­rec­tion.


  “Qwandy Toot­in­fruit …” she whis­pered. “It’s a very funny name….”


  Mean­while, on­stage: “You’re my pris­oner,” Codswod­dle was say­ing to Qwandy. “And you’re go­ing to stay here as long as it suits me.


  At this, the girl ran to the door; but the Codswod­dle char­ac­ter threw an elab­o­rate ges­ture in her di­rec­tion, and there was a flash and a puff of yel­low smoke, and a large grotesque face ap­peared carved on the door, snarling like a ra­bid beast.


  Jingo hid un­der the ta­ble, blab­ber­ing. The au­di­ence went wild with ap­pre­ci­a­tion at the stage trick­ery. Ma­lingo took a mo­ment to lean over and whis­per to Candy.


  “We’re fa­mous,” he said. “It’s our story, only sil­li­fied.”


  “Sil­li­fied? ” she said. It was a new word, but it nicely de­scribed the ver­sion of the truth that was be­ing played out on the stage. This was a sil­li­fi­ca­tion of the truth. What had been a fright­en­ing ex­pe­ri­ence for both Candy and Ma­lingo was en­acted here as an ex­cuse for prat­falls, word games, face pullings and pie fights.


  The au­di­ence, of course, didn’t care. What did it mat­ter to them whether this was true or not? A story was a story. All they wanted was to be en­ter­tained.


  Candy beck­oned to Ma­lingo, who squat­ted down on his haunches be­side her.


  “Who do you sup­pose told the play­wright about what hap­pened to us? ” she whis­pered to him. “It wasn’t you. It wasn’t me.”


  “Oh, there’s plenty of spir­its on Nin­ny­ham­mer who could have been lis­ten­ing.”


  By now the play was head­ing for its big con­clu­sion, and events on­stage were get­ting more and more spec­tac­u­lar. Toot­in­fruit had stolen a vol­ume of Codswod­dle’s magic, and a bat­tle of wild con­ju­ra­tions en­sued, with the stage set be­com­ing a fourth ac­tor in the play. Fur­ni­ture came to life and stalked around the stage;


  Codswod­dle’s yel­low-suited an­ces­tors stepped out of a paint­ing on the wall and tap-danced. And fi­nally Qwandy used a spell to open up a hole in the floor, and the malev­o­lent Codswod­dle and all his train of mon­strous tricks were snatched away into what Candy as­sumed was the Abara­tian ver­sion of hell. Fi­nally, to ev­ery­body’s de­light, the walls of the house folded up and were dragged away down the same in­fer­nal hole, leav­ing Qwandy and Jingo stand­ing against a back­cloth of sparkling stars, free at last. It was all strangely sat­is­fy­ing, even for Candy, who knew that this ver­sion was very far from the truth. When the crowd rose to give the bow­ing ac­tors a stand­ing ova­tion, she found her­self ris­ing to join in the ap­plause.


  Then the painted red cur­tain came down, and the crowd be­gan to dis­perse, talk­ing ex­cit­edly and re­peat­ing fa­vorite lines to one an­other.


  “Did you en­joy it? ” Ma­lingo asked Candy.


  “In a weird way, yes. It’s nice to hear that laugh­ter. It. She stopped for a mo­ment.


  “What’s wrong? ” said Ma­lingo.


  “I thought I heard some­body call­ing out my name.”


  “Here? No, I—”


  “There! Some­body is call­ing my name.” She looked over the crowd, puz­zled.


  “Maybe one of the ac­tors,” Ma­lingo said. Look­ing back to­ward the stage. “Per­haps you were rec­og­nized? ”


  “No. It wasn’t one of the ac­tors,” Candy replied.


  “Who then? ”


  “Him.”


  She pointed across the rows of benches to­ward a soli­tary fig­ure who was stand­ing close to the flap of the tent. The man was in­stantly rec­og­niz­able, even though they were just catch­ing glimpses of him through the de­part­ing crowd. The col­or­less skin, the deep-set eyes, the de­signs on his cheeks. There was no mis­tak­ing him.


  It was Otto Houli­han, the Criss-Cross Man.


   


  


  


  9. AGAIN, THE CRISS-CROSS MAN

  



   


  HOW DID YOU FIND us? ” Candy asked.


  Otto Houli­han smiled that joy­less smile of his. “I fol­lowed the trail of stink­ing smat­ter­lings,” he said. “It wasn’t hard to fig­ure out where you’d gone. You’re not all that clever, what­ever you might think.”


  “But how—”


  —did I know you were mak­ing a get­away on a lit­tle fish­ing boat? ”


  “Kud told him,” Ma­lingo said.


  “Good guess, geshrat,” Otto replied. He didn’t look at Ma­lingo.


  He con­cen­trated his chilly gaze on Candy. “My, but you’ve be­come so much more fa­mous since last we met.” He glanced to­ward the stage. “Ap­par­ently your life is now the stuff of bad com­edy. Imag­ine that.”


  “Why don’t you give up the chase? ” Candy replied. “We’re never go­ing to let you take us. You know that.”


  “If I had my way,” Houli­han replied, rais­ing his hands as he started to ap­proach her, “you would be buried right here. But Car­rion wants you alive. And so alive I must take you.”


  If any of the de­part­ing au­di­ence had heard this, they de­cided to ig­nore it. Now ev­ery­one had de­parted. The Criss-Cross Man didn’t bother to look around at the empty au­di­to­rium. He had all his at­ten­tion fo­cused on Candy.


  “Run …” Ma­lingo mur­mured to her.


  Candy shook her head and stood her ground. She wasn’t go­ing to let Houli­han think that she was afraid. She re­fused to give him the sat­is­fac­tion.


  “Please, lady,” Ma­lingo said. “Don’t let him—”


  “Ah!” said a ripe, rounded voice from the di­rec­tion of the stage.


  “Fans!”


  With a lit­tle growl of frus­tra­tion, Houli­han dropped his hands, still a stride or two away from Candy. The man who had just played Jas­par Codswod­dle had ap­peared from back­stage. He was nowhere near as fat or as tall as the char­ac­ter he had just por­trayed. The il­lu­sion had been cre­ated with a false stom­ach, a false bot­tom and leg ex­ten­sions, some of which he was still wear­ing. In fact he was a diminu­tive man, and be­neath his makeup—most of which he’d wiped off he was bright green. The robes he’d thrown on off­stage were more the­atri­cal than any­thing he’d worn dur­ing the play.


  Be­hind him came his en­tourage of two: a highly mus­cled woman in a florid dress and what looked like a five-foot ape in a coat and car­pet slip­pers.


  “Who wants an au­to­graph then? ” the lit­tle green ac­tor said. “I’m Le­git­i­mate Ed­die, in case you didn’t rec­og­nize me. I know, I know, it was an un­canny trans­for­ma­tion! Oh, and this young lady be­hind me is Betty Thun­der.” The woman curt­sied in­el­e­gantly. “Per­haps you’d like an au­to­graph from Betty? Or from my play­wright, Clyde? ” The ape also bowed deeply. Candy glanced around at Houli­han. He had re­treated a step or two. Ob­vi­ously he didn’t like the idea of do­ing any­thing vi­o­lent in front of these three wit­nesses.


  Es­pe­cially when one of them—Betty Thun­der—looked as though she could break his nose with one punch.


  “I’d love an au­to­graph,” Candy said. “You were won­der­ful.”


  “You thought so? ” Le­git­i­mate Ed­die replied. “Won­der­ful? ”


  “Re­ally.”


  “You’re too kind,” he protested with a sly smile of sat­is­fac­tion.


  “One does one’s best.” He quickly pro­duced a pen from be­hind the rolls of his stom­ach fat.


  “You have some­thing for me to sign? ” he said.


  Candy pulled up the sleeve of her jacket. “Here!” she said, prof­fer­ing her bare fore­arm.


  Are you surer


  “I won’t ever wash it off!” Candy said. She caught Ma­lingo’s eye as she spoke, and with a cou­ple of dart­ing looks to left and right, in­structed him to look for a quick exit.


  “What shall I write? ” Ed­die wanted to know.


  “Let me see,” Candy said. “How about: To the real Qwandj Toot­in­fruit. “


  “That’s what you want? Well, all right. To the real…” He had barely writ­ten two words when the sig­nif­i­cance of what he’d been asked to write struck him. He very slowly raised his head to look at Candy. “It can’t be,” he breathed softly.


  Candy smiled. “It is,” she said.


  From the cor­ner of her eye, she could see Houli­han was now ap­proach­ing again. He seemed to have re­al­ized some­thing was wrong.


  At light­ning speed, Candy snatched the pen out of the ac­tor’s hand and then swung around be­hind him, putting her shoul­der against his back and shov­ing him to­ward the Criss-Cross Man. The pad­ding made him un­sta­ble. He stum­bled for­ward and fell against Houli­han, who also lost his bal­ance. Bodi men fell to the ground, with Le­git­i­mate Ed­die on top.


  Houli­han roared and raged—”Get off me, you fool! Let me up!” but by the time he had got him­self out from un­der Ed­die, Ma­lingo had al­ready led Candy to a gap in the wall of the tent.


  “You’re not go­ing to es­cape me, Quack­en­bush!” Houli­han yelled as Candy slipped away.


  “Which way? ” Ma­lingo said when they got out­side.


  “Where are the most peo­ple? ” He pointed off to their left.


  “Then let’s go!” she said.


  As they made their way to­ward the crowd, she heard Houli­han’s voice be­hind her and glanced over her shoul­der to see him ap­pear­ing from the tent, a look of in­sane fury on his face.


  “You’re mine, girl!” he yelled. “I’ve got you this time.”


  Though there were only about six strides be­tween the pur­suer and pur­sued, it was enough to give Candy and Ma­lingo a head start.


  They plunged into the throng and were quickly hid­den by the pa­rade of peo­ple and an­i­mals.


  “We should split up!” Candy said to Ma­lingo as they took refuge be­hind a line of booths.


  “Why? ” said Ma­lingo. “He’ll never find us in this chaos!”


  “Don’t be so sure,” Candy said. “He has ways. As she spoke, Houli­han’s voice rose above the clamor of the cel­e­brants.


  “I’m go­ing to find you, Quack­en­bush!”


  “We have to con­fuse him, Ma­lingo,” Candy in­sisted. “You go that way. I’ll go this.”


  “Where will we meet again? ”


  “At the freak show. I’ll meet you there in half an hour. Keep to the crowds, Ma­lingo. It’ll be safer.”


  “We’ll never be safe as long as that man’s on our heels,” Ma­lingo said.


  “He won’t be on our heels for­ever, I prom­ise.”


  “I hope you’re right. Vadu ha, lady.”


  “Vadu ha, ” Candy said, re­turn­ing the wishes in Old Abara­tian.


  With that they parted. For Candy the next few min­utes were a blur. She pressed through the crowds, try­ing all the while to get the sound of Houli­han’s voice out of her head, but hear­ing him ev­ery step of the way, re­peat­ing the same dread­ful syl­la­ble.


  “Mine! Mine! Mine!”


  Hun­dreds, per­haps thou­sands of faces moved be­fore her as she pro­ceeded, like faces in some strange dream. Faces masked with cloth or pa­pier-mache or painted wood; smil­ing some­times, as­ton­ished some­times; some­times filled with a strange un­ease. There were a few faces she rec­og­nized among the masks. The Com­mexo Kid ap­peared in a hun­dred dif­fer­ent ver­sions; so did the faces of Rojo Pixler and even Kas­par Wolf­swinkel. There were oth­ers to which she could put no name that nev­er­the­less drew her at­ten­tion.


  A young man danced past her wear­ing a black mask stream­ing with bright red dread­locks. An­other man had a face that had erupted into bright green fo­liage, in which flow­ers like daisies bloomed; yet an­other was tat­tooed from head to foot with golden anatomy but wore on his chest a clev­erly painted hole, which seemed to show her his me­chan­i­cal heart.


  And ev­ery now and then among these bright, strange crea­tures there would be a naysayer: a ser­pent in this Eden, preach­ing the Com­ing Apoc­a­lypse. One of them, dressed in a ratty robe that ex­posed his stick­like legs, even had a fake halo at­tached to his head and pointed at the peo­ple as they passed, say­ing they would all per­ish for their crimes, at the End of Time.


  But his bit­ter words could not de­stroy the magic of this place, even now. Ev­ery­where she looked there was beauty.


  A swarm of minia­ture blue mon­keys the size of hum­ming­birds flut­tered up in her face and clam­bered into the sky, up in­vis­i­ble ropes dis­ap­pear­ing in a cloud of vi­o­let smoke. A dozen bal­loons floated past her, pur­sued by a quiv­er­ful of nee­dles, which caught up with their quarry and pierced them, lib­er­at­ing a lilt­ing cho­rus of voices. A fish of ele­phan­tine pro­por­tions, with bulging eyes that looked like twin moons, floated past, trail­ing a scent of old smoke.


  In this con­fu­sion of won­ders Candy had long ago lost all sense of di­rec­tion, of course. So it came as a to­tal sur­prise when she turned the cor­ner and found her­self in the very back­wa­ter that they’d first come down with the zethek in his cage. Straight ahead of her lay the freak show, its brightly col­ored ban­ners de­pict­ing the cast of mon­sters to be found in­side.


  She glanced back down the al­ley­way, just in time to see Houli­han come into view. Hop­ing to avoid his eye, she shrank back into the shad­ows, and for a mo­ment she thought she was go­ing to be lucky.


  But then, just as he was about to dis­ap­pear into the crowd again, he seemed to sniff her, and with a chill­ing cer­tainty he turned his head in her di­rec­tion and peered down the dark­ened al­ley­way.


  There was no more shadow for Candy to shrink into. She could only hold her breath and wait.


  Nar­row­ing his eyes as though try­ing to pierce the shad­ows, the Criss-Cross Man be­gan to push his way through the crowd to­ward the al­ley­way. The small­est of smiles had ap­peared on his face. He knew where she was.


  Candy had no choice. Clearly he’d seen her. She had to re­treat.


  And there was only one place to go: into the freak show.


  She broke out of the shad­ows and started to run. She didn’t bother to look over her shoul­der. She could hear how close Houli­han was now: the sound of his feet stick­ing and un­stick­ing on the garbage-strewn ground, the raw rasp of his breath.


  She parted the can­vas cur­tains and flung her­self through them into the back­stage area of the freak show. The smell that met her was al­most over­pow­er­ing: the min­gled stench of rot­ting hay and some sickly sweet per­fume that had per­haps been splashed around to cover up the other smells. There were three large cages close by, the largest con­tain­ing a thing that looked like a pony-sized slug. It let out a piti­ful mewl­ing at the sight of Candy, and it pushed its eyes be­tween the bars of its cage on fleshy horns. They scru­ti­nized Candy for a long mo­ment. Then the thing spoke, its voice soft and well-ed­u­cated.


  “Please let me out of here,” it said.


  The crea­ture had no sooner ut­tered these words than they were echoed from the other two cages (one of which con­tained what looked like a four-hun­dred-pound por­cu­pine-woman; the other, one of the crea­tures Candy had seen ad­ver­tised on the bill­boards out­side the show: a hy­brid boy, with scaly flesh and a pointed tail).


  The same cry, or a rough vari­a­tion of the same, es­caped them both:


  “Let us out!”


  It was now ris­ing from other di­rec­tions too. Some of the voices were high-pitched squeals, some low rum­bling, some just scrawls of sound.


  And then, just as she thought the ca­coph­ony could not get any louder, she heard Houli­han out in the al­ley­way, whistling for her like a man who’d lost his pooch in the crowd.


  Qui­etly curs­ing him, she backed away. Any minute, she guessed, the Criss-Cross Man was go­ing to step into view. The sooner she was out of here the bet­ter….


  Mean­while there was a roll of drums from the show it­self, fol­lowed by an an­nounce­ment de­liv­ered by a woman’s voice, which man­aged to be both coarse and pompous.


  “Wel­come, ladies and gen­tle­men, to Scat­ta­mun’s Em­po­rium of the Mal­formed. You are guests in the largest col­lec­tion of freaks, grotesques, in­verts, mis­cre­ations, mu­tants, mon­sters, tetr­a­gogs and fiends in the Abarat; plus, of course, the one and only Eye in a Box!


  Be pre­pared to be ap­palled at the hor­rors Cre­ation has made in the name of Life; at the Hor­rors that Evo­lu­tion in all its Cru­elty has brought forth! They were made for our amuse­ment! Feel free to mock them! Spit at them! Poke them a lit­tle if you dare! And be grate­ful you are not in their shoes!”


  “Please—” the gi­ant slug mewled. “Let me out.”


  Af­ter hear­ing Mrs. Scat­ta­mun’s hor­ren­dous speech, Candy had no doubt of what she should do. She pulled open the bolts on the crea­ture’s cage. The slug leaned its weight against the door, which swung open with an ill-oiled creak. Mean­while Candy moved on to lib­er­ate the por­cu­pine-woman, fol­lowed by the hy­brid boy. None of them lin­gered. The very mo­ment the bolts were drawn they were out, hol­ler­ing and howl­ing with joy at their lib­er­a­tion.


  The freaks nearby heard this joy­ous din, of course, and started to raise a cho­rus of their own. Soon the whole wooden plat­form upon which the freak show stood was shak­ing with their de­mands of free­dom.


  Candy might have gone to find them and set them free, but at that mo­ment the cur­tains were pulled apart, and Otto Houli­han came through, gloat­ing.


  “There you are!” he said, ad­vanc­ing on Candy. “I knew you couldn’t es­cape me for­ever.”


  Be­fore he could catch hold of her, the por­cu­pinewoman in­ter­vened, stum­bling be­tween them in her am­bi­tion to be free. In so do­ing she blocked the Criss-Cross Man’s path for a few vi­tal sec­onds, pre­vent­ing him from get­ting hold of Candy. She pulled aside a sec­ond rot­ting can­vas and stepped into a much more brightly lit area. Here there were twenty cages and tableaux ar­ranged for the view­ing plea­sure of the pay­ing cus­tomers, of which there were sev­eral dozen.


  Ev­ery­body seemed to be hav­ing a fine time watch­ing the Scat­ta­muns’ poor cap­tives as they shook their cages. The louder the freaks sobbed and com­plained, the more they laughed.


  Candy was re­volted by the whole spec­ta­cle and felt a spasm of guilt at the sight of Me­this, who had been quickly el­e­vated to the sta­tus of The Most Ter­ri­fy­ing Freak in Cap­tiv­ity. He didn’t look par­tic­u­larly ter­ri­fy­ing. He sat at the back of his cage with his head in his hands, his eyes down­cast. A lit­tle boy with cot­ton candy all around his mouth was kick­ing the bars of Me­this’ cage, try­ing to get a re­sponse from him. When he failed, he started to spit at the zethek.


  “Did this one pay, Mrs. Scat­ta­mun? ” said a tall bony man, point­ing down at Candy.


  Mrs. Scat­ta­mun swept on over, her gray dress rais­ing a lit­tle cloud of dust. She had spiky painted eye­lashes and cheru­bic lips.


  Her nose and cheeks bore the un­mis­tak­able bloom of a very heavy drinker.


  “No, I didn’t sell a ticket to this one, Mr. Scat­ta­mun.”


  “Did you not, Mrs. Scat­ta­mun? ”


  “I did not.”


  The pair of them wore hats, which were mor­bid vari­a­tions on the aquar­ium hats that were ap­par­ently such a rage in Ba­bilo­nium.


  In­stead of hous­ing liv­ing fish, how­ever, the Scat­ta­muns’ hats were filled with dead, with­ered crea­tures.


  “Did you come here to look at the freaks? ” Mrs. Scat­ta­mun said.


  “Yes …” Candy said.


  “But you didn’t pay to look.”


  “I came in here by mis­take,” Candy said.


  Mrs. Scat­ta­mun put out her empty palm. “Mis­take or no mis­take, ev­ery­body pays. That’ll be six zem.” She leaned for­ward and the with­ered thing on her head bobbed in its formalde­hyde.


  Be­fore Candy could re­ply, there was a fresh erup­tion of noise from the back room, and Houli­han started shout­ing again.


  “Out of my way! ” h e yelled. “All of you! Out of my way be­fore I slit your throats.”


  Hear­ing this out­burst, the au­di­ence be­gan to beat a hasty re­treat, which did not please Mrs. Scat­ta­mun.


  “Mr. Scat­ta­mun,” she said. “Kindly dis­cover what’s go­ing on back there. And stop it! Well? Don’t just look at me!” She gave her hus­band a very unlov­ing shove. “Go!”


  Re­luc­tantly Mr. Scat­ta­mun crossed to the cur­tain and stepped through. Two sec­onds later he was thrown back­ward through the cur­tain at great speed. He was fol­lowed by the man who’d pushed him: Otto Houli­han.


  Mrs. Scat­ta­mun let out a shrill shriek. “Get up and get that yel­low mon­ster out of here!” she de­manded. “You heard me, Mr.


  Scat­ta­mun.”


  Obe­di­ently Mr. Scat­ta­mun got to his feet, but Houli­han kicked him in the chest and down he went again, knock­ing over sev­eral small cages as he did so.


  “Where’s the girl? ” Houli­han de­manded.


  Candy had taken refuge be­hind a cage that con­tained a beast three times her size, which seemed to have com­pletely rub­ber limbs. It bawled like a baby. Candy told it to hush, but it re­sponded by bawl­ing even more loudly.


  Its din drew Mrs. Scat­ta­mun’s at­ten­tion to Candy.


  “The girl’s back there!” she said to Houli­han. “I can see her from here! She’s hid­ing be­hind the fet­teree!”


  “I see her,” Otto said.


  “Don’t hurt my chil­dren!” Mrs. Scat­ta­mun said. “They’re our bread and but­ter, they are.”


  Houli­han drew a long-bladed knife out of his belt and headed to­ward the cage con­tain­ing the bawl­ing fet­teree. Candy ducked down as low as pos­si­ble and crawled be­hind the cages, keep­ing her head down so as to make as small a tar­get as pos­si­ble.


  Sud­denly there was a growl in the shad­ows, and she looked up to find her­self face-to-face with a crea­ture she knew.


  “Me­this!”


  The zethek was wear­ing the most piti­ful of ex­pres­sions, and Candy couldn’t help but feel an­other spasm of guilt. The crea­ture was no doubt feel­ing claus­tro­pho­bic, locked up in a lit­tle cage.


  Af­ter all, he had wings.


  Wait: wings! Me­this had wings!


  “Lis­ten to me,” she said to the zethek.


  Be­fore she could get any fur­ther, some­body grabbed hold of Candy’s col­lar and hauled her to her feet.


  “You leave our freaks alone, girl!” Mrs. Scat­ta­mun snarled. She stank of old liquor and cheap per­fume. “Hey, you!” she yelled to the Criss-Cross Man. “I’ve got your girl! You want to come and take her away”.


   


   


  


  


  10. THE FREAKS ARE OUT!


   


  THE FREAKS ARE OUT! ANDY HAD TO THINK quickly. Houli­han was no more than ten strides away. He wouldn’t let her slip through his lethal fin­gers this time. She glanced at Me­this, who was look­ing up at her with a for­lorn ex­pres­sion. The zethek was still dan­ger­ous, she knew. Still hun­gry. Could she pos­si­bly make an ally out of him?


  Af­ter all, they both wanted the same thing right now, didn’t they?


  To be out of this place. He out of reach of the Scat­ta­muns, she out of reach of Houli­han. Could they per­haps do to­gether what they could not do apart?


  It was worth a try.


  Wrench­ing her­self free from Mrs. Scat­ta­mun, she reached around the side of the cage and hauled the heavy iron bolt open.


  Me­this didn’t seem to un­der­stand what she’d done, be­cause he didn’t move, but the hor­ren­dous Mrs. Scat­ta­mun un­der­stood per­fectly well.


  “You wretched girl!” she seethed, catch­ing hold of Candy again and shak­ing her vi­o­lently. In so do­ing she knocked Candy against the cage, and the un­bolted door swung open.


  Me­this looked lazily over his shoul­der.


  “Move!” Candy said to him.


  Mrs. Scat­ta­mun was still shak­ing her and call­ing for her hus­band while she did so.


  “Mr. Scat­ta­mun! Fetch your whip! Quickly, Mr. Scat­ta­mun! The new freak is es­cap­ing!”


  “Hold the girl!” Houli­han yelled to Mrs. Scat­ta­mun. “Hold her!”


  But Candy had had quite enough of be­ing shaken, thank you.


  She gave the Scat­ta­mun woman a good el­bow in the ribs. She ex­pelled a sour breath and let go of Candy. Then she stum­bled back­ward.


  The Criss-Cross Man was di­rectly in her path. The woman fell against him—much to his ir­ri­ta­tion—block­ing his route to his in­tended vic­tim.


  Candy quickly reached through the bars and gave Me­this a nudge, telling him again to wove. This time he seemed to un­der­stand.


  He pushed the cage door open and quickly slipped out.


  Be­fore he could get out of reach, Candy threw her­self for­ward and caught hold of one of his front limbs, pulling her­self to­ward him.


  As she did so, she glanced back to see an ir­ri­tated Houli­han knock­ing off Mrs. Scat­ta­mun’s hat as he scram­bled to his feet. The hat smashed as it hit the ground. The stink of formalde­hyde sharp­ened the air. Mrs. Scat­ta­mun let out a keen­ing sound.


  “My chit­ter­bee!” she shrieked. “Neville, this man’s bro­ken my chit­ter­bee!”


  Her hus­band was in no mood for con­so­la­tions. He had picked up his freak-tam­ing whip and now raised it, pre­par­ing to strike out at Candy. Me­this spread his wings with a swoop­ing sound. Then he ran down the pas­sage­way be­tween the cages, flap­ping his wings, with Candy still hang­ing on to him.


  “Fly!” she yelled to the zethek. “Or he’ll have you back in the cage!


  Go on, Me­this! FLY!”


  Then she pulled her­self onto Me­this’ back and held on for dear life.


  Candy heard Scat­ta­mun’s whip crack. His aim was good. She felt a sting of pain around her wrist and glanced down to see that the whip was wrapped around her wrist and hand three or four times.


  It hurt like crazy, but more than that, it made her mad. How dare this man take a whip to her? She glanced back over her shoul­der.


  “You … you…Freakl” she yelled at him. She caught hold of the whip in her hand, and by sheer luck at the same mo­ment Me­this’ wing beats car­ried them both up into the air. The whip was jerked out of Scat­ta­mun’s grip.


  “Oh, you stupid, stupid man!” Mrs. Scat­ta­mun shouted, and caught hold of the trail­ing han­dle of the whip, while Candy un­wrapped the other end from her wrist. As Candy and Me­this rose into the air, Mrs. Scat­ta­mun stum­bled af­ter them be­tween the cages, un­will­ing to let the whip go. Af­ter a few steps one of the freaks ca­su­ally put his foot out and tripped her up. She fell heav­ily, and Candy let the whip drop on top of the sprawled fig­ure. She was still shriek­ing at her hus­band, her curses get­ting more elab­o­rate by the syl­la­ble.


  Since there was no roof on the Scat­ta­mun’s em­pire of mal­for­ma­tions, Candy and Me­this were able to rise freely in a widen­ing spi­ral un­til they were maybe fifty feet above the is­land. The scene be­low was be­com­ing more chaotic by the mo­ment. The three es­capees from the back­stage area had by now come into the freak show and were go­ing among the cages, open­ing them up with their teeth and fin­gers, even their ag­ile tails.


  It was very sat­is­fy­ing for Candy to watch the es­ca­lat­ing pan­de­mo­nium as the mem­bers of Scat­ta­mun’s bes­tiary threw open their cages and es­caped, re­peat­edly knock­ing their some­time cap­tors over in their haste to be at lib­erty. From her el­e­vated po­si­tion Candy was able to see how news of the es­cape was spread­ing through the crowd out on the board­walk. Chil­dren were gath­ered into the arms of fret­ful par­ents as the shout went up: “The freaks are out! The freaks are out!”


  As they con­tin­ued to as­cend, Candy heard a strange noise com­ing out of Me­this and thought for a mo­ment that he was sick. But the noise he was mak­ing, strange as it may have sounded, was sim­ply laugh­ter.


  Ma­lingo, mean­while, had taken refuge be­hind Lar­val Lil’s Beer and Sweet Potato stand, where he had kept out of sight for a while, un­til he was cer­tain that there was no dan­ger of be­ing ap­pre­hended by the Criss-Cross Man. He had per­suaded one of the cooks to bring him a mug of red ale and a slice of pil­grim’s pie, and he was sit­ting among the garbage cans hap­pily wash­ing the pie down with ale when he heard some­body nearby talk­ing ex­cit­edly about a girl he’d just seen, fly­ing over­head in the grip of some mon­ster or other.


  That’s my Candy, he thought, and fin­ish­ing off the last of the pil­grim’s pie, he scanned the glow­ing clouds. It didn’t take more than a minute or two for him to lo­cate his lady. She was hang­ing on to the back of the zethek as they flew north. He was very happy, of course, to see that she hadn’t fallen vic­tim to Houli­han (whose where­abouts he’d long since given up on), but watch­ing his friend get smaller and smaller as Me­this bore her awav to­ward twi­light made him fear­ful. He hadn’t been alone in this world since he’d es­caped from Wolf­swinkel’s house. He’d al­ways had Candy at his side. Now he would have to go and look for her on his own. It was not a happy prospect.


  He watched the girl and her winged mount steadily eroded by the gen­tle gloom of dusk. And then she was gone, and there were just a few stars, glit­ter­ing fit­fully in the sky low over Sco­riae.


  “Take care, lady,” he said to her softly. “Don’t worry. Wher­ever you are … I’ll find you.”


   


  


  


  PART TWO

  



   


  THINGS NE­GLECTED, THINGS FOR­GOT­TEN

  



  The Hour! The Hour! Upon the Hour!


  The Munkee spits and thick­ets cower,


  and what has be­come of the Old Man’s power


  But tears and trep­i­da­tion?


  The Hour! The Hour! Upon the Hour!


  Mother’s mad and the milk’s gone sour,


  But yes­ter­day I found a flower


  That sang An­nun­ci­a­tion.


  And when the Hours be­come Day,


  And all the Days have passed away,


  Will we not see—yes, you and me


  How sweet and bright the light will be


  That comes of our Cre­ation?

  



  —Song of the Totcmix


   


  


  


  11. TRAV­EL­ING NORTH

  



   


  THE BRIGHT­NESS OF BA­BILO­NIUM’S In­fi­nite Car­ni­val didn’t light up ev­ery cor­ner of the is­land, Candy soon dis­cov­ered.


  The zethek car­ried her up a gen­tle slope, on the other side of which the gar­ish lights of the pomps, pa­rades, carousels and psychedelias gave sud­den way to the hazy blue of early evening. The din from the crowds and from the roller coast­ers and from the bark­ers at the sideshows grew more re­mote. Soon only the oc­ca­sional gust of wind brought a hint of that din to Candy’s ears, and af­ter a lit­tle while, not even that. All she heard now was the creak­ing of the zethck’s wings and the oc­ca­sional charm­less rasp of the crea­ture’s la­bored breath­ing.


  Be­neath them, the land­scape was lit­tle more than a wilder­ness of red­dish dirt dot­ted with a few soli­tary trees, all spindly and un­der­nour­ished, which threw their long shad­ows east­ward. Now and again she saw a farm­house, with a cou­ple of cul­ti­vated fields be­side it, and cat­tle set­tling down af­ter their evening milk­ing.


  Though of course it was al­ways dusk here, wasn’t it? The evening stars were al­ways ris­ing in the east; the flow­ers open­ing to meet the moon. It would be a very pleas­ant Hour to live in, with the day al­most end­ing but the night not yet be­gun. It had been dif­fer­ent, she thought, in the Car­ni­val. There the lights had lent the sky a false bright­ness, and the din had driven out the aching hush that was all around her now. Per­haps that was why Six O’clock had been cho­sen as a place to put the razzma­tol­ogy of the Car­ni­val: it was a kind of de­fense against the dark­en­ing Hour, a way of de­lay­ing the dark­ness with laugh­ter and games. But it couldn’t be put off for­ever. The far­ther north they trav­eled, the longer the shad­ows be­came, and the red of the earth dark­ened to pur­ple and to black as the light steadily faded from the sky.


  Candy did her best to be an un­de­mand­ing pas­sen­ger. She didn’t move too much, and she kept her mouth shut. Her great­est fear was that the zethek would re­al­ize that he was in no dan­ger of be­ing re­cap­tured and would swing around and head back to Gor­gos­sium.


  But so far the beast seemed con­tent to fly on north­ward. Even when they cleared the coast of Ba­bilo­nium and be­gan to cross the straits be­tween Six and Seven, he did not show any sign of want­ing to turn. But he did swoop down to­ward the wa­ter and skim it, look­ing, Candy guessed, for fish to scoop up out of the wa­ter. Candy hoped he didn’t ac­tu­ally catch sight of any­thing, be­cause if he plunged his head into the wa­ter she would al­most cer­tainly be thrown off his back. Luck­ily the gath­er­ing dark­ness and the wind ruf­fling the sur­face of the wa­ter made fish spot­ting dif­fi­cult, and they flew on over the murky straits with­out in­ci­dent.


  The is­land of Sco­riae was vis­i­ble ahead, with the mag­nif­i­cent, omi­nous cone of Mount Gali­gali at its heart. She knew very lit­tle about this Hour, be­yond the few facts she’d read in Klepp’s Al­me­nak.


  It had men­tioned, she re­mem­bered, that there had once been three beau­ti­ful cities on the is­land—Gosh, My cas­sius and Di­vinium and that an erup­tion of Mount Gali­gali had de­stroyed all three cities, leav­ing no sur­vivors, or so she thought she re­mem­bered. She had no idea how long it was since the erup­tion had oc­curred, but she could see that the lar­val paths had marked the is­land like wide black scars, and no seed had sprouted on them nor house been built since the liq­uid rock had cooled.


  There was only one place, at the west­bound edge of the is­land, where the gloom and steril­ity were re­lieved some­what. There, a bank of pale, pli­ant mist had gath­ered, as though nestling the spot, and ris­ing from this gen­tly mov­ing cloud was a for­est of tall trees.


  They had to be a par­tic­u­larly Abara­tian species, Candy rea­soned; no trees in the Here­after (at least none she’d ever been taught about in school) thrived in a place where there was only the last blush of sun­light in the sky. Per­haps these were trees that fed not on sun­light but on the light of the moon and stars.


  Fa­tigue, and per­haps hunger, were now tak­ing a se­ri­ous toll on Me­this’ fly­ing skills. He was rock­ing from side to side as he flew, some­times so se­verely that one or the other of his wing tips would graze the tops of the waves. His feet plowed the wa­ter too, on oc­ca­sion, throw­ing up a cold spray.


  Candy de­cided this was the time to break her si­lence and of­fer a few words of en­cour­age­ment.


  “We’re go­ing to make it!” she said to him. “We’ve just got to get to the shore. It’s no more than a quar­ter of a mile.”


  Me­this didn’t re­ply. He just flew on, his flight be­com­ing more er­ratic with ev­ery wing beat.


  Candy could hear the waves splash­ing on the shore now, and her view of the mist-shrouded trees was bet­ter and bet­ter. It looked like a place she might lay down her head and sleep for a while. She had lost track of how long it was since she’d en­joyed a good long sleep.


  But first they had to reach the shore, and now with ev­ery yard they cov­ered that seemed to be a more and yet more re­mote pos­si­bil­ity.


  Me­this was la­bor­ing hard; his breath was raw and painful.


  “We can do it!” Candy said to him. “I swear… we can. “


  This time the ex­hausted crea­ture re­sponded to her.


  “What’s with this we? I don’t see you flap­ping your wings.”


  “I would if I had wings to flap.”


  “But you don’t, do you? You’re just a bur­den.”


  As he spoke, there was a surge of surf in front of them and a mas­sive crea­ture—not a man­ti­zac, but some­thing that looked more like a ra­bid wal­rus—lunged out of the wa­ter. Its snag­gle-toothed maw snapped just inches from Me­this’ snout, then the mon­ster fell back into the sea, throw­ing up a great wall of icy wa­ter.


  There was a pan­icky mo­ment or two when Me­this was fly­ing blind through the spray, and all Candy could do was cling to him and hope for the best. Then she felt a strong wind against her face and shook the wa­ter from her eyes to see that Me­this was climb­ing steeply to avoid a sec­ond at­tack. She slid down over his wet back and would surely have lost her grip and fallen had he not quickly lev­elled off again.


  “Damn gilleyants!” he yelled.


  “It’s still be­low us!” Candy warned.


  The gilleyant was breach­ing again, this time roar­ing as it threw its im­mense bulk out of the wa­ter. Then it came back down again with an­other great splash.


  “Well, it’s not get­ting us” Me­this said.


  The en­counter had put some fresh life into the zethek. He flew on to­ward the is­land, keep­ing his new el­e­va­tion, at least un­til they were so close to the shore that the wa­ter was no more than three or four feet deep. Only then did he swoop down again, mak­ing an in­el­e­gant land­ing in the soft am­ber sand.


  They lay there on the beach for a while, gasp­ing with re­lief and ex­haus­tion. It didn’t take very long for Candy’s teeth to be­gin to chat­ter. The gilleyant’s ca­vort­ing had soaked her to the skin, and now the wind was chill­ing her.


  She got to her feet, wrap­ping her arms around her­self. “I have to find a fire or I’m go­ing to catch pneu­mo­nia.”


  Me­this also got up, his ex­pres­sion as mis­er­able as ever.


  “We won’t see each other again af­ter this, I dare­say,” he said. “So I sup­pose I should wish you luck.”


  “Oh, well, that’s nice—”


  “But I’m not go­ing to. It seems to me you’re just a trou­ble­maker, and the more luck you have the more trou­ble you’ll make.”


  “Who for? ”


  “For in­no­cent beasts like me,” Me­this growled.


  “In­no­cent!” Candy said. “You came to steal fish, re­mem­ber? ”


  “Oh, stop the self-right­eous talk! So I was go­ing to steal a few fish. Big deal! For that I get beaten around by you and your magic, put in a cage and sold to af­reak show, and then made to carry you on my back! Well, you know what? You can freeze to death right here for all I care.” He flapped his wings hard, de­lib­er­ately aim­ing the icy draft in Candy’s di­rec­tion. She shud­dered.


  “En­joy your­self,” he said with a sneer­ing smile. “If you’re lucky, maybe Gali­gali will ex­plode. That’ll keep you warm.”


  Candy was too cold to waste words on a re­ply. She just watched while the zethek flapped his wings vi­o­lently to reach take­off ve­loc­ity and then as­cended grace­lessly into the air. He took a mo­ment to fix the di­rec­tion of Gor­gos­sium, then he headed off across the wa­ter, stay­ing close to the waves as he went, in the hope, pre­sum­ably, of spot­ting an un­lucky fish.


  In less than a minute, he had dis­ap­peared from sight.


   


  


  


  12. DARK­NESS AND AN­TIC­I­PA­TION

  



   


  JUST ABOUT THE same time that Me­this was head­ing back to­ward the Mid­night Isle, a small ves­sel—the kind that no zethek would at­tack, hun­gry though they al­ways were was de­part­ing from Shadow Har­bor, on the east­ern flank of Gor­gos­sium. The ves­sel was a fu­neral barge, beau­ti­fully ap­pointed from bow to stern with black sails and black­bird plumage sur­round­ing the place where the de­ceased would nor­mally be laid. This was a fu­neral barge with­out a body, how­ever.


  In ad­di­tion to the eight oars­men who la­bored to pro­pel the ves­sel through the icy wa­ters at a very non­fu­ne­real pace, there was a small con­tin­gent of stitch­ling sol­diers, who sat around the edges of the ves­sel, pre­pared to ward off any at­tacker. They were the best of troops, ev­ery one of them ready to give up his life for his mas­ter. And who was that mas­ter? The Lord of Mid­night, of course.


  He stood dressed in vo­lu­mi­nous robes of thrice-burned silk (the black­est, most por­ten­tous; the silk of all melan­cho­lias) and stud­ied the light­less wa­ters of the Iz­abella as the barge sped on.


  Be­sides the sol­diers and the oars­men, he had two other com­pan­ions on this ves­sel, but nei­ther of them spoke. They knew bet­ter than to in­ter­rupt Christo­pher Car­rion while he was in the midst of his med­i­ta­tions.


  At last he seemed to put his thoughts aside, and turned to the two men he had brought with him.


  “You may be won­der­ing where we are head­ing to­day,” he said.


  The men ex­changed glances but said noth­ing.


  “Speak. One or the other. “


  It was Mendel­son Shape (whose an­ces­tors had been in the em­ploy of the Car­rion dy­nasty for gen­er­a­tions) who chanced a re­ply. “I have won­dered, Lord,” he said, eyes down­cast.


  “And have you by now guessed? ”


  “I think per­haps we’re on our way to Com­mexo City. I heard a ru­mor that Rojo Pixler is plan­ning a de­scent into the deep­est parts of the Iz­abella to see what lives down there.”


  “I heard the same ru­mor,” Car­rion said, still study­ing the dark wa­ters. “He spies down into the depths and has made con­tact with the beasts that live in the trenches.”


  “The Re­quiax,” Shape said.


  “Yes. How do you know of them? ”


  “My fa­ther claimed he saw the body of one of their sort, Lord, washed up on the beach near Ful­gore’s Cove. Huge it was, even though it had been mostly eaten and rot­ted away. Still … its eye or the hole where the eye had been … was so big that my fa­ther could have stood in­side it and not touched the top.”


  “Then our Mr. Pixler is go­ing to have to be care­ful down there,”


  Car­rion said, still not tak­ing his eyes off the black wa­ters. “Or he’s go­ing to leave the Com­mexo Kid an or­phan.” He chuck­led to him­self at the thought.


  “So that’s not where we’re go­ing? ” Shape said.


  “No.That’s not where we’re go­ing,” Car­rion replied, turn­ing his at­ten­tion to the other pas­sen­ger who was with him on the fu­neral barge. His name was Lee­man Vol, a man whose rep­u­ta­tion went be­fore him, just as Car­rion’s did. And for much the same rea­son: to see him was to be haunted by him.


  Noth­ing about Vol was pleas­ant or pretty. He did not like the com­pany of his fel­low bipeds much, pre­fer­ring to en­joy the fel­low­ship of in­sects. This in it­self had gained him a mea­sure of in­famy around the is­lands, not least be­cause he bore on his face more than a few me­men­tos of that in­ti­macy. He had lost his nose to a spi­der many years be­fore, the crea­ture hav­ing in­jected his pro­boscis with a toxin so pow­er­ful that it had mor­ti­fied the skin and car­ti­lage in a few ag­o­niz­ing min­utes, leav­ing Vol with two slimy holes in the mid­dle of his face. He had fash­ioned a leather nose for him­self, which ef­fec­tively masked the mu­ti­la­tion but still made him the tar­get of taunts and whis­pers. Not that the nose was the sole rea­son that peo­ple talked about him. There were other facts about Vol’s ap­pear­ance and per­sonal habits that made him note­wor­thy.


  He had been born, for in­stance, with not one but three mouths, all lined with bright yel­low teeth that he had metic­u­lously sharp­ened to pin­prick points. When he spoke, the min­gling and in­ter­wo­ven sounds of these three mouths was un­canny. Grown men had been known to block their ears and leave the room sob­bing be­cause the sound put them so much in mind of their child­hood night­mares. Nor was this sec­ond grotes­querie all the vile­ness that Vol could boast. He had claimed from his child­hood that he knew the se­cret lan­guage of in­sects and that his three mouths al­lowed him to speak it.


  In his pas­sion for their com­pany, he had made his body into a liv­ing ho­tel for mem­bers of the species. They seethed over his anatomy with­out check or cen­sure: un­der his shirt, in his trousers and over his scalp. They were ev­ery­where. Miggis lice and fur­gito flies, threck roaches and knuckle worms. Some­times they bit him, in the midst of their ter­ri­to­rial wars, and of­ten they bur­rowed into his skin to lay their eggs; but such were the small in­con­ve­niences that went with be­ing a home for such crea­tures.


  “Well, Vol? ” Car­rion said, watch­ing a line of yel­low-white miggis lice mi­grate across the other’s face. “Where are we headed?


  Any ideas? ”


  “The Pyra­mids at Xuxux, per­haps? ” Vol said, his three mouths work­ing in per­fect uni­son to shape the words.


  Car­rion smiled be­hind the cir­cling night­mares in his col­lar.


  “Good, Vol. Ex­actly so. The Pyra­mids at Xuxux.” He re­turned his gaze to Mendel­son Shape. “You see now why you were in­vited to join me? ”


  Poor Mendel­son didn’t re­ply. Fear had ap­par­ently seized hold of his tongue and nailed it to the roof of his mouth.


  “Af­ter all,” Car­rion went on, “we wouldn’t be here, pre­par­ing to get into the Pyra­mids, if you hadn’t crossed over into the Here­after to get the Key.”


  He slid his gloved hand into the folds of his robe and slowly brought into view the Key that Shape had pur­sued, along with its thieves, John Mis­chief and his broth­ers, across the for­bid­den di­vide be­tween the di­men­sion of the Abarat and that of the Hu­man World.


  It had not been an easy chase. In fact, Shape had ended up re­turn­ing to the Abarat on the heels of the girl to whom Mis­chief had given the Key: Candy Quack­en­bush. It had not been he, in the end, who’d got the Key back. It had been the wiz­ard Kas­par Wolf­swinkel, into whose hands Candy had later fallen. But Mendel­son could see by the ap­pre­cia­tive smile on his Lord and Mas­ter’s face that Car­rion knew his ser­vant had done the cause of Dark­ness no lit­tle ser­vice in his pur­suit. Now Car­rion had the Key back. And the Pyra­mids of Xuxux were to be un­locked.


  “Well … will you look at that? ” said Vol.


  The six Pyra­mids were ap­pear­ing from the murk of the Night Hour, the largest of them so tall that clouds formed around its sum­mit. The Hour here was ac­tu­ally One O’clock in the morn­ing, and the sky was com­pletely light­less. The Sea of Iz­abella was not, how­ever. As the fu­neral barge ap­proached the steps of the Great Pyra­mid, its pres­ence (or more cor­rectly, the pres­ence of its most pow­er­ful pas­sen­ger) sum­moned to the hull a vast num­ber of tiny crea­tures, specks of crude and un­think­ing life, that were some­how drawn to be near a great force such as Car­rion. They each flick­ered with their own tiny bud of lu­mi­nos­ity, and per­haps it was this fact that they had been made as car­ri­ers of light, while Car­rion was a Prince of Dark­ness, light’s smoth­erer—that made them so at­ten­tive to him. What­ever the rea­son for this un­canny as­sem­bly, they came to see the barge in such num­bers that they threw a gar­ish ra­di­ance up out of the wa­ter. And as though this weren’t strange enough, there now came a din out of the Pyra­mids, such as might have been made by an or­ches­tra of demons, warm­ing up for some mon­strous over­ture.


  “Is that noise re­ally com­ing from the Pyra­mids? ” Shape said.


  Car­rion nod­ded.


  “But they’re tombs” Shape said. “The royal fam­i­lies were laid to rest there.”


  “And so were their slaves and their eu­nuchs and their horses and their cats and their sa­cred ser­pents and their basilisk.”


  “And they’re dead,” said Shape. “The ser­pents and the eu­nuchs and the … what­ever. They’re all dead.”


  “All dead and mum­mi­fied,” Car­rion replied.


  “So … what’s mak­ing all that noise? ”


  “It’s a good ques­tion,” said Car­rion. “And given that you will be see­ing for your­self in a few min­utes, there’s no rea­son why you shouldn’t know. Think of the dead as flow­ers.”


  “Flow­ers? ”


  “Yes. What you hear is the noise of in­sects, drawn to those flow­ers.”


  “In­sects? Surely not so loud a noise, Lord, would come out of in­sects? ” Shape made a stum­bling laugh, as though he thought this was a joke. “Any­way,” he went on, “what would in­spire them to make such a sound? ”


  “Ex­plain to him, Vol.”


  Vol grinned and grinned and grinned.


  “They make that noise be­cause they smell us,” he said.


  “Es­pe­cially you, Shape.”


  “Why me? ”


  “They sense that you’re close to death. They lick their lips in an­tic­i­pa­tion.”


  Shape grew con­temp­tu­ous now. “In­sects don’t have lips,” he said.


  “I doubt …” said Vol, ap­proach­ing Shape, “… that you’ve ever looked closely enough.”


  Vol’s three yel­low smiles were too much for Shape. He pushed the man away with such force that many of the in­sects liv­ing on his skull fell off and pat­tered into the wa­ter. Vol let out a sob of quite gen­uine dis­tress and spun around, lean­ing over the edge of the barge and reach­ing down into the wa­ter close to the steps, scoop­ing his in­fes­ta­tion up.


  “Oh, don’t drown, lit­tle ones! Where are you? Please, please, please, please don’t drown.” He loosed a low moan, which be­gan in his bow­els and climbed up through his wretched body un­til it es­caped his throat as a howl of rage and sor­row. “They’re gone!” he yelled. He swung around on the mur­derer. “You did this!”


  “So? ” said Shape. “What if I did? They were lice and worms. “


  “They were my chil­dren!” Vol howled. “My chil­dren. “


  Car­rion raised his hands. “Si­lence, gen­tle­men. You may con­tinue your de­bate when we have fin­ished our busi­ness here. Do you hear me, Vol? Stop sulk­ing! There’ll be other lice, just as adorable.”


  Leav­ing the two men star­ing at each other in sullen si­lence, Car­rion went to stand in the bow of the barge. Dur­ing the ar­gu­ment the un­melo­di­ous din from in­side the Pyra­mids had ceased.


  The “bees”—or what­ever else had been mak­ing the noise—had hushed in or­der to lis­ten to the- ex­change be­tween Vol and Shape.


  Now both the oc­cu­pants of the Pyra­mids and their vis­i­tors were silent, each lis­ten­ing for some tell­tale noise, each know­ing it was only a mat­ter of time be­fore they laid eyes upon one an­other.


  The barge came along­side the flight of stone steps that led up to the door of the Great Pyra­mid. The ves­sel nudged the stone, and with­out wait­ing for the stitch­lings to se­cure the barge, Car­rion stepped off the deck and be­gan his as­cent of the stairs, leav­ing Mend­clson Shape and Lc­c­man Vol to hurry af­ter him.


   


  


  


  13. THE SACBROOD

  



   


  IT HAD TAKEN A great deal of or­ga­ni­za­tion—and more than a lit­tle bribery—to ar­range Car­rion’s visit to the great Pyra­mids of the Xuxux. They were, af­ter all, sa­cred places: the tombs of Kings and Queens, Princes and Princesses; and in their hum­bler cham­bers, the ser­vants and an­i­mals be­long­ing to the mighty. The royal dead had ceased to be laid there sev­eral gen­er­a­tions ago, be­cause all six Pyra­mids had been filled with the de­ceased and their be­long­ings.


  But the Pyra­mids had con­tin­ued to be care­fully guarded by sol­diers work­ing for the Church of Xuxux. They cir­cled the Pyra­mids on a fleet of ves­sels elab­o­rately dec­o­rated with re­li­gious in­signia, and they were armed with weapons of fear­some fire­power.


  Fur­ther­more, they had the com­plete free­dom to use their weaponry in de­fense of the Pyra­mids and the royal re­mains that were con­tained therein. But Car­rion had ar­ranged to have the pa­trol in­ter­rupted for a time so that his fu­neral barge could slip in, un­no­ticed, to the steps of the Great Pyra­mid.


  As he ap­proached his des­ti­na­tion, how­ever, his thoughts were not upon the dif­fi­cul­ties of ar­rang­ing this jour­ney, nor on what lay in­side the Pyra­mid to which he had spent so much trou­ble get­ting the Key. They were upon the girl whose pres­ence in the Abarat had come about be­cause she had ac­ci­den­tally in­ter­rupted the thief of the Key and his pur­suer. In other words, on Candy Quack­en­bush.


  Candy Quack­en­bush!


  Even the name was lu­di­crous, he told him­self. Why did he ob­sess about her the way he did? She was here be­cause of a fluke of cir­cum­stance, noth­ing more. Why then could he not get her wretched name out of his head? She was a girl from some for­saken lit­tle town in the Here­after, noth­ing more. Why then did she haunt his thoughts the way she did? And why—when thoughts of her did arise—were there other im­ages fol­low­ing on af­ter her? Im­ages that trou­bled him deeply; that sick­ened and shamed him. Im­ages of a bright Af­ter­noon on the Nonce, and bells ring­ing in ju­bi­la­tion, and ev­ery flower, as if by some un­spo­ken un­der­stand­ing of the Hour’s flora, be­com­ing white for a mar­riage cer­e­mony …


  “Sick­en­ing,” he said to him­self as he as­cended the Pyra­mid steps.


  “She’s noth­ing. Noth­ing. “


  Shape over­heard his mas­ter’s mut­ter­ings.


  “Lord? ” he said. “Are you well? ”


  Car­rion glanced back at his ser­vant. “I have bad dreams, Shape,”


  Car­rion told him. “That’s all. Bad dreams.”


  “But why, my Lord? ” Shape said. “You’re the most pow­er­ful man in the Abarat. What is there in this world that could pos­si­bly be trou­bling to you? As you your­self said: She s noth­ing. “


  “How do you know what I was talk­ing about? ”


  “I just as­sumed it was the girl. Was I wrong? ”


  “No …” Car­rion growled. “You weren’t wrong.”


  “Mater Mot­ley could surely deal with her for you,” Shape went on,


  “If you don’t care to. Per­haps you could share your fears with her? ”


  “I have no de­sire to share any­thing with that woman.”


  “But surely, Lord, she’s your grand­mother. She loves you.”


  Car­rion was be­com­ing ir­ri­tated now. “My grand­mother loves noth­ing and no­body ex­cept her­self, ” he said.


  “Maybe if I told her—”


  “Told her? ”


  “About your dreams. She would pre­pare some­thing to help you sleep.”


  At this, Car­rion let out a raw noise of rage and caught Shape by the wind­pipe, draw­ing him so close that his face was pressed against the sweaty sur­face of Car­rion’s col­lar. The night­mares seething in the fluid on the other side came to peer at him, tap­ping their bright snouts against the glass.


  “I warn you, Shape,” he said. “If you ever say any­thing to my grand­mother about my bad dreams … your life will be­come one.”


  Mendel­son scram­bled to be free of his mas­ter’s hold, his good leg push­ing Car­rion away from him, while his peg leg shook rhyth­mi­cally in the air.


  “I—I—I am loyal to you, Lord,” Shape sobbed. “I swear, liege, by all that’s dark.”


  As quickly as Car­rion had picked Shape up, he let the ter­ri­fied man go. Shape dropped from his hands like a sack filled with stones and lay splayed on the step, his ter­ror giv­ing off an un­mis­tak­able smell.


  “I wouldn’t have killed you,” Car­rion re­marked lightly.


  “Thank … thank you … Prince,” Shape said, still watch­ing his Lord from the cor­ner of his eye as though at any mo­ment the coup de grace might still fall and his un­happy life be sum­mar­ily ended.


  “Come on now,” Car­rion said with a brit­tle bright­ness in his voice.


  “Let me show you how much trust I have in you. Get up! Get up!”


  Shape got to his feet. “I’m go­ing to give you the Key to the Pyra­mids,” Car­rion said. “So that you can have the honor of open­ing the door for me.”


  “The door? ”


  “The door.”


  “Me? ”


  “You.”


  Shape still looked queasy about all this. Af­ter all, who knew what lay on the other side of that door? But he could scarcely refuse an in­vi­ta­tion from his Prince. Es­pe­cially when the Key was there in front of him, shim­mer­ing and se­duc­tive.


  “Take it,” Car­rion said.


  Shape glanced over Car­rion’s shoul­der at Lee­man Vol, who was star­ing at the Key. He wanted it badly, Shape could see. If he’d dared, he would have snatched it out of Car­rion’s hand, run to the door and opened it up, just to say that he’d been the first to see what lay in­side.


  “Good luck,” Vol said sourly.


  Shape made an at­tempt at a smile—which failed—and then went to the door, drew a deep breath, and slid the Key into the lock.


  “Now? ” he said to Car­rion.


  “The Key is in your hand,” Car­rion replied. “Choose your own mo­ment.”


  Shape took a sec­ond deep breath and turned the Key, or at least made an at­tempt to do so. But it would not move. He leaned against the door, grunt­ing as he at­tempted to force the Key to turn.


  “No! No! No!” Car­rion or­dered him. “You’ll bruise the Key, im­be­cile.


  Step away from the door! Now!”


  Mendel­son obeyed in­stantly.


  “Now calm your­self,” Car­rion in­structed him. “Let the Key do the work.”


  Shape nod­ded and limped back to the door. Again he put his hand on the Key, and this time—though he was barely press­ing upon it—the Key turned in the lock all on its own. As­ton­ished, and not a lit­tle ter­ri­fied, Shape re­treated from the door, his work done.


  The Key was not only turn­ing in the lock, it was slip­ping deeper into the door as it did so, as if to deny any­one a change of heart. In re­sponse to the turn­ing of the Key, an en­tire area of the door around the lock—per­haps a foot square—be­gan to grind and move. This was no or­di­nary mech­a­nism: as its ef­fect sp read, waves of en­ergy came off the Pyra­mid like heat from a boil­ing pot. The door was open­ing, and its shape echoed that of the build­ing it­self: an im­mense tri­an­gle.


  A stench came out from the dark­ness on the other side. It wasn’t the smell of the long dead or the spices in which they had been pre­served. Nor was it the smell of an­tiq­uity; the dull dry fra­grance of a time that had been and would not come again. It was the stink of some­thing very much alive. But what­ever the life-form that was sweat­ing out this odour, drool­ing it, weep­ing it, it was noth­ing any of the three had ever en­coun­tered. Even Car­rion, who had a weary fa­mil­iar­ity with the world in all its cor­rup­tions, had never smelled any­thing quite like this be­fore. He stared into the dark­ness be­yond the door with an odd lit­tle smile on his face. Mendel­son, on the other hand, had de­cided that he’d had enough.


  “I’ll wait in the barge,” he said hur­riedly.


  “No, you don’t,” said Car­rion, grab­bing hold of his col­lar. “I want them to meet you.”


  “Them? ” said Lee­man Vol. “Are … are there many of them? ”


  “That’s one of the things we’re here to find out,” the Lord of Mid­night replied. “You can count, can’t you, Shape? ”


  “Yes.”


  “Then go in there, and bring out a num­ber!” Car­rion said, and press­ing Shape in the di­rec­tion of the door, he gave his ser­vant a shove.


  “Wait!” Shape protested, his voice shrill with fear. “I don’t want to go alone!”


  But it was too late. He was al­ready over the thresh­old. There was an im­me­di­ate re­sponse from the in­te­rior; the din of an in­fi­nite num­ber of cara­paced things roused from in­ver­te­brate dreams, rub­bing their hard, spiny legs to­gether, un­furl­ing their stalked eyes….


  “What have you got in there? ” Vol wanted to know.


  “Ho­ba­rookian scor­pi­ons? A huge nest of nee­dle flies? ”


  “He’ll find out!” Car­rion said, nod­ding in Shape’s di­rec­tion.


  “A light, Lord!” Shape begged. “Please. At least a light so I can find my way.”


  Af­ter a mo­ment’s hes­i­ta­tion, Car­rion seemed to soften, and smil­ing at Shape, he reached into his robes, as if he in­tended to pro­duce a lamp of some sort. But what came out ap­peared to be a small top, which he set on the back of his left hand.


  There it be­gan to spin, and in spin­ning threw off waves of flick­er­ing light, which grew in bright­ness.


  “Catch!” Car­rion said, and flipped the top in Shape’s di­rec­tion.


  Shape made an un­gainly at­tempt to catch hold of it, but the thing out­wit­ted him, spin­ning off be­tween his fin­gers and hit­ting the ground. Then it spun off into the Pyra­mid, its lu­mi­nes­cence grow­ing.


  Shape looked away from the top and up into the space that its am­bi­tious light was fill­ing. He let out a lit­tle sob of ter­ror.


  “Wait,” Lee­man Vol said. “There can only be one in­sect that gives off a stench such as this.”


  “And what would that be? ” Car­rion said.


  “Sacbrood,” Vol replied, his voice ripe with awe.


  Car­rion nod­ded.


  “Oh, Gods …” Vol mur­mured, ad­vanc­ing a few steps to­ward the door to get a bet­ter view of the mul­ti­tudes within. “Did you put them in here? ”


  “I sowed the seeds, yes,” Car­rion replied. “Count­less years ago.


  I knew we would come to be in need of them in time. I have a great pur­pose to put them to.”


  “What pur­pose is that? ”


  Car­rion smiled into the soup of his night­mares. “Some­thing mighty,” he replied. “Be­lieve me. Some­thing mighty?


  “Oh, I can imag­ine,” Vol said. “Mighty, yes …”


  As he spoke, a limb per­haps eight feet long, and di­vided into a num­ber of thorny seg­ments, ap­peared from the shad­ows.


  Lee­man loosed a cry of alarm and backed away from the door.


  But Car­rion was too quick for him. He caught hold of Vol’s arm, stop­ping him in his stride.


  “Where do you think you’re go­ing? ” he said.


  In his panic Vol’s three voices trod on one an­other’s tails.


  “They’re mov­ing—ov­ing—v’nfl..”


  “So? ” said Car­rion. “We’re the mas­ters here, Vol, not them. And if they for­get, then we have to re­mind them. We have to con­trol them.”


  Vol looked at Car­rion as though the Lord of Mid­night was crazy.


  “Con­trol them? ” he said. “There are tens of thou­sands of them.”


  “I will need a mil­lion for the work I want them to do,” Car­rion said. He pulled Vol closer to him, hold­ing him so tight Vol had to fight for breath. “And be­lieve me, there are mil­lions. These crea­tures are not just in the Pyra­mids. They’ve dug down into the earth be­neath the Pyra­mids and made hives for them­selves. Hives the size of cities. Ev­ery one of them lined with cells, and each one of those cells filled with eggs, all ready to be born at a sin­gle com­mand.”


  “From you? ”


  “From us, Vol. From us. You need me and my power to pro­tect you from be­ing slaugh­tered when the Last Day comes, and I need your mouths to com­mu­ni­cate with the sacbrood. That seems fair, doesn’t it? ”


  Y—y—yes.


  “Good. Then we un­der­stand each other. Now you lis­ten, Vol:


  I’m go­ing to let you go. But don’t try run­ning off. If you do I won’t take kindly to it. You un­der­stand? ”


  “I—I—I un­der­stand.”


  “Good. So … let’s see what our al­lies look like up close, shall we? ” he said. He let Lee­man Vol go. Vol didn’t at­tempt to make a run for it, even though his soles itched to do so.


  “Shield your eyes, Lee­man,” Car­rion in­structed him. “This is go­ing to be very bright.”


  He reached into the folds of his robes and took out per­haps a dozen of the lu­mi­nous tops. They flew in all di­rec­tions, spin­ning and blaz­ing brightly. Some rose up into the heights of the Pyra­mid, oth­ers dropped away through holes that had been opened in the floor of the Pyra­mid, still oth­ers flew off left and right, il­lu­mi­nat­ing other cham­bers and an­techam­bers. Of the Kings and Queens who had been laid to rest here in the Pyra­mids with such panoply, there was noth­ing left. The sar­cophagi that had housed their revered re­mains had gone, as had the holy books and scrolls that con­tained the prayers that were writ­ten to soothe them to par­adise; noth­ing was left. The slaves, horses and sa­cred birds slaugh­tered so that their spir­its might es­cort the royal souls on the Eter­nal High­way had also gone. The sacbrood’s ap­petite had de­voured ev­ery­thing: gold, flesh, bone. The great de­vour­ing tribe had taken it all. Chewed it up, di­gested it.


  “Look!” Car­rion said as he sur­veyed the oc­cu­pants of the Pyra­mid.


  “I see,” Vol said. “Be­lieve me, I see.”


  Even Vol, who had an en­cy­clo­pe­dic knowl­edge of the world of in­sects, was not pre­pared for the hor­ror of these crea­tures’ forms; nor for the lim­it­less va­ri­ety of those forms. Some of the sacbrood were the size of mag­gots and sur­rounded by great pud­dles of stink­ing life, their bod­ies hiss­ing as they writhed against one an­other.


  Some seemed to have a hun­dred limbs and scut­tled in hordes over the ceil­ings, oc­ca­sion­ally turn­ing on one of their num­ber and sac­ri­fic­ing it to their ap­petite. Some were flat as sheets of pa­per and slid over the ground on a film of slime.


  But these were the least. There were sacbrood here the size of obese wrestlers, oth­ers as huge as ele­phants. And in the shad­ows be­hind these enor­mi­ties there were greater enor­mi­ties still, things that could not be com­pre­hended by a sin­gle glance of the eye, be­cause their vast­ness de­fied even the most am­bi­tious gaze. None seemed afraid of the lights burn­ing in their midst, even af­ter be­ing so long in dark­ness. Rather they sought out the bright­ness with a kind of hunger, so that it seemed as though the en­tire con­tents of the Pyra­mid was mov­ing to­ward the door, re­veal­ing their ter­ri­ble anatomies with more and more clar­ity. Limbs snap­ping like scis­sors, teeth chat­ter­ing like mad­dened mon­keys, claws rub­bing to­gether like the tools of a knife sharp­ener. There was noth­ing in their shapes that sug­gested kind­ness or com­pas­sion: they were evil­do­ers, pure and sim­ple.


  “This is greater than I imag­ined,” Car­rion said with a per­verse pride. “What ter­rors they are.”


  As he spoke, a crea­ture the size of ten men emerged from the great mass. Num­ber­less par­a­sitic forms, like lice, crawled over its rest­less body.


  “Do they want to kill us? ” Vol won­dered aloud. The in­sects on his head had taken refuge in his col­lar. He looked strangely vul­ner­a­ble with­out their dart­ing com­pany.


  “It will tell us, I dare­say, when it has a mind to,” Car­rion said, watch­ing the great crea­ture with a min­gling of re­spect and cau­tion.


  Fi­nally it spoke. The lan­guage it used, how­ever, was not one that Car­rion knew. He lis­tened care­fully, and then turned to Lee­man­Vol for as­sis­tance; Vol, whom the Brood-beast seemed to rec­og­nize as one who would com­pre­hend it. In­deed he did. He be­gan to trans­late, a lit­tle cau­tiously at first.


  “They … it … wel­comes you. Then it tells you: We are grow­ing im­pa­tient. “


  “Does it in­deed? ” Car­rion said. “Then tell it from me: soon, very soon.”


  Vol replied to the Brood-beast, which went on im­me­di­ately to speak again, its voice thick and un­du­lat­ing.


  “It says that it’s heard there are tres­passers among the is­lands.”


  “There are one or two,” Car­rion said. Vol’s three mouths pro­vided a trans­la­tion of this. “But no­body will get be­tween us and our Great Plan.”


  Again the Brood-beast spoke. Again, Vol trans­lated.


  “It says: Do you swear? ”


  “Yes,” said Car­rion, plainly a lit­tle ir­ri­tated that his hon­esty was be­ing called into ques­tion by this mon­ster. “I swear.” He looked de­fi­antly at the crea­ture. “What we have planned will come to pass,” he said. “No ques­tion of it.”


  At that mo­ment the Brood-beast re­vealed that it knew more about the craft of com­mu­ni­ca­tion than it had been dis­play­ing, be­cause the crea­ture now spoke again, but in a rec­og­niz­able fash­ion.


  It spoke slowly, as though piec­ing the words to­gether like the frag­ments of a jig­saw; but there was no doubt­ing what it said.


  “You … will … not … cheat … us, Car-ri-on, “it said.


  “Cheat you? Of course not!”


  “Many …years … in … dark-ness … we … have … waited. “


  “Yes, I—”


  “Hun­gry!”


  “Yes.”


  “HUN­GRY! HUN­GRY!”


  The cho­rus was taken up from ev­ery cor­ner of the Pyra­mid, and from the tun­nels and hives many thou­sands of feet be­low, and even from the other Pyra­mids of the six where sacbrood had also bred over the years, and awaited their mo­ment.


  “I un­der­stand,” Car­rion said, rais­ing his voice above the din.


  “You’re tired of wait­ing. And you’re hun­gry. Be­lieve me, I do un­der­stand.”


  His words failed to pla­cate them, how­ever. They moved to­ward the door from all di­rec­tions, the hor­rid de­tails of their shapes more ap­par­ent by the mo­ment. Car­rion was no stranger to the mon­strous the pits and forests and ver­min fields of Gor­gos­sium boasted count­less forms of the ghastly and the mis­be­got­ten—but there was noth­ing, even there, that was quite as foul as this loath­some clan, with their fat, wet clus­ters of eyes and their end­less rows of limbs claw­ing at the rot-thick­ened air.


  “Lord, we should take care,” Vol mur­mured to Car­rion.


  “They’re get­ting closer.”


  Vol was right. The sacbrood were get­ting far too close for com­fort.


  Those over­head were mov­ing the fastest, skit­ter­ing over one an­other’s bod­ies in their un­holy haste and shed­ding liv­ing frag­ments of their bod­ies as they did so, which twitched on the ground where they’d fallen.


  “They do seem very hun­gry,” Mendel­son ob­served.


  “What do you sup­pose we should do about that, Mr. Shape? ”


  Car­rion won­dered.


  Shape shrugged. “Feed them!” he said.


  Car­rion reached out sud­denly and caught hold of Shape by the nape of his neck. “If you’re so con­cerned about their well-be­ing, Mr. Shape, maybe you should sac­ri­fice your own sorry flesh to their ap­petite, huh? What do you say? ”


  “No!” said Shape, try­ing to wrig­gle free.


  “You say no? ”


  “Yes, Lord, please, Lord. I’d be more use to you alive, I swear.”


  “In truth, Shape, I can’t imag­ine any state in which you’d be of use to me.”


  So say­ing, Car­rion shoved Shape away. The man stum­bled on his stump and fell to his knees in the shadow of the Brood-beast that had been talk­ing to Car­rion. For a fleet­ing mo­ment the thing looked down at him with some­thing close to pity on its mis­shapen face. Shape turned from it, and get­ting up, he fled across the lit­tered ground, not car­ing that he was go­ing deeper into the Pyra­mid, only de­ter­mined to avoid both Car­rion and the crea­ture.


  As he hob­bled away, he heard a sound above him. He froze on the spot, and in that in­stant a barbed, ragged form—wet and sinewy, and at­tached by a knotty length of mat­ter to the ceil­ing—dropped on top of him. Shape cried out as it eclipsed him; then the liv­ing cord by which the thing was at­tached to the roof hauled on its freight, and the crea­ture was taken back into the shad­ows, with Shape in its grip. He called out to his mas­ter one last time, his voice muted by the beast in whose maw he was caught. There was a fi­nal se­ries of piti­ful lit­tle kicks. Then both cries and kicks stopped, and Shape’s life ceased.


  “They’re feel­ing mur­der­ous,” Lee­man Vol said to Car­rion. “I think we should go.”


  “Maybe we should.”


  “Do you have any­thing else you need to speak with them about? ”


  “I’ve said and seen all I need to,” Car­rion replied. “Be­sides, there will be other times.” He went back to the door, call­ing to Vol as he did so. “Come away.”


  Even now Vol watched the crea­tures with the fas­ci­na­tion of a true ob­ses­sive, his head twitch­ing left and right, up and down, in his ea­ger­ness to see ev­ery last de­tail.


  “Away, Vol, away!” Car­rion urged him.


  Fi­nally Vol made a dash for the door, but even now he paused to glance back.


  “Go!” Car­rion yelled to him, pulling the door shut. “Quickly, be­fore they get out!”


  Sev­eral of the brood, who were within a few yards of the thresh­old, made a last des­per­ate at­tempt to reach the door and block it be­fore it closed, but Car­rion was too quick. The Pyra­mid door closed in the same bizarre fash­ion that it had opened, and he quickly turned the Key in the lock, seal­ing the sacbrood in their prison hive. They shook the stones of the Pyra­mid’s walls in their frus­tra­tion and loosed such a din of rage that the stone steps on which Car­rion and Lee­man Vol stood vi­brated be­neath their feet.


  Still, it was done. Car­rion rev­er­en­tially re­moved the Key from the lock and slipped it into the deep­est re­cesses of his robes.


  “You’re shak­ing,” he said to Vol, with a lit­tle smile.


  “I—I—I—never saw such things be­fore,” Vol con­ceded.


  “No­body has,” the Lord of Mid­night replied. “Which is why when I choose my mo­ment and set them free, there will be chaos and ter­ror in ev­ery cor­ner of the Abarat.”


  “It’ll be like the end of the world,” Lee­man said, re­treat­ing down the steps to the fu­neral barge.


  “No,” Car­rion said as he fol­lowed Lee­man down. “There you’re wrong. It will be the be­gin­ning.”


  


  


  14. LAMENT

  



   


  (THE MUNKEE’S TALE)

  



  ANDY DIDN’T WASTE TIME shiv­er­ing on the shore. It had been clear even from a dis­tance where on the is­land she might find some place of rel­a­tive com­fort: in the mist-shrouded for­est that lay a quar­ter mile along the beach. A light, warm breeze was com­ing out of the trees, its balm both wel­com­ing and re­as­sur­ing.


  Oc­ca­sion­ally one of its gusts seemed to carry a frag­ment of mu­sic: just a few notes, no more, played (per­haps) on an oboe. A gen­tle, lilt­ing mu­sic that made her smile.


  “I wish Ma­lingo was with me,” she said to her­self as she trudged along the beach.


  At least she wasn’t alone. All she had to do was fol­low the sound of the mu­sic and she’d surely find the mu­sic maker, sooner or later.


  The more of the melody she heard, the more bit­ter­sweet it seemed to be. It was the kind of song her grand­fa­ther (her mom’s dad, Grandpa O’Don­nell) used to sing when she was lit­tle. Laments, he called them.


  “What’s a lament? ” she had asked him one day.


  “A song about the sad things in the world,” he’d told her, his voice tinged with a lit­tle of his Irish roots. “Lovers parted, and ships lost at sea, and the world full of lone­li­ness from one end to the other.”


  “Why’d you want to sing about sad things? ” Candy had asked him.


  “Be­cause any fool can be happy,” he’d said to her. “It takes a man


  with real heart”—he’d made a fist and laid it against his chest—”to make beauty out of the stuff that makes us weep.”


  “I still don’t un­der­stand….”


  Grand­pappy O’Don­nell had cupped her face in his big, scarred hands. He’d worked on the rail­road most of his life, and ev­ery scar had a story. “No, of course you don’t,” he said with an in­dul­gent smile. “And why should you? A sweet slip of a girl like you, why should you have to know any­thing about the sor­row of the world?


  You just be­lieve me when I tell you … there’s no way to live your life to the full and not have a rea­son to shed a tear now and again.


  It’s not a bad feel­ing, child. That’s what a lament does. It makes you feel happy to be sad, in a strange way. D’you see? ”


  She hadn’t seen. Not re­ally. The idea that sad­ness could some how make you feel good was a hard idea to fathom.


  But now she was be­gin­ning to un­der­stand. Abarat was chang­ing her. In the brief time she’d been trav­el­ing among the Hours, she’d seen and felt things she would never have ex­pe­ri­enced in Chicken town, not if she’d lived there a thou­sand years. The way the stars seemed to move when a trav­eler passed over the bound­ary be­tween one Hour and the next, and whole con­stel­la­tions fell slowly out of the sky; or when the moon, fall­ing brightly on the sea, called up slow pro­ces­sions off­ish from the pur­ple-blue deeps of the Iz­abella, all show­ing their sad sil­ver eyes to the sky be­fore they turned and dis­ap­peared into the dark­ness again.


  Some­times just a face she passed by, or a glance some­one would give her—even the shadow of a pass­ing bird—would carry a kind of melan­choly. Grand­pappy O’Don­nell would have liked it here, she thought.


  She was close to the edge of the misty trees now, and just a lit­tle way ahead of her a path­way be­gan, made of mo­saic stones that de­picted a pat­tern of in­ter­wo­ven spi­rals, wind­ing into the for­est. It was a strange co­in­ci­dence that her feet should have brought her pre­cisely to the spot where this path be­gan, but then her time in the Abarat had been filled with such co­in­ci­dences; she wasn’t sur­prised any longer. And so she sim­ply fol­lowed the path­way.


  The peo­ple who had laid the mo­saic had de­cided to have some fun with the de­sign. Danc­ing in and out of the spi­rals were the like­nesses of an­i­mals—frogs, snakes, a fam­ily of crea­tures that looked like green rac­coons—which seemed ready to scam­per or slide away as soon as a foot fell too close to them.


  She was so busy study­ing this witty hand­i­work that she didn’t re­al­ize how far she’d come. The next time she looked up, the beach had gone from sight be­hind her, and she was en­tirely sur­rounded by the im­mense trees, their canopy alive with all man­ner of Night birds.


  And still she heard the lament, some­where off in the dis­tance, ris­ing and fall­ing.


  Be­neath her feet the spi­ral de­signs of the path­way were get­ting stranger by the step, the species of crea­tures that had been wo­ven into the de­sign be­com­ing ever more fan­tas­ti­cal, as though to alert her to the fact that her jour­ney was about to change. And now ahead of her she saw the thresh­old of that change: a mas­sive door­way flanked by el­e­gant pil­lars stood be­tween the trees.


  Though the hinges were still in place, and the re­mains of a hefty iron lock lay on the ground, the door it­self had been eaten away by some rot or other. Candy stepped in­side. The ab­sent door had guarded a build­ing of ex­cep­tional beauty. On ev­ery side she saw that the walls were dec­o­rated with ex­quis­ite fres­coes, de­pict­ing happy, mag­i­cal scenes: land­scapes in which peo­ple danced so lightly they seemed to defy grav­ity and rise into the sky; or where crea­tures pos­sessed of an un­earthly beauty ap­peared from the ca­vort­ing wa­ters of sil­ver rivers.


  Mean­while the lament con­tin­ued to play, its melody as bit­ter­sweet as ever. She fol­lowed the mu­sic through the grandiose rooms, ev­ery foot­fall now echo­ing off the painted stones. The palace had not been left un­touched by the for­est that sur­rounded it. The trees, pos­sessed of a fever­ish flu­id­ity that gave them greater strength than or­di­nary trees, had pushed through the walls and the ceil­ing, the mesh of fruit-laden branches so like the in­tri­cately carved and painted pan­els that it was im­pos­si­ble to see where dead wood ended and liv­ing be­gan, where paint gave way to leaf and fruit or vice versa. It al­most seemed as if the mak­ers of this place, the carvers and the painters, must have known that the for­est would in­vade at last and had de­signed the palace so that it would swoon with­out protest into the arms of na­ture.


  She could al­most bring to mind the peo­ple who had worked here. It seemed easy to pic­ture their fur­rowed faces as they la­bored at their mas­ter­piece; though of course it was im­pos­si­ble that she could re­ally know who they were. How could she re­mem­ber some­thing she hadn’t wit­nessed? And yet the im­ages per­sisted, grow­ing stronger the deeper she trav­eled into the palace. She saw in her mind’s eye men and women work­ing by the light of float­ing orbs like lit­tle moons, the smell of newly cut tim­bers and paint freshly mixed sharp­en­ing the air.


  “Im­pos­si­ble,” she told her­self aloud, just to be clear about this once and for all.


  Af­ter a while she re­al­ized some­body was keep­ing pace with her, nim­bly mov­ing from shadow to shadow. Now and again she’d catch a tiny glimpse of her pur­suer—a flash of its eyes, a blur of what looked like striped fur. Even­tu­ally cu­rios­ity over­came her. She called out: “Who are you? ”


  Sur­pris­ingly, she got an im­me­di­ate gut­tural re­ply.


  “The name’s Filth.”


  “Filth? ”


  “Yeah. Filth the munkee.”


  Be­fore she could re­spond, the crea­ture ap­peared from be­tween the trees and came to stand, bow-legged, in front of her.


  He was in­deed a mon­key, as he had claimed, but he had a de­cid­edly hu­man cast to his crooked face. His eyes were slightly crossed, and his wide, pre­pos­ter­ous mouth housed an out­ra­geous as­sort­ment of teeth, which he showed when­ever he smiled, which was of­ten. He was dressed in what looked to be the rem­nants of an old cir­cus cos­tume: baggy striped pants held up by a rot­ting belt, an em­broi­dered waist­coat in red, yel­low and blue, and a T-shirt on which was writ­ten I’M FILTH. The en­tire en­sem­ble was caked with mud and pieces of rot­ted food. The smell he gave off was con­sid­er­ably less than fra­grant.


  “How did you find your way in here? ” he asked Candy.


  “I—I fol­lowed the mu­sic.”


  “Who are you, any­how? ”


  “Candy Quack­en­bush.”


  “Daft name.”


  “No dafter than Filth.”


  The ape-man raised a grimy fin­ger and with­out any pre­am­ble put it in his nose, press­ing it into his nos­tril and hook­ing it around so that the top came out of the other hole. Candy did her best not to look ap­palled in case it en­cour­aged him.


  “Well, then we’re both daft, aren’t we? ” he said, wig­gling his fin­ger.


  Candy was no longer able to dis­guise her re­vul­sion. “Do I dis­gust you? ” he asked her cheer­fully.


  “A lit­tle,” she ad­mit­ted.


  The munkee tit­tered. “The King used to be most amused when I did that.”


  “The King? ”


  “King Claus of Day. This was his Twi­light Palace, this place.


  These are the bor­der­lands of his do­main, of course. By the time you get half­way up Gali­gali, it’s Night.”


  Candy looked around at the rem­nants of the fine build­ing with new re­spect.


  “So this was a palace. “


  “It still is,” Filth said. ” ‘Cept it don’t have Kings or Queens in it no more.”


  “What hap­pened to them? ”


  “Weren’t you taught no his­tory at school? ”


  “Not Abara­tian his­tory, no.”


  “What other kind of his­tory is there? ” Filth said, giv­ing Candy a strange look from the cor­ner of his eye. He didn’t wait for an an­swer. “Ac­tu­ally, the palace was re­ally built for Claus’ daugh­ter, Princess Boa. And when she died, her fa­ther told ev­ery­body—his courtiers, his cooks, his maid­ser­vants, his fool—me—to just go our var­i­ous ways and find hap­pi­ness any way we could.”


  “But you didn’t go? ”


  “Oh, I went for a while. I tried be­ing a nun, but I didn’t like the hats.” Candy laughed at this, but Filth’s ex­pres­sion re­mained per­fectly se­ri­ous, which some­how made the joke even fun­nier.


  “So you came back? ” Candy said.


  “Where else was I go­ing to go? What’s a fool to do with­out a King? I was noth­ing. No­body. At least here I had the mem­ory of be­ing happy. She’d made us happy, you see. She could do that.”


  “She be­ing—? ”


  “Princess Boa, of course.”


  Princess Boa. It was a name Candy had heard spo­ken sev­eral times, but al­ways in whis­pers.


  “Claus had two chil­dren,” Filth said, “Prince Quif­fin and Princess Boa. They were both fine, beau­ti­ful crea­tures—that’s


  Quif­fin over there.” He pointed to a por­trait of a fine-fea­tured young man, with his dark hair and beard coiffed into del­i­cate curls.


  “And the girl gath­er­ing the arva blos­soms, over there? That’s my sweet Princess when she was eleven. She was some­thing spe­cial, even then. An­other or­der of be­ing, she was. There was this light in her … in her eyes. No. In her soul. It just shone out of her eyes. And it didn’t mat­ter how grumpy or down in the mouth you were feel­ing, you only had to be with her for a minute or two and ev­ery­thing was good again.” He fell silent for a few sec­onds, then very qui­etly re­peated him­self: “Ev­ery­thing … was… good.”


  “Was it a sick­ness that killed her? ”


  “No. She was mur­dered. “


  “Mur­dered? How hor­ri­ble.”


  “On the day of her wed­ding. Right there in the church, stand­ing be­side the man she was go­ing to marry, Finnegan Hob.” Tears were brim­ming in the munkee’s eyes. “I was there. I saw it all. And I never want to see any­thing so ter­ri­ble again as long as I live. It was as if all the light went out of the world in one mo­ment.”


  “Who mur­dered her? ” Candy asked.


  Filth’s face was com­pletely mo­tion­less, ex­cept his eyes, which flick­ered back and forth like pan­icked pris­on­ers in the cells of his skull.


  “They said a dragon did it. Well, a dragon did do it; at least the killing part. And Finnegan killed the thing right out­side the church, so that was an end to that. But the real vil­lain …” His eyes closed for a mo­ment. When they opened again he was look­ing di­rectly at Candy. “The Lord of Gor­gos­sium,” he said, very qui­etly. “That’s who made it hap­pen. Christo­pher Car­rion.”


  “Why wasn’t he ar­rested? ”


  The munkee made a bit­ter laugh. “Be­cause he’s the Prince of Mid­night. Un­touch­able by the laws of Day. And no­body on the Night­side would bring him to law; how could they? Not when he was the last Car­rion! It makes me crazy to think about it! He has her blood on his hands, her light on his hands. And he goes free, to cause more mis­chief. There’s no jus­tice in this world!”


  “You know this for cer­tain? ” Candy said. “That he’s guilty of her mur­der? ”


  Af­ter a mo­ment’s mus­ing, Filth said: “Put it this way: if he was stand­ing here right now, and I had the means to do away with him … I would .”The munkee snapped his fin­gers. “Like that! There are some things you don’t need ev­i­dence for. You just know. In your heart. I don’t know why he did it. I don’t re­ally care. I only know he did.” Now he fell silent, and in the lush breeze the lament re­turned.


  “Sad mu­sic,” Candy said.


  “Well, this isn’t a place of danc­ing. Not any­more. Will you ex­cuse me for a while? I don’t feel in the mood to go on talk­ing.”


  “Oh yes, of course. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have


  “The num­ber of times I’ve told my­self: do your best to be happy. You can’t change the past. She’s gone for­ever. And that’s all there is to it. But I sup­pose there’s a lit­tle cor­ner of my heart that re­fuses to be­lieve that.”


  He gave Candy one last, mourn­ful glance, and then he headed off into the blue shad­ows. As he went he said: “The mu­si­cian’s called Bi­larki, by the way. He doesn’t talk any­more, so don’t try and get a con­ver­sa­tion out of him; you’ll be wast­ing your time.”


   


  


  


  15. THE PUR­SUER

  



   


  TWO SUM­MERS BE­FORE, THERE had been a tragedy in Chick­en­town that could have matched the tale of Princess Boa for sad­ness. A young man called Johnny Morales had come into town for his sis­ter Na­dine’s wed­ding, and the night be­fore had been killed in an au­to­mo­bile ac­ci­dent. The young man’s pas­sen­ger, who was the bride­groom-to-be, had also been killed. They’d been drink­ing heav­ily at the groom-to-be’s bach­e­lor party, and laugh­ing to­gether (ac­cord­ing to a sur­vivor of the wreck) when Morales had lost con­trol of his car and run off the high­way into a tree. The dou­ble tragedy had been too much for Na­dine. Hav­ing lost her brother and her beloved in one ter­ri­ble mo­ment, she gave up on life. Two and a half months later she checked into a run­down mo­tel on the out­skirts of town and took enough of her mother’s sleep­ing pills to make sure she never woke up again. The pain, the sad­ness, the mean­ing­less­ness of her life with­out her brother and her al­most hus­band had over­whelmed her.


  Candy had known Na­dine just a lit­tle; she had worked as a check­out girl at the su­per­mar­ket where her mother, Melissa Quack­en­bush, had shopped. She’d al­ways seemed the kind of per­son Candy could never imag­ine her­self be­ing: al­ways smil­ing, al­ways help­ful.


  Her death had af­fected Candy deeply. For rea­sons she couldn’t re­ally un­der­stand, she’d felt pro­foundly sad. Sad­der even than what she’d felt when Grand­pappy O’Don­nell had passed away.


  She’d dreamed about be­ing at the wed­ding many times af­ter that, in a huge church filled with the kind of flow­ers you’d only ever see in a dream. Some­times she’d been a guest at the wed­ding (though in re­al­ity no­body from the Quack­en­bush fam­ily had been close enough to any of the bride’s or bride­groom’s fam­i­lies to be in­vited). Some­times she’d been the bride. She hadn’t told any­body the dreams. She’d felt a lit­tle fool­ish about hav­ing them; af­ter all, she re­ally had no right to them. It wasn’t her tragedy. Why then had it moved her so deeply?


  She sat in the cham­ber with the por­traits of Prince Quif­fin and the young Princess Boa and turned the puz­zle over, look­ing for some way in to it. She felt a con­nec­tion here in the Twi­light Palace: the sad­ness of Na­dine Morales and that of Princess Boa joined by a bridge of her own feel­ings, her own thoughts. But why? What was the pur­pose of that bridge?


  And while she was ask­ing her­self these ques­tions, it was prob­a­bly worth also ask­ing why fate had dropped her here in the palace in the first place. As Me­this had car­ried her to­ward the Hour of Seven and the mist-shrouded trees had come into view, she’d had the dis­tinct im­pres­sion that there was some­thing here that was sig­nif­i­cant; though at the time she hadn’t known what. Now she did.


  These empty, lament-filled rooms were what had drawn her. Those, and the story she had just heard.


  Now, hav­ing heard it, she wanted to leave. The munkee’s story had brought back the thoughts of Na­dine Morales, and she wanted to put those out of her head. But there was still a large part of the palace she hadn’t seen. She couldn’t leave here (pos­si­bly to never come back) with­out in­ves­ti­gat­ing fur­ther. So, as the in­vis­i­ble Bi­larki con­tin­ued to play his laments (a dif­fer­ent melody now, but no less sad than those that had pre­ceded it), she ven­tured deeper and deeper into the palace. The light di­min­ished as she went, and the darker it got the eas­ier it was to imag­ine how these rooms might have been when the palace had still been in its glory. What an amaz­ing place it must have been! The walls bright with color, the air full of laugh­ter and the smell of good food. If only she’d been here to see it. In a way, she thought, she’d come to the Abarat too late; its days of fine palaces and great Kings and Queens were over. The Abarat had be­come a chaotic place, over­shad­owed by mur­der and bad magic, by sad­ness and freak shows and the ever-present laugh­ter of the Com­mexo Kid.


  The sheer weight of Bi­larki’s mu­sic was be­gin­ning to take its toll.


  The far­ther she went, the more tired she be­came. Her limbs be­gan to feel heavy. Soon she wanted to lie down and sleep for a while. And why not? She was as safe here as any other place. Safer, prob­a­bly. She found her­self a chaise lounge that looked rea­son­ably com­fort­able and sat down on it. Up in the branches of the trees Bi­larki moved like a ghost, trail­ing his laments as he walked through the trees.


  Her lids were like lead; they soon closed. In a few sec­onds her head was filled with voices, ris­ing up out of the walls around her.


  Some­body seemed to call her, as if from the past.


  “Come here, dear one!” he said.


  “The stars are so bright tonight, ” a. young woman’s voice replied. “I won­der what they say? ”


  “Don’t ask! Never ask. “


  “Why not? ”


  “Be­cause you might not like the an­swer. “


  She heard some­body laugh­ing at this and turned her dream sight around, look­ing for who­ever it was who was so amused, and she found a man with a large gray beard stand­ing at the op­po­site end of the room. Even if he hadn’t been wear­ing a crown, Candy would in­stantly have rec­og­nized him as the King. He looked di­rectly at her in the dream, and there was such love in his eyes, such deep, un­spoil­able love, that it made Candy want to cry with plea­sure. She could never re­mem­ber her fa­ther look­ing at her in such a way.


  “What’s this, child? ” Claus said. “Please, no tears. “


  Candy put her hand up to her face. Her cheeks were wet. The King ap­proached her, open­ing his arms as he ap­proached.


  “There’s noth­ing in the world to be sad about, dar­ling. “


  “I was only think­ing of how dif­fer­ent things will be when I’m mar­ried” came the re­ply. It was her voice she heard speak­ing, but it was sub­tly changed. It had a rich­ness in it that wasn’t in Candy’s voice, a kind of lilt­ing mu­sic. She made a note to her­self to re­mem­ber this when she woke from this dream.


  “He loves you” King Claus said to her. “He loves you, my dar­ling, with all his heart. If he did not, I would not al­low him to marry you and take you away from me. “


  Claus smiled and gen­tly stroked her face. She half ex­pected his fin­gers to be cold—reach­ing as he was from the past—but no, they were warm and soft. He spoke again, now al­most whis­per­ing.


  “Finnegan is a child of both Night and Day, ” he said. “There has never been a man like him in the his­tory of the is­lands. At least none that we know of. It is a gift of the Gods that you two should Jind each other and jail in love. To­gether you will heal a breach that has di­vided these is­lands for gen­er­a­tions”


  In Claus’ eyes she could see how this prospect de­lighted him. “You’ll have the most beau­ti­ful chil­dren the Abarat has ever seen, and this palace will be the per­fect place for them to live, be­cause it stands at the spot where the Dark Hours meet the Light.


  “Smile, “he said again, oh so softly.


  She put her hand up and cov­ered his, in­ter­weav­ing their fin­gers.


  Be­fore she could make the smile he wanted to see, she heard some­body shout­ing, far off.


  “What is that? ” she said.


  King Claus was still look­ing at her with that sweetly lov­ing ex­pres­sion, as though he hadn’t heard her ask the ques­tion. The shout­ing be­came louder, but no more co­her­ent. Who­ever it was who was do­ing the yelling, he was in a state of panic.


  She looked around, but there was no sign of an in­truder. The room she was in was bright and happy, like the peo­ple in it.


  Then she re­al­ized: the pan­icker wasn’t here with her in this dream. He was out­side, in the wak­ing world!


  “I have to go, ” she said to Claus. It was strange to be talk­ing this way to some­body in a dream, but he’d been so kind to her that she didn’t want to of­fend him.


  “Where are you go­ing? ” King Claus said. “You be­long here. Al­ways.


  Al­ways.”


  “I have to wake up!” she said.


  He looked at her with a puz­zled ex­pres­sion on his face. “Wake up? ” he said. “But you’re not dream­ing—”


  “Yes, I am. I am! Lis­ten to that shout­ing!”


  “I can’t hear any­thing, ” King Claus said gen­tly. “Is this a joke? ”


  “No—” she said, step­ping away from him. “I have to go. “


  His fin­gers were still in­ter­wo­ven with hers; he didn’t want to let her go. Nor, in a way, did she want to lose con­tact with him. She could have hap­pily bathed in the King’s voice and words for an­other hour.


  Still, she had to go. The pan­icked voice was close. And now she rec­og­nized it.


  “Filth!” she said.


  “The munkee? ” Claus replied.


  “Yes. Yes, the munkee!” Candy replied. “He’s in trou­ble. I have to go to him!” She pulled her hand from the King’s hand, and as they broke con­tact she felt her­self ris­ing up out of the wak­ing dream. “I’m sorry,” she said to the King as his face grew dim­mer be­fore her. “I’m sure I’ll She didn’t have a chance to fin­ish the sen­tence. At that mo­ment she woke, and the dream dis­ap­peared in a heart­beat.


  Filth was at her side, his eyes cra­zier than ever.


  “We gotta prob­lem!” he hollered. “We gotta big prob­lem!”


  “What is it? ” said Candy, rub­bing her eyes.


  “I went down to the beach to get some fresh air, and this boat came in with four stitch­lings row­ing. You know what stitch­lings are? ”


  “Oh yes. I’m afraid I do.”


  “These weren’t your nor­mal stitch­lings, though. These were big­ger, stronger. And they had these hel­mets


  “Mires. They’re called mires,” Candy said grimly. “I as­sume they weren’t alone? ”


  - “No.”


  “There was a man with criss-cross tat­toos on his cheeks lead­ing them? ”


  “Yes, there was.”


  “His name’s Otto Houli­han, some­times called the Criss-Cross Man.”


  “I’ve heard of him. He’s—”


  “A hunter. He works for the man who killed your Princess


  “Christo­pher Car­rion.”


  “Ex­actly.”


  “And now Houli­han’s com­ing af­ter you? ”


  “Yes.”


  “Why? ”


  “I guess Car­rion thinks I’m trou­ble.”


  Filth tilted his head, a look of be­muse­ment on his face. “Why would he think that? ”


  “Long story.”


  “The short ver­sion.”


  “Well … I came from the Here­after. By ac­ci­dent. I think…”


  “Go on,” said Filth.


  “There are some peo­ple in Gor­gos­sium who think I’m here to spoil their plans.”


  “What kind of plans? ”


  “I don’t know.”


  “So you’re not—”


  “Not what? ”


  “Here to spoil their plans? ”


  “No. I don’t even know what their plans are.”


  “So they’re bark­ing up the wrong tree.”


  “Yes. But I just hap­pen to be up in this tree, and it doesn’t seem to mat­ter to them that I’m in­no­cent.”


  “They’ll take you any­way.”


  “Prob­a­bly.”


  “Huh.” Filth con­sid­ered all this for a mo­ment. “Fas­ci­nat­ing,” he re­marked. Then: “Gotta go.”


  “You’re leav­ing? ”


  “Yes. Well, I’m—”


  “—a busy munkee!”


  “A cow­ard.”


  Candy laughed, de­spite the grim­ness of her sit­u­a­tion.


  “At least I’m hon­est,” said Filth. “Good-bye. It was re­ally nice know­ing you.”


  There was a loud crash from the di­rec­tion of the palace en­trance, fol­lowed by Houli­han’s voice.


  “Candy Quack­en­bush” he yelled. “Show your­self! Give your­self up! Do you hear me? ”


  Filth gave Candy a cheesy grin, then fled, bound­ing through a win­dow that was set too high in the wall for Candy to fol­low him through.


  “Thanks a bunch, munkee!” she called softly af­ter him.


  Houli­han, mean­while, was fol­low­ing his nose through the labyrinth of the palace, his voice get­ting louder all the time.


  “You’ve nowhere left to run,” he shouted. “Just throw your­self down on the ground and wait for me.”


  Candy did her best to put the Criss-Cross Man out of her head and in­stead con­cen­trated on how to avoid her pur­suer. There were plenty of doors, but where did they lead? If she took the wrong turn, the pas­sage­way might lead her back into Houli­han’s hands.


  While she was pon­der­ing all this, the breeze that had first come blow­ing along the beach out of the trees came once more against her face, car­ry­ing Bi­larki’s mu­sic. She would fol­low it, she de­cided, and hope that it would lead her to safety. Where was it com­ing from? She held her breath, lis­ten­ing closely. Ah, there, through the door off to her right, with the clouds carved into the dark frame.


  She didn’t linger. Slip­ping off her shoes, she hur­ried to the door and pushed it open. The breeze was wait­ing on the other side, and so was Bi­larki’s mu­sic. She fol­lowed it, fleet footed, pray­ing to her­self that it would lead her to safety.


  One thing was cer­tain: the chase was lead­ing her into rooms which she had so far not dis­cov­ered; rooms that be­came more mirac­u­lous in ap­pear­ance the far­ther she trav­eled. One room had walls that looked as though they’d been carved from green ice (though the walls were quite warm); an­other was cun­ningly dec­o­rated with an open win­dow through which a for­est could be seen that threw down a shadow made of light. But she had no time to ad­mire any of these places for more than a mo­ment. The sound of Houli­han’s ap­proach was never very far off, and some­times his stitch­lings set up a hellish howl­ing which echoed through the palace as though it were some ter­ri­ble mad­house. Luck­ily, she still had Bi­larki’s mu­sic. Just as she felt cer­tain she had come around in a cir­cle and was go­ing to be de­liv­ered into Houli­han’s grip, she would find that the mu­sic had led her into a com­pletely new part of this ex­tra­or­di­nary labyrinth.


  Her good for­tune couldn’t go on for­ever, how­ever. By de­grees the sound of her pur­suers be­came louder, and more than once as she slipped out of one door she saw their shad­ows cross­ing the thresh­old of an­other.


  “I see you…” the Criss-Cross Man called af­ter her. “I told you, Candy Quack­en­bush. There’s nowhere left to run. …”


  She glanced back, and he was there, fi­nally, his face the same sickly yel­low she re­mem­bered, his eyes fetid with ha­tred. For a mo­ment his gaze fixed upon her and she was held by it, as though he had some­how rooted her feet to the floor. It took a great ef­fort of will to unglue her­self, but she man­aged it. She turned away from him and scanned the wall ahead in search of an exit. At first she could see no door: only a fresco de­pict­ing a pur­ple land­scape, its hori­zon lit by a con­stel­la­tion of lantern stars, where an­i­mals that looked like es­capees from some gos­samer cir­cus pa­raded and leaped.


  But her eyes were sharp, even in the half-light of the Twi­light Palace. There was a door in the wall. It was just so cun­ningly in­cor­po­rated into the el­e­gant paint­ing that it was at first not ap­par­ent.


  Now she saw it; and ig­nor­ing an­other warn­ing from Houli­han, she fled through it, and into the Twi­light Palace’s strangest cham­ber.


   


  


  


  16. THE WUN­DERKAM­MEN

  



   


  IN THE MID­DLE OF the room was a tree whose am­bi­tious branches had pierced the roof of the cham­ber. Sit­ting at the base of the tree on a large toad­stool was the mu­si­cian whose laments had drawn Candy to this palace of strange won­ders in the first place: Bi­larki. He was a rel­a­tively com­mon­place-look­ing in­di­vid­ual, ex­cept for the ten­drils of spi­ral­ing mat­ter that grew out of his head and his back, sway­ing to the rhythm of the mu­sic that he played. His in­stru­ment was not an oboe, as Candy had first guessed; it was some­thing far more Abara­tian, and the notes that arose from it were wo­ven strands of green and turquoise and or­ange.


  She was loathe to dis­tract him from his mu­sic mak­ing, but the sit­u­a­tion was dire.


  “Ex­cuse me,” she said to him. “Is there a way out of here?


  Be­sides the wav I came in, I mean.”


  He opened his eyes, which had been closed in plea­sure, and looked at her side­ways. She could tell by the ex­pres­sion on his face that he un­der­stood what she was say­ing to him, but in­stead of re­spond­ing he just con­tin­ued to play. Or did he? Was the play­ing some­how a way of re­spond­ing to her? The mu­sic had shrugged off its sad­ness com­pletely now and was get­ting in­creas­ingly ur­gent. She at­tended closely. What was he say­ing?


  “There is an­other way, isn’t there? ” she said.


  Bi­larki played on. He was al­most in a frenzy by now. Clearly he wasn’t go­ing to re­ply to her.


  She glanced back to­ward the door through which she’d come.


  On the other side of it she could hear the sound of ob­jects be­ing bro­ken, fur­ni­ture be­ing over­turned. Clearly Houli­han was pre­pared to trash the en­tire palace rather than let her slip through his fin­gers again as she had on Nin­ny­ham­mer, Soma Plume, Huf­faker and Ba­bilo­nium. With the mu­sic adding fuel to her fire, she be­gan to search along the walls, high and low, look­ing for some sign of an­other door.


  The scene painted on the wall—which showed two monk­ish char­ac­ters (one hu­man, one Abara­tian) car­ry­ing staffs that bloomed into leaves and stars—made the search more dif­fi­cult, its elab­o­rate beauty con­stantly dis­tract­ing her from the sim­ple busi­ness of find­ing a han­dle, or a switch, even a nar­row crack that would of­fer some clue to the lo­ca­tion of an exit. Still, she was thor­ough, keep­ing her palms pressed to the wall while she sys­tem­at­i­cally moved around the room.


  The mu­sic was los­ing its ag­i­ta­tion, she no­ticed. What was it telling her? That she was get­ting cold. Yes! Glanc­ing up at Bi­larki, she re­versed the di­rec­tion of her search, and sure enough the mu­sic from the trees above re­gained its mo­men­tum, urg­ing her on in the di­rec­tion she was go­ing. She reached the cor­ner of the room, look­ing along the wall ahead of her. It didn’t look too promis­ing. There was no sign of any crack or fis­sure along the wall, how­ever in­signif­i­cant.


  But still the mu­sic urged her on, and she obeyed its ur­gent in­struc­tion, in­ves­ti­gat­ing this wall as care­fully as she had the last.


  She didn’t waste a mo­ment look­ing back to­ward the door. She didn’t need to. She could hear the sound of de­struc­tion get­ting steadily louder as Houli­han and his mon­sters searched the room be­hind her. It was only a mat­ter of time be­fore they found the door through which she’d come. A minute or two if she was lucky.


  Sec­onds, more likely.


  And then, with­out warn­ing, the mu­sic changed again. The ur­gent mu­sic sud­denly gave way to a slow steady chord, which seemed to catch at her heart. She pressed at the wall in front of her with re­newed in­ten­sity, as the chord Bi­larki was play­ing be­came more pow­er­ful. Was it her imag­i­na­tion, or was there a faint re­ver­ber­a­tion in the wall? No, she wasn’t imag­in­ing it. The painted wall was trem­bling, as though it knew a se­cret and it was shak­ing with the an­tic­i­pa­tion of shar­ing what it knew.


  The din from be­hind her was sud­denly ter­ri­fy­ingly loud. And this time she couldn’t help her­self: she glanced back. To her great sur­prise, she saw Filth the munkee duck­ing through the door, ob­vi­ously do­ing his best to look as small as pos­si­ble as he ran. He kept run­ning un­til he reached Candy, at which point he did his best to hide be­hind her skinny legs.


  “You came back,” she said, smil­ing down at him.


  “Ssh!” he replied, ner­vously fin­ger­ing his booger-filled nos­trils.


  “They’re right out­side the door.”


  He had no sooner spo­ken than sev­eral things hap­pened at the same mo­ment. First, the tremu­lous chord that Bi­larki had been play­ing re­solved it­self into some fi­nal state, and the wall be­neath Candy’s palm churned and shook and opened up. She heard Filth gasp, and she looked down to see an ex­pres­sion of awe on his simian face.


  “Will you look at that? ” he said.


  Candy fol­lowed the line of his gaze. She had per­haps four sec­onds to mar­vel at the un­veil­ing of the room. Then she heard the sound of her pur­suers squab­bling to be the first through the door, and Houli­han’s voice cut­ting through the ar­gu­ment.


  “I see you, Candy Quack­en­bush!”


  Again she looked back. Houli­han’s face had grown brighter since she’d looked at him a few min­utes be­fore. Now it cast a jaun­diced lu­mi­nos­ity on the mire-stitch­lings who sur­rounded him with a most un­flat­ter­ing light, re­veal­ing them in all their ter­ri­ble empti­ness, like liv­ing scare­crows drag­ging their rot­ted car­casses through these ex­quis­ite cham­bers in pur­suit of her.


  “Bring her to me!” the Criss-Cross Man cried.


  At his in­struc­tion the stitch­lings came lum­ber­ing across the room, all reach­ing out to be the first to lay their cold hands on her.


  “Quick!” Filth said. “Move your­self be­fore it’s too late!”


  He pulled on her arm and hauled her through the open­ing in the wall.


  The room on the other side wasn’t like any other room that she’d found in the palace. There was noth­ing in it made for hu­man com­fort: no chairs, no ta­ble, no bed. There were shelves on three of the four walls, built from floor to ceil­ing, but there was noth­ing on those shelves that might have been for the en­ter­tain­ment of the palace’s oc­cu­pants, such as books. In­stead the place was filled, ev­ery avail­able inch of it, with ob­jects that had noth­ing in com­mon with one an­other.


  Hang­ing from the ceil­ing on a web of rusty chains was a stuffed rep­tile of some kind, which pos­sessed six pairs of pe­tite but brightly col­ored feath­ered wings and a sev­enth, much larger wing, which grew from the crown of its long-snouted head. A mummy sit­ting in a chair look­ing thor­oughly bored. On the shelves be­hind the des­ic­cated gi­ant were dozens of jars, urns, flasks and other odd ves­sels in which were pick­led a bizarre cross sec­tion of ob­jects both nat­u­ral and un­nat­u­ral. In one was a bird with a baby’s head (or a baby with a bird’s body), wear­ing a pretty pink lace bon­net. In an­other was a crea­ture with a halo of ten­ta­cles, posed against a painted seascape. Many of the ob­jects weren’t even things she could name, odd en­crusted forms that might have been the rusted parts of some an­cient clock­work ma­chin­ery or the fos­silized rem­nants of some an­cient crus­tacean or the cu­ri­ous min­gling of the two.


  On an­other wall, a col­lec­tion of masks had been hung in no par­tic­u­larly art­ful ar­range­ment; and among them, dolls in wed­ding dresses, their once-vir­ginal lace yel­lowed by time.


  “This is the Wun­derkam­men, ” the munkee ex­plained. “I think that’s a word that comes from the Here­after. It means a Cab­i­net of Won­ders.” It was the odd­est col­lec­tion Candy had ever seen and ut­terly ar­bi­trary: as though some­body had sim­ply as­sem­bled in one room ev­ery strange and un­usual thing he had ever laid his hands or eyes upon. The cen­ter­piece was an Abara­tian totem pole carved of wood and gar­ishly painted: a tribe of crea­tures sit­ting one on top of the shoul­ders of an­other, some squat­ting com­fort­ably, oth­ers bal­anced pre­car­i­ously. The pole was too tall to be ac­com­mo­dated by the room. A hole had been cut in the ceil­ing, and the totem rose an­other eight or nine feet be­yond.


  De­spite the need to move on be­fore Houli­han caught up with them, the pole was too ex­tra­or­di­nary for Candy to just pass it by.


  “What is it? ” she asked Filth.


  “It’s a tribe,” he replied. “A whole tribe, frozen to­gether.”


  “Why? ”


  “Pun­ish­ment. They’re called the Totemix. And they’re trou­ble­mak­ers, let me tell you.”


  Candy’s eyes flicked up and down the Totemix, go­ing from face to face. There were all man­ner of pe­cu­liar­i­ties in the as­sem­bly: wild men and crazy women, cross-eyed chil­dren and face pulling dogs. She was still look­ing at this in­cred­i­ble col­lec­tion when she heard the Criss-Cross Man’s voice be­hind her.


  “Well, well…” Houli­han said. “Look at this!


  You’ve got a nose for ob­jects of power, Quack­c­n­bush!”


  “I do? ”


  “First the Key—”


  “That wasn’t me.”


  “Now King Claus’ pri­vate col­lec­tion of as­ton­ish­ments, huh?


  His Wun­derkam­men. I would never have found it if I hadn’t had you to fol­low. Car­rion will be very pleased. Very pleased. He might even de­cide not to have you ex­e­cuted.” Houli­han smiled. “Though I doubt that,” he said, putting on a pass­able im­i­ta­tion of re­gret.


  “Nuth! Yit­ter! Take her away. But be care­ful with her, you un­der­stand me? ”


  The two largest stitch­lings growled their re­sponse and ap­proached Candy with a strange cau­tion, as though they were afraid of her or some­thing in her vicin­ity.


  But just as they laid their hands on her, the munkee un­leashed a screech so sud­den and so loud that it made the stitch­lings lose their grip on their quarry. Candy was quick. She ducked past their out­stretched fin­gers and made a rush for the door. Houli­han blocked her way, a smug smile on his check­ered face.


  “Not this time,” he said.


  He ca­su­ally shoved her back into the room, and she fell against a ta­ble on which was laid a group of carved, brightly painted Gods and God­desses. The stat­ues fell to the floor, and Candy went down among them. As she fell, she could have sworn she heard voices nearby, speak­ing as it were through fixed ex­pres­sions.


  “Lordy-Lou!” some­body said.


  “Down she goes!” said an­other.


  “Clumsy, ain’t she? ” a third re­marked.


  She picked up one of the stat­ues by its wooden legs and peered at it.


  “Did you speak? ” she said to it.


  The statue stared back at her with dead eyes. No, it hadn’t spo­ken.


  So what had?


  “Take her!” Houli­han yelled to his stitch­lings, and the big­ger of the two came rush­ing at her. She at­tempted to de­fend her­self with the statue, but Yit­ter—if Yit­ter it was—sim­ply snatched the carv­ing out of her grip and struck her a blow that flung her half­way across the room. She landed at the base of the totem pole.


  Houli­han saun­tered to­ward her.


  “It’s over, girl, “he said. “You’re mine.”


  He was in­ter­rupted by a dark blur that dropped down from the ceil­ing. It was Filth. The mo­men­tum threw the Criss-Cross Man back­ward as Filth beat him with his fists.


  “Get this ape off me! “Houli­han yelled.


  “I’m not an ape!” Filth screeched. “I’m a munkee! MUN! KEEEE!”


  Candy knew she only had a few sec­onds’ grace be­fore the stitch­lings pulled Filth off Houli­han. She reached up and caught hold of the totem, in­tend­ing to pull her­self to her feet. The mo­ment she made con­tact with the ob­ject, how­ever, she felt a shock in her hand which ran up her arm, through her shoul­der, up her neck and into her head, where it erupted in a strangely plea­sur­able burst of feel­ing. Though there was chaos ev­ery­where, her thoughts were cool and com­fort­able. She looked down at the palm of her hand and saw to her as­ton­ish­ment that it was bright, al­most golden; in fact, the map of her anatomy—bones and nerves and all the rest—was sud­denly vis­i­ble to her. It wasn’t up­set­ting to see her hand this way.


  Quite the re­verse. It was won­der­ful. In a time­less space where there was no Criss-Cross Man, nor stitch­lings, she stared down at the in­tri­ca­cies of her palm with sweet won­der­ment.


  The vi­sion didn’t last long. Not want­ing to lose it, she put her hand back on the totem, hop­ing the re­newed con­tact would ig­nite that golden fire a sec­ond time. And it did! As soon as she touched the carv­ings, a fresh wave of feel­ing passed up through her hand and blos­somed in her head.


  She felt a rush of en­ergy against her face, like a breath ex­haled.


  And with it the sound of voices—the same voices that had spo­ken so un­flat­ter­ingly when she’d fallen down but that now were speak­ing what sounded like a sin­gle mul­ti­syl­la­bled word, from which she could pick out only a few rec­og­niz­able sounds.


  “—ca­mu­nan­o­tafre­exa­m­ale­sa­t­acpo­lastafan—”


  She looked up at the pole, and her mind, which had been strug­gling with the mys­tery of things half re­mem­bered since she’d stepped over the palace thresh­old, was sud­denly granted a rush of com­pre­hen­sion.


  Totemix! Filth had said Totemix]


  That was the name of the crea­tures who were gab­bling right now. They were a tribe called the Totemix! And they were there in the pole, be­ing stirred from their slum­bers by the touch of her palm!


  She saw them mov­ing now, shift­ing in their skin of paint, their eyes flick­er­ing, their mouths widen­ing, part­ing, smil­ing as the spell of life moved up the pole from the spot where Candy had made con­tact. With ev­ery few inches it crept, a new limb or or­gan would be granted life. An arm ex­tended it­self, a foot wrig­gled its three-jointed toes, a trio of eyes fo­cused on the world they had wo­ken to. There were none among the Totemix that were com­pletely hu­man; but then there were none that were com­pletely an­i­mal ei­ther.


  One, she saw, was a long-limbed, round-bod­ied crea­ture with a sin­gle horn on its head; an­other had three vaguely fe­line heads, but wore a fancy suit; a third and fourth were joined at the head, their fea­tures in­dis­tin­guish­able.


  The first crea­tures to es­cape this strange prison were the birds, or those of vaguely bird­like form. They leaped out of their solid state with grate­ful cries, in­stantly climb­ing up to the heights of the cham­ber and cir­cling the vaulted ceil­ing.


  Their voices seemed to be a call to life; it speeded up the wak­ing of the other Totemix.


  A crea­ture with a ser­pen­tine body and ver­mil­ion wings flew up to join the con­gre­ga­tion of birds; a crea­ture with a nose that could be played like a vi­o­lin came out mak­ing his own strange mu­sic.


  A woman bristling with white fur threw her­self at the wall and did a som­er­sault off it. Ev­ery­where there were ju­bi­la­tions and as­ton­ish­ments, whoops of joy and shouts of de­light.


  None of the crea­tures looked an­gry or ready to do any harm, but the Criss-Cross Man kept his dis­tance nev­er­the­less. Again he or­dered the stitch­lings to move in and bring Candy to him, but even they were re­luc­tant to get too close to the awak­en­ing Totemix.


  Mean­while the res­ur­rec­tion con­tin­ued, as liv­ing things jumped and flew from ev­ery part of the pole. In some places so many crea­tures had been cun­ningly wo­ven to­gether that when they came to life it was like up­end­ing a jug of liv­ing things and let­ting the con­tents spill out. Tiny ro­dents un­curl­ing them­selves as they tum­bled, piglike an­i­mals that pos­sessed squeals out of all pro­por­tion to their diminu­tive size, long-limbed apes no big­ger than Candy’s hand. And while this rain of tiny mar­vels fell, much greater beasts rose up from the col­umn like bathers emerg­ing from a warm bath: slug­gish at first, but in­vig­o­rated by the first gust of cool air that came against their faces.


  Candy sat in the midst of this spring­ing up of life with tears of joy and amaze­ment in her eyes. She had sel­dom felt so happy as she did right now.


  Houli­han was not happy. It pleased him not at all to see this spec­ta­cle of con­spic­u­ous hap­pi­ness, of golden light and joy­ful bird­song, of things com­ing forth into the liv­ing world with yelps of bliss. It dis­gusted and re­volted him. Most of all, he was re­volted by the Quack­en­bush girl, who was sit­ting at the heart of all these birthings wear­ing tears and an id­i­otic smile. Twice now he had or­dered the stitch­lings to ven­ture into the chaos of light and life and bring her to him. But the stitch­lings, even the mires, were stupid, su­per­sti­tious crea­tures. They were in­tim­i­dated by the flux of power that sur­rounded the girl. The only way he was go­ing to be able to fin­ish this wretched busi­ness off, Houli­han knew, was for him to ven­ture into the tribe of Totemix and seize Candy with his own hands.


  He wasn’t en­tirely weapon­less. He had bought from a man in Huf­faker a Star-Striker, a four-foot-long bat, which had been used in the an­cient and bru­tal sport of Star-Strik­ing. Strik­ers were moral things. They knew the dif­fer­ence be­tween good and bad and chose to fa­vor one or the other. The striker that Houli­han car­ried with him had been owned by a line of fear­some Star-Strik­ers, who had played the great game with bru­tal, and of­ten lethal, ef­fi­ciency. In other words, he car­ried a bat that had not only struck fall­ing stars out of the air but had killed many in­no­cents along the way. He liked its heft. It gave him con­fi­dence. It had all the au­thor­ity of an ex­e­cu­tioner’s axe. He lifted it up and let it fall weight­ily on his shoul­der.


  Then, do­ing his best to ig­nore all the brouhaha of the Totemix, he fo­cused his at­ten­tions upon the girl from the Here­after.


  “Count the sec­onds, Candy Quack­en­bush,” he said. Some­thing had cracked in­side him, as he’d watched Candy among the Totemix.


  What­ever Car­rion’s or­ders had been, he would not be bring­ing Candy back to Gor­gos­sium alive. With the Star-Striker held tight in his hand he went in pur­suit of the girl, de­ter­mined to bring an end to her and her cor­rup­tions once and for all.


   


  


  


  17. THE STAR-STRIKER

  



   


  BE­ING IN THE MIDST of the loos­ing of the Totemix was like noth­ing Candy had ever seen or felt be­fore. The golden light that she’d first seen in her own hand now filled the air all around her, a great vor­tex in which many of the res­ur­rected crea­tures still ca­vorted as though sim­ply for the sheer plea­sure of it. Was this what the be­gin­ning of the world had been like, she won­dered? A kind of bright spi­ral-dance?


  She wanted to be a part of that dance. She got to her feet and be­gan to spin around in the mid­dle of the light, laugh­ing as if she were half crazy. Maybe she was. Maybe this whole ad­ven­ture was a kind of mad dream, which she was in­vent­ing as she went along. If so, she didn’t want to wake up from it. There was too much to see, to much t o Wait! As she spun around she caught an un­wel­come glimpse of an in­ter­loper in this magic dance. The Criss-Cross Man had left his refuge by the door and was com­ing to­ward the cen­ter of the room, wield­ing a weapon of some kind. Arcs of blue-black light­ning sprang from it, hit­ting the walls and even, on oc­ca­sion, the ceil­ing. The weapon gave off a smell of burn­ing sugar min­gled with some­thing fouler. The waves of golden power flow­ing from the Totemix re­coiled from the weapon, as though in dis­gust at its es­sen­tial na­ture.


  To judge by the ex­pres­sion on Otto Houli­han’s face, he was plea­sur­ably sur­prised at the weapon’s ef­fi­ciency. He wielded it with two hands, cut­ting a dark swathe through the golden veils of life, hack­ing his way in Candy’s di­rec­tion.


  “It’s over, girl,” he said. “This is the end! The end!”


  Candy stopped danc­ing and fo­cused on Houli­han as best she could, look­ing for some way to slip past him.


  “Filth!” she yelled.


  “Over here!” the munkee replied.


  Filth had clam­bered up a stack of shelves and was now squat­ting at the top.


  “Get out of here!” Candy called to him. “And get all the Totemix out too!”


  “Why? ”


  “Him” Candy said, nod­ding to­ward the Criss-Cross Man.


  Filth got the mes­sage im­me­di­ately. Candy watched him start to scram­ble down the shelves, then she re­turned her at­ten­tion to the en­emy.


  Houli­han had raised the dark weapon above his head.


  “Star-Striker! Star-Striker!” Candy heard Filth yell. “Watch out, he’s got a Star-Striker!”


  She glanced over her shoul­der, won­der­ing how far she had to re­treat. Not very far, as it turned out. The erup­tion of power from the un­leash­ing of the Totemix had thrown over a great mass of fur­ni­ture; she would have to turn her back on Houli­han to clam­ber over it all, leav­ing her ex­posed to at­tack.


  But what other op­tion did she have? It was ei­ther that or re­main stand­ing here in the midst of the light, and let­ting him. The light. Of course: the light.


  She opened her hands and stared down at her palms. The golden glow she’d seen there was still shin­ing as bright as ever. Motes and scraps of bright­ness were drawn to her fin­gers from the air.


  It s all part of the dance, she thought; the dust, her hands, the light that was spi­ral­ing around her: it’s all part of the same won­der­ful dance.


  And I’m in it.


  She reached down and closed her hand around the bright air, then tugged at it. There was weight in the lu­mi­nes­cence, and strength. It was like pulling on a piece of fab­ric; she could feel the light fold­ing around her fin­gers, ea­ger to make it­self more in­ti­mate with her.


  If Houli­han guessed what she was up to, she knew he would rush to quicken her end. But he was too in­tent on his weapon at that mo­ment; his gaze was turned up lov­ingly to­ward the Star-Striker.


  Candy had room in her heart to feel a lit­tle pang of sor­row for him, that he would never feel the joy that had been granted to her in the time she had ex­plored the mys­ter­ies of the Abarat. He had cho­sen evil and dark­ness; poor, sad man that he was …


  All the while that she was shap­ing these thoughts, she was work­ing at the light with her hands, sub­tly gath­er­ing it to her body.


  It came more eas­ily by the mo­ment; like at­tract­ing like. She could feel a com­fort­ing co­coon of light as­sem­bling around her, and the golden lu­mi­nes­cence from her hands was now spread­ing up her arms. It was spilling off her face too, she knew; she could see it light­en­ing the air in front of her. What must she look like, she thought? Per­haps a lit­tle ter­ri­fy­ing?


  Oh, to have the chance to walk the streets of Chick­en­town like this! Or bet­ter still, to go home to Fol­low­ell Street and find her fa­ther sit­ting slumped in front of the TV, sur­rounded by beer cans and the stink of cig­a­rettes. He would look up and see her stand­ing there, shed­ding bright­ness. Maybe that would wake him out of his stu­por!


  She was mo­men­tar­ily dis­tracted by the thought of her fa­ther, and in those few sec­onds Houli­han stepped for­ward to cut her down. In fact it al­most seemed that the Star-Striker was do­ing the lead­ing. The blow was just a heart­beat away. She drew a des­per­ate breath. The light flooded her body, pour­ing in­side her, fill­ing her with its strength.


  The next mo­ment the Star-Striker came slic­ing down. Candy was there to meet it, a net of light spread be­tween her hands. The weapon struck the net, and she saw the two op­pos­ing forces break against each other like two tremen­dous waves, light shat­ter­ing dark shat­ter­ing light shat­ter­ing dark She felt the im­pact im­me­di­ately, saw the nee­dles of the Star Striker’s force speed­ing to­ward her. But the light was her ally. It gath­ered around her to ward off the blow and keep her from harm, driv­ing the nee­dles back at their de­liv­erer with­out even scratch­ing her.


  In the mid­dle of this con­fronta­tion, her point of view was sud­denly changed. She saw the room from some­place high above her head. Ev­ery­thing in the room was picked up by the pow­ers that were un­leashed there, picked up and car­ried into the same deliri­ous flux. The ob­jects that had been neatly ar­ranged in the room when she’d first stepped into it were now thrown into fan­tas­tic con­fu­sion, spun around by the cur­rents of the war­ring en­er­gies.


  Gi­gan­tic shells, strange mu­si­cal in­stru­ments, carved mir­rors, flow­ers of im­mense size, two pairs of jewel-en­crusted boots, sev­eral shrunken heads, a spindly skele­ton dressed in rags, a doll’s house of ex­quis­ite elab­o­ra­tion (its doors and win­dows thrown open in the storm, adding a hun­dred rooms’ worth of Lil­liputian fur­ni­ture to the dance), and a great deal else Candy could not have put a name to. Then there were the Totemix, who were also whirling around, most of them laugh­ing for the sheer joy of this ride; hold­ing on to their tails so that they rolled around like air­borne wheels, or surf­ing the tide of war­ring pow­ers as though it was the great­est game in Cre­ation.


  Per­haps it was, Candy thought. Per­haps this strug­gle be­tween light and dark was at the very heart of why she was here in the Abarat: the Night-world and the Day-world in a con­flict that would in time draw ev­ery­thing into one tremen­dous, world-chang­ing mael­strom.


  She had lost sight of Houli­han for a time, but now she saw him again at the cen­ter of the swirling chaos. He was still hold­ing on to the Star-Striker with both hands, but the ex­pres­sion on his face was no longer quite so con­fi­dent. He seemed afraid. And with good rea­son.


  Ev­ery dark wave of power that the Star-Striker emit­ted was be­ing thrown back by the light. He twisted and turned as he at­tempted to avoid the nee­dles of dark­ness that flew his way.


  “Let go of jour weapon!” Candy yelled to him over the din of the vor­tex. “Do you hear me, Houli­han? LET IT GO!”


  He heard her. But he couldn’t obey. His hands shook vi­o­lently, as though he was gen­uinely at­tempt­ing to make them re­lease the weapon, but they re­fused to let it go. The Star-Striker was in con­trol of his mus­cles. The mur­der­ous power he’d brought in his heart to help him ex­e­cute Candy had turned against him. He was its vic­tim now.


  His face, which had never worn any­thing but a scowl or a smug smirk, was sud­denly full of fear, his mouth open in the shape of a word­less howl. Un­able to es­cape, all he could do was fling him­self back and forth in his panic. At last he seemed to make a de­ci­sion to try and break the Star-Striker. He raised it above his head and brought it down in a quick arc to hit the ground. But it did not break. In­stead, it sent up a wave of dark­ness greater than any that had pre­ceded it, which in turn drew down a fist of golden light to counter it. Had Houli­han been able to let go of the Star-Striker, he might have es­caped the calamity. But he was caught in its midst, the two forces meet­ing where he stood.


  It was more than his body and spirit could en­dure. He threw back his head as shards of power, flung off the dark­ness that was pour­ing from the Star-Striker, pierced him.


  “No, please no!” he cried. “Help me!”


  His cry be­came a shriek. Then, abruptly, it stopped.


  The light of life, which had al­ways burned with un­canny strength in Otto Houli­han’s stare, went out of him.


  The very mo­ment that his heart ceased to beat, the Star-Striker seemed to lose its power over his anatomy. His grip on the lethal bat loos­ened, and he fell to the ground like a dropped doll.


  As for the Star-Striker it­self, it held its po­si­tion in the air for a few sec­onds, then it be­came sub­ject to the very process it had helped un­leash. A wave of knot­ted en­er­gies struck it, and it spun across the room, crash­ing into sev­eral or­bit­ing ob­jects be­fore strik­ing the wall and be­com­ing im­paled there.


  And so, in a hail of dark­ness and light, the lethal bat­tle of the Wun­derkam­men—and along with it, Houli­han’s pur­suit of Candy—came to an end.


   


  


  


  18. DE­PAR­TURE

  



   


  “THAT’S NOT SOME­THING you see very of­ten,” Filth re­marked. He was stand­ing in the door­way, the fur all over his body stand­ing on end thanks to the en­er­gies un­leashed in the room.


  Sparks ran off the tips of the longer hairs and crack­led in the air.


  All around the Wun­derkam­men, ob­jects were com­ing to a rest, gen­tly drop­ping out of the air and land­ing in the con­fu­sion of things that al­ready lit­tered the floor. Some of the Totemix were al­ready root­ing through the lit­ter, es­pe­cially the sim­pler crea­tures, whose first co­gent thought upon be­ing awak­ened from their frozen state was to fill their bel­lies. They soon re­al­ized that a stuffed rep­tile or a painted fan made very un­nour­ish­ing repasts and quickly be­gan to ven­ture out of the Wun­derkam­men in search of some­thing more fill­ing. None of them left, how­ever, with­out first com­ing over to Candy and in­clin­ing their heads, pay­ing their re­spects to their lib­er­a­tor.


  Only then did they hurry away.


  “Shall we go? ” Filth said.


  Candy nod­ded.


  Out­side the door they found the Criss-Cross Man’s stitch­lings.


  They had beaten a hasty re­treat as soon as things in­side the Wun­derkam­men had be­come too crazy, but they lay close to its thresh­old now, face­down on the palace tiles. All mo­ti­va­tion had ap­par­ently been sapped from them once their leader had per­ished.


  At the door Candy looked back at the Star-Striker, which was still buried to half its length in the wall. A thin veil of blue-black smoke rose from the weapon, and oc­ca­sion­ally a large pearl of dark­ness formed on the han­dle, which im­me­di­ately drew the at­ten­tion of wan­der­ing barbs of light. They closed upon these last frag­ments of dark­ness and burned them away in a heart­beat.


  “Do you think it’s safe to just leave it here? ” she said.


  “Well, per­son­ally I don’t fancy touch­ing it,” Filth said. “Not af­ter what it did. Be­sides, no­body comes here….”


  “Some­body’ll come look­ing for him even­tu­ally,” Candy said, nod­ding to­ward the sprawled body of the Criss-Cross Man.


  “Maybe,” Filth replied. “Maybe not. If it was Car­rion who sent him—”


  “It was.”


  “Then he prob­a­bly al­ready knows his agent’s dead. And he won’t care about bury­ing the body, will he? He’ll leave the car­cass here for the filch crows and the mange hounds to take. Af­ter all, if any­body be­lieves in the nat­u­ral or­der of de­cay, it’s a man called Car­rion. “


  “So you think I should just leave it all like this? ”


  “I would. You’ve got more im­por­tant busi­ness right now than bury­ing evil men. You have quite a power in­side you, girl. If I were you, I’d be won­der­ing why. There’s only one soul I ever knew who had that kind of ca­pac­ity in­side her, and she’s—”


  He stopped in mid­sen­tence and looked at Candy with a most pe­cu­liar ex­pres­sion on his face.


  “What’s wrong? ” she asked him.


  “I should stay out of this busi­ness,” Filth said, al­most as though he was in­struct­ing him­self. “It’s too mighty for the likes of me.


  There may be rit­u­als to be per­formed, sa­cred po­ems to be spo­ken.


  I should be very care­ful.”


  Candy saw the anx­i­ety on his face and knew that it would be un­fair to press him to speak any­more.


  “I un­der­stand,” she said.


  “Re­ally? ”


  “Re­ally,” she said. “You’re say­ing I’ve got to go and fin­ish this mag­i­cal busi­ness my­self.”


  “Well … yes. I’m just a fool, me. A dead King’s jester. I’m good for a joke and a pie in the face. But not magic …”


  The song that had brought her here was be­ing played again. But this time there were words with it; or at least she heard words.


  Per­haps they were in her head, in her mem­ory.


  Which­ever, they made a strange kind of sense to her.


  “What a voy­age this has been, This life of mine!


  Ev­ery Hour I wake to find some new blos­som hang­ing in the trees over my head!


  Blos­soms the shape of clouds, Blos­soms the shape of fire Blos­soms the shape of love.


  All that has al­ready passed away And all that is still to come on this long strange road. “


  Off many Hours to the west of Sco­riae, on the south side of Odom’s Spire, the Twenty-Fifth Is­land, three women of the Fan­tomaya Dia­manda, Mespa and Joephi—sat with a bot­tle of brandy, some of the most pun­gent fu­rini cheese ever made, along with a fresh loaf of twice-thatched bread, and watched the gray-blue ex­panse of the Iz­abella.


  Things had been strange of late, they all agreed. Nor did they have much ar­gu­ment about why there was such a hic­cup in the usual flow of the Abarat’s en­er­gies.


  “Candy,” Joephi said, with­out the least doubt. “This is all be­cause of Candy.”


  “Well, we can scarcely blame her with­out also blam­ing our­selves,”


  Mespa said. “We should have talked to her ear­lier, while she was still in the Here­after, in­stead of leav­ing her to dis­cover things for her­self.”


  “Per­son­ally, I think it’s bet­ter she dis­cov­ers them for her­self, and learns how to deal with them, than that we sim­ply in­struct her,”


  Dia­manda said. She was much the old­est of the three, and to­day she felt it. The re­spon­si­bil­i­ties of what they had to­gether un­leashed on the Abarat weighed heav­ily upon her. “No girl of her age is go­ing to take well to in­struc­tion from us, or any­body,” she went on. “And it’s not as if she were an or­di­nary girl. She’s got pow­ers mov­ing in her—”


  “Ex­actly!” said Joephi. “Ex­actly! She has pow­ers mov­ing in her. And we’re let­ting her wan­der the is­lands un­su­per­vised? It’s play­ing with fire, Dia­manda. It’s a very dan­ger­ous game.”


  Dia­manda got up and walked down to the wa­ter, where the lit­tle waves broke against the stony shore. She rubbed her aching back as she stared at the sea.


  “Damn these old bones of mine,” she said. Then, re­turn­ing to the sub­ject in hand: “From the very be­gin­ning of this en­ter­prise we have been risk­ing a great deal. We’ve al­ways known that. There could have been ter­ri­ble con­se­quences at just about ev­ery stage of our en­deavor. And now … now I be­gin to fear that things will get very much worse be­fore they get bet­ter.”


  “Is that a prophecy? ”


  “Call it an in­formed guess,” Dia­manda said, turn­ing back to face her sis­ters. “At times like this—times of change, I mean—we have to plan for the very worst of even­tu­al­i­ties. We have to hope and pray that they don’t hap­pen, but we still have to plan …”


  “What are you talk­ing about? ” Mespa said, ris­ing from the stone on which she’d been sit­ting.


  “Well … if any­thing were to hap­pen to any of us …”


  “You mean to you,” Joephi said. “That’s what you mean, isn’t it?


  You’ve been hav­ing bad dreams, haven’t you? ”


  “A few,” Dia­manda ad­mit­ted. “Hope­fully they don’t mean any­thing and we’ll all live to see what we planned all those years ago come to fruition. But if some­thing should hap­pen to one of us, I want us all to prom­ise that we’ll let the girl make her own choices.


  Good­ness knows she may not do ex­actly what we want her to do.


  She’s got a will of her own—”


  “More than one,” Mespa said dryly.


  “True.” The thought put the tini­est of smiles on Dia­manda’s face. “That may be the sav­ing of her, of course,” she said. “It may be the sav­ing of us all. “


  She looked up at the sky over Odom’s Spire. It was a cu­ri­ous sight. Light and dark were in­verted there, proof of the unique power of the Twenty-Fifth Hour. The stars were pin­points of black­ness against a pal­lid heaven. Dia­manda stud­ied the spec­ta­cle, look­ing for some fur­ther sign of what the fu­ture held. But ap­par­ently she found noth­ing.


  “I know we’d like to think that des­tiny holds the reins in all of this,” she said softly. “That some­where fate has laid out a happy fu­ture. But, sis­ters, I think Candy will con­found our ex­pec­ta­tions, what­ever they may be, and how­ever fondly we may hold them. We must let her be her own crea­ture, for bet­ter or worse.”


  “God­dess for­give us for what we did,” Mespa mur­mured.


  “You re­gret it, don’t you? ” Joephi said to Mespa. “You wish we’d never done it.”


  “We in­ter­fered with the nat­u­ral or­der of things,” Mespa said. “I don’t be­lieve that was wise.”


  “But it’s done, “Dia­manda said force­fully. “And there’s no tak­ing it back. There’s no try­ing to bend her to our will if we dis­agree with the choices she makes. She’s not our toy.”


  “She learned quickly,” Joephi said. “And there’s a lot of anger in her. Prob­a­bly from the fa­ther. Per­haps if she for­gave him


  “There, you see,” Dia­manda said. “You still want to ma­nip­u­late her.” She made a grim smile. “As if we could. Her, of all peo­ple.”


  “I’m only say­ing that the com­bi­na­tion of rage and power makes for a dan­ger­ous force. And here’s you say­ing we shouldn’t try to con­trol that force. Let her learn, you say. But what hap­pens while she’s learn­ing, Dia­manda? Think of the dam­age she could do.”


  “Think of the good, ” said the old lady. “Think of why we did this in the first place. What we wanted to pre­serve. “


  “Well, it’s a ter­ri­ble risk we’re tak­ing,” said Joephi. “I just hope we don’t live to re­gret it.”


  There was a lit­tle si­lence. Then Mespa said: “Can’t we at least give her a clue or two? ”


  “Well … I don’t see how,” Dia­manda replied. “Where would we be­gin? ”


  “On that night. The rain. Her mother.”


  “Well, you see, there’s an­other thing, now that you men­tion it,” said Joephi. “The mother.”


  “What about her? ” said Dia­manda.


  “We gave her a piece of the mys­tery. She ac­cepted it. She birthed it. She nursed it.”


  “So? ”


  “So has it ever oc­curred to you that maybe she’d been touched by magic too? ”


  Dia­manda waved the trou­ble­some no­tion away. “She was just a ves­sel. There’s no power in her.”


  “I’m just telling you, Dia­manda, if we’re look­ing for the fu­ture to sur­prise us, we should look be­yond the girl. Look to those she’s touched.”


  “And will touch,” Mespa said grimly. “Is touch­ing even now. I think Joephi’s right. We must be vig­i­lant. Look ev­ery­where for signs.”


  As if to prove the point Mespa was mak­ing, one of the stars that trem­bled at the Spire’s zenith chose that mo­ment to per­ish, ex­plod­ing with the hushed grace of a dan­de­lion dis­in­te­grat­ing be­fore a gust of wind.


  All the women looked up and watched as the dark flakes of star stuff fell and fell and were ex­tin­guished. The three were silent for a while af­ter the show was over. But fi­nally Mespa said: “And what did that sig­nify, do you sup­pose? ”


  Dia­manda drained her brandy glass. “At a guess? ” she said.


  “Noth­ing at all.”


   


  


  


  19. LIFE AND DEATH IN CHICK­EN­TOWN

  



   


  IN A WORLD VERY re­mote from the place where Joephi, Mespa and Dia­manda were ex­chang­ing their thoughts and fears in Chick­en­town, Min­ne­sota—life went on very much as it al­ways had. Which was not to say that Candy Quack­en­bush’s dis­ap­pear­ance had not caused a good deal of gos­sip around town. It had.


  Es­pe­cially be­cause there had been some bizarre de­tails at­tached to the story.


  Ac­cord­ing to one ru­mor, for in­stance, the Quack­en­bush girl had been seen the day that she’d dis­ap­peared by old Mrs. Lavinia White (aka the Widow White), who lived on Lin­coln Street, at the very edge of town. In an in­ter­view with a re­porter from the Chick­en­town Courier, the Widow White claimed she had seen Candy walk­ing in the di­rec­tion of the open prairie, and she had been star­ing up at the sky.


  “Had there been any­thing to stare at? ” the Widow White had been asked.


  “Just a few clouds,” the widow replied. “But later on …”


  “What hap­pened later? ” the re­porter had asked.


  “It was strange …” Lavinia said. “About half an hour af­ter she’d passed by, my bed­room win­dow be­gan to rat­tle.”


  “What did you do? ”


  “I opened the win­dow up.”


  “Did it stop rat­tling? ”


  The Widow White had given the man a look of pro­found con­tempt, as though she could not imag­ine why he would ask such a thing when there was so much more to be talked about.


  “I could smell the sea,” she told the re­porter. “I know how crazy that sounds, but I did. I swear. I smelled the ocean. All salty and cold.”


  “That’s im­pos­si­ble,” the re­porter had replied.


  “Are you try­ing to im­ply that I’m crazy? ”


  “No …”


  “Be­cause I’m not. I may be old, but I’m not crazy. I smelled sea­wa­ter, I’m telling you.”


  Not wish­ing to of­fend the old lady, the jour­nal­ist had gen­tly asked Lavinia when ex­actly she’d last been near the ocean.


  “On my hon­ey­moon,” the Widow White had replied. “Sev­enty-two years ago.”


  “Is it pos­si­ble that per­haps your mem­ory is a lit­tle shaky? ” the re­porter had mildly sug­gested.


  Lavinia had fixed the poor man with a gaze whose sharp­ness had not been blunted by the pas­sage of years. “Are you sug­gest­ing that I don’t re­mem­ber what hap­pened on my own hon­ey­moon she said.


  Her out­rage did her no good. When the re­port ap­peared in the Courier, it was ac­com­pa­nied by the ob­ser­va­tion that “Lavinia White’s claims that she smelled the sea that day are a sad com­ment on the frailty of old age.”


  The re­porter (along with the ed­i­tor of the news­pa­per) quickly came to re­gret voic­ing an opin­ion on the mat­ter. There were two hun­dred and eleven calls to the Courier that day, all from peo­ple in town who said that they too had smelled the ocean on the day that the Widow White had smelled it. Maybe it was some freak wind con­di­tion, some sug­gested, but it wasn’t the Widow White’s imag­i­na­tion.


  As a re­sult of these com­plaints the ed­i­tor dis­patched a pho­tog­ra­pher and an­other re­porter to comb the area where the Quack­en­bush girl had dis­ap­peared. There was some kind of bro­ken-down tower out there, ac­cord­ing to the po­lice, but that was about all.


  This soon turned out to be only part of the truth. The Courier pho­tog­ra­pher did in­deed get pic­tures of the tower, which looked like a light­house on the prairie, but he also found and pho­tographed the rot­ted re­mains of a long wooden jetty. This was strange, the Courier com­mented. Who would have built a jetty out there in the mid­dle of nowhere when there was no wa­ter for miles?


  And once the area was ex­am­ined more closely, it turned out that there were still stranger phe­nom­ena to re­port. In die waist-high grass around the jetty, the pho­tog­ra­pher came upon a bizarre ar­ray of ob­jects. So many, in fact, that the ed­i­tor of the Courier de­manded, in print, that the po­lice make a search of the lo­ca­tion. Plead­ing a lack of man­power, the po­lice brought in the Chick­en­town Boy Scouts, is­sued them foren­sic gloves and three sizes of plas­tic garbage bags, in­structed them to col­lect all the “ev­i­dence” from the vicin­ity and sent them on their way to pick it up.


  They found all kinds of odd­i­ties. The des­ic­cated re­mains of hun­dreds of fishes that had cer­tainly never swum in any Min­ne­sota lake; a num­ber of dead birds, also of un­known species; in­nu­mer­able shells; a glass eye (green); a leather tail (blue); a wooden in­stru­ment carved in the shape of a snake that when blown pro­duced a sin­gle note of eerie beauty; seven shoes, none of them mak­ing a pair; and sev­eral more bags of stuff that had been so cor­rupted by its time in the wa­ter as to be un­rec­og­niz­able.


  There was also a sin­gle liv­ing sur­vivor of what­ever body of wa­ter had been here. Un­der a large rock be­neath the jetty, two of the boys found a crea­ture that looked not un­like an enor­mous turquoise lob­ster. The crea­ture wrig­gled so vi­o­lently that it loos­ened it­self from its old bar­na­cle-en­crusted ar­mor. The ten­der shelled beast then fled away through the long grass, and was gone.


  All of this was duly re­ported in the pages of the Courier, un­der the head­line “Weird Sights Seen Close to Town Lim­its.”


  If that had been the end of the weird­nesses, the folks of Chick­en­town might have de­cided to for­get the re­ports and get on with their com­mon­place lives.


  But it was not the end. It was just the be­gin­ning.


  In the mid­dle of town, at the Com­fort Tree Ho­tel, Norma Lip­nik (who had given Candy a tour of the ho­tel just be­fore the girl’s dis­ap­pear­ance) had some odd­i­ties of her own to deal with; events she was de­ter­mined to keep out of the pages of the Courier for purely com­mer­cial rea­sons (she didn’t want to scare away cus­tomers) but which were soon go­ing to be­come pub­lic knowl­edge any­way.


  The Com­fort Tree Ho­tel had a ghost. Most of the time this was of no great con­cern. In fact, when Candy had been here, Norma had taken her up to the old sec­tion of the ho­tel—to Room Nine­teen—where this phan­tom was re­ported to re­side, and had proudly given her a his­tory of his sad life. His name was Henry Murkitt, and ac­cord­ing to ho­tel leg­end he had com­mit­ted sui­cide in Room Nine­teen one melan­choly Christ­mas many years ago. He’d had his rea­sons. Norma knew two of them. His beloved wife, Dia­manda, had walked out on him, the story went, leav­ing for un­known des­ti­na­tions. That was the first rea­son. And the sec­ond?


  The city coun­cil had de­cided in De­cem­ber of 1947 to change the name of the town (which had un­til that time been called Murkitt, in honor of Henry’s an­ces­tors, who’d founded the com­mu­nity eighty years be­fore) to Chick­en­town.


  Henry had taken these blows very hard. So hard in­deed that he had sim­ply de­cided that his life wasn’t worth liv­ing. He’d locked him­self up with a gun and a whiskey bot­tle and said good-bye to life. But ac­cord­ing to many of the ho­tel staff, poor Henry had never quite been able to let go of the world that had caused him so much pain. He still haunted the stale air of Room Nine­teen. He was an en­tirely be­nign pres­ence. He’d never at­tempted to frighten any of the Com­fort Tree’s staff; nor had he done any­thing de­struc­tive to the fab­ric of the ho­tel.


  Un­til now, that is.


  Now Norma was stand­ing in the door­way of Room Nine­teen, star­ing at the op­po­site wall. On it, some­body had scrawled two words.


  Norma didn’t like hav­ing to ac­cept that this was the hand­i­work of a de­ceased man, but she had lit­tle op­tion. Her staff were all hon­est, hard­work­ing folks; none of them would have played a trick like this.


  Which left only one per­son, Norma rea­soned. The graf­fiti was the work of Henry Murkitt. But what did it mean? That was the ques­tion Norma tus­sled with as she stared at the two words scrawled into the plas­ter. Had the ghost in Room Nine­teen sim­ply gone a lit­tle crazy over the years, or was he at­tempt­ing to com­mu­ni­cate some­thing?


  She went over to the wall and ten­ta­tively ran her fin­gers over the let­ters. The gouged plas­ter was cold, un­nat­u­rally so. She quickly with­drew her hand, the tiny hairs on the back of her neck prick­ling.


  Was he there in the room with her right now? She snatched a furtive, fright­ened glance over her shoul­der. Then, tak­ing a deep breath, she said: “Are … you in here, Henry? ”


  At first there was no re­sponse. No sound, not the mer­est scratch­ing. Noth­ing to sig­nify that there was any pres­ence here at all. Norma be­gan to turn back to­ward the door. But as she did so, she caught sight of move­ment from the cor­ner of her eye. She froze, not re­ally want­ing to look. But her cu­rios­ity was stronger than her fear, and she slowly turned to look back in the di­rec­tion of the move­ment.


  It was just the drape!


  She ex­pelled the rest of her breath, shak­ing her head at the fool­ish­ness of all this. Just a moth-eaten drape caught in the breeze, that was Wait now. Breeze? What breeze? The win­dow was closed and locked, and yet the gray cur­tain was bil­low­ing as though a gust had caught it from be­hind.


  “Oh my Lord …” Norma said.


  As she spoke, the lamp that hung in the mid­dle of the room, its shade yel­lowed with age and nico­tine, be­gan to swing.


  And by its gid­dy­ing light she saw the filthy fab­ric of the drape sud­denly twitch, as though it had been caught by an in­vis­i­ble hand, and in its folds she saw a face, no doubt of that; its fea­tures were sim­pli­fied by the fab­ric: just two pits for eyes, a vague lump for a nose and a wide-open mouth.


  It was more than Norma wanted to see. She let out a short shriek, which she muted with her fin­gers, and re­treated to the door.


  She was afraid the thing was go­ing to come to­ward her, but it didn’t move. It just stayed there in the fab­ric while the lamp flick­ered over­head. Sud­denly the lamp bright­ened and burned out. That was Norma’s cue. She turned and pulled open the door, slam­ming it hard be­hind her.


  It took her a few min­utes, and six fum­bled cig­a­rettes, to calm her­self down. But when she did, she quickly came to re­al­ize the ghost in Room Nine­teen had prob­a­bly meant no harm with its ap­pear­ance.


  Af­ter all, she’d called it, hadn’t she? All the ghost of Henry Murkitt had done was an­swer her call, prob­a­bly the only way he could. So now the ques­tion: what should she do about it? She de­cided that she was too flus­tered to dis­guise the fact that some­thing had hap­pened from her staff. They knew her too well. So she as­sem­bled ev­ery­one in the kitchen and ex­plained as best she could what she’d seen on the wall, and in the drapes, of Room Nine­teen.


  “He’s try­ing to send a mes­sage of some kind,” Ethel Bloch, who was in charge of the house­keep­ing, said.


  “All right,” Norma said testily. “Sup­pose he is. What then? ”


  “You should tell peo­ple. About what you saw. And the words.”


  “Ha! Peo­ple will think you’re crazy,” Ed Far­row, who looked af­ter the ho­tel kitchen, warned. “No­body will ever come to this ho­tel again. I’m tellin’ you, folks are weird about this stuff.


  Re­mem­ber that sui­cide over at McEn­roe’s Mo­tel? Ol’ Mick McEn­roe thought he was go­ing to get more busi­ness out of that than he could deal with. He had them darn-fool hats made ‘n’ all.


  And what hap­pened? Place closed down in two months. No­body wants to be re­minded of death when they’re out havin’ a good time.”


  The stall gen­er­ally seemed to agree with Ed Far­row, and the meet­ing fin­ished with ev­ery­one agree­ing to keep all this un­der wraps, at least un­til Norma could make some en­quiries about what Henry Murkitt and his mes­sage on the wall was re­ally about.


  Un­for­tu­nately, some­body in that as­sem­bly couldn’t keep his or her mouth shut. Word of what Norma had wit­nessed soon spread through town, and by the early evening there was a small group of towns­peo­ple stand­ing out­side the ho­tel, ap­par­ently try­ing to work out which of the win­dows be­longed to Room Nine­teen. Norma didn’t waste time ac­cus­ing any­body. What was done was done. She de­cided in the mid­dle of the evening that she would go out and talk to the as­sem­bled crowd. It turned out that three peo­ple al­ready pos­sessed blurred but per­fectly de­ci­pher­able pho­to­graphs of the scrawl­ings in Room Nine­teen, though they re­fused to name the per­son who’d let them into the ho­tel to take them. Fi­nally Norma had de­cided sim­ply to own up to what she’d seen. If she’d been hop­ing that this would bring an end to the mat­ter, she was sadly mis­taken. The crowd in­stead grew larger as news about “the words on the wall” spread through town. By the end of the day there were three hun­dred peo­ple in the street out­side the ho­tel. Norma felt as though she were in a state of siege. Just af­ter mid­night a cou­ple of the row­dier mem­bers of the crowd de­cided that they wanted to get into the ho­tel and see what Henry Murkitt had writ­ten on the wall for them­selves. They at­tempted to force an en­trance. Norma had had enough. She called the po­lice. Five min­utes later there were three squad cars out­side, and the crowd was be­ing gen­tly dis­persed.


  At the edge of the prairie, the Widow White sat by her win­dow and lis­tened to the sirens drift­ing through the streets from the mid­dle of town. She’d heard from her daugh­ter-in-law Vivien about what was go­ing on down at the Com­fort Tree Ho­tel, and it made her curse her old age with es­pe­cial ve­he­mence. She wanted to be down there, min­gling with the crowd, find­ing out what was hap­pen­ing.


  Some­thing of sig­nif­i­cance was in the air, that she didn’t doubt.


  She heard the wind gust­ing against the win­dow and the glass creak­ing as the gusts came against it. She wheeled her­self over to the win­dow and made a frus­trated at­tempt to open it. The wood had warped dur­ing the win­ter freeze, and now her arthritic fin­gers had dif­fi­culty get­ting the darn thing open.


  But she strug­gled on, de­fy­ing the pain in her fin­ger joints, de­ter­mined to have a sniff of that wind. At last the latch suc­cumbed to her ef­forts, and she pushed the win­dow open. The sweet scent of prairie grass came to meet her from the dark­ness.


  She thought of the re­port she’d read in the Courier, about what they’d found out there on the prairie: the tower, the garbage and the dead fish lit­tered in the grass as though at a high-wa­ter mark.


  A high-wa­ter mark!


  “Oh, saints in heaven pre­serve us,” she said softly, and she stared out into the night.


  Hadn’t Vivien told her that the phan­tom mes­sage writer in Room Nine­teen had writ­ten HIGHER GROUND?


  It was a warn­ing. Of course it was. Higher Ground! Higher Ground! How could ev­ery­one (her­self in­cluded) have been so dense?


  The ghost in the Com­fort Tree Ho­tel knew what it was talk­ing about! There was wa­ter out there, some­where. Maybe an un­der­ground river of some kind locked in the rock, strain­ing to be free.


  Or maybe some­thing stranger? It didn’t re­ally mat­ter now. What mat­tered was to spread the warn­ing, be­gin­ning with Vivien.


  She turned her wheel­chair away from the win­dow. Her breath was sud­denly hard to catch, and her arms felt leaden.


  “Calm down, Lavinia,” she told her­self qui­etly. “Just … calm your­self down; you’re hav­ing a panic at­tack. Breathe, Lavinia.


  Breathe.”


  But the ad­vice did no good. A ter­ri­ble burn­ing pain had be­gun in the mid­dle of her chest, like the worst heart­burn imag­in­able. She let out a lit­tle sob of com­plaint and threw her des­per­ate gaze back to­ward the open win­dow, won­der­ing if there was any way she could call for help from there. It was cer­tainly closer than the tele­phone.


  But her arms were sud­denly too heavy to lift. And the pain in her chest was un­en­durable. She just wanted it to stop, even if that meant her long life was now at an end. Bet­ter that than a mo­ment more of this un­en­durable agony.


  “Enough,” she said through grit­ted teeth. “Please … enough.”


  Her heart heard her words, and it did her the great kind­ness of obey­ing. The pain went out of her as sud­denly as it had come. She is­sued one last, grate­ful breath. Then she was gone.


   


  


  


  20. MA­LINGO ALONE

  



   


  IN THE WEEKS SINCE Candy had helped Ma­lingo slip out of Kas­par Wolf­swinkel’s clutches and es­cape the prison is­land of Nin­ny­ham­mer, the geshrat had scarcely ever been with­out her com­pany.


  And he’d been very grate­ful for that fact. Even in dreams they’d been close. It was a cor­ner­stone of geshra­tian be­lief that sleep did not sep­a­rate friends and loved ones, but in­stead brought their slum­ber­ing souls closer to one an­other. Hence the fa­mil­iar geshrat wishes as they parted for bed; not “good night” or “sweet dreams,” but “See you sleep­ing”


  Now, how­ever, Candy had gone, and Ma­lingo was left alone.


  Not lit­er­ally, of course. He had peo­ple press­ing in on him from ev­ery side—singing, danc­ing, hoot­ing and hol­ler­ing, all hav­ing the time of their lives. But their high spir­its only served to make Ma­lingo feel lone­lier. For the first cou­ple of hours af­ter Candy had dis­ap­peared into the dark­en­ing sky in the grip of the zethek, he stood at the edge of the bustling crowd, pressed against the fence that kept the un­wary from step­ping over a cliff and fall­ing into the sea. Be­hind him, peo­ple pushed and shoved, ea­ger to be on to the next at­trac­tion.


  “Rude, rude, rude,” Ma­lingo mut­tered to him­self. “If Candy were here, we wouldn’t be knocked around like this!”


  Fi­nally he be­came so ir­ri­tated by the way peo­ple were push­ing he de­cided to find him­self a more com­fort­able place to stand. With great dif­fi­culty he turned against the liv­ing tide and at­tempted to press through the crowd. On the far side of the throng he could see food stalls. He imag­ined buy­ing a thick slice of Spakean flan at one of them, sprin­kled lib­er­ally with sugar-loon spice, and his ap­petite made him im­pa­tient. He raised his voice:


  “Can I get through, please? I just want t o— Please! Will you all just GET OUT OF MY WAY!”


  His shout­ing drew a few ir­ri­tated stares, but the crowd con­tin­ued to surge on by, pre­vent­ing him from tak­ing so much as a sin­gle step away from the fence. He knew from his weeks trav­el­ing with Candy what she would do in such a sit­u­a­tion. She’d just press on for­ward, and not take no for an an­swer. So that was what he did. He put his hands to­gether and took a deep breath, as though he were about to take a dive, then pressed into the crowd of peo­ple.


  He chose a bad mo­ment. Three large Ho­ba­rookians, all wear­ing big pur­ple noo­pus furs as waist­coats, and striped hats, were swag­ger­ing past, and they didn’t take kindly to any­body get­ting in their way.


  “Hey, geshrat-dog! Don’t you even think of step­pin’ there.”


  “You tell him!”


  “I hate geshrats!”


  “Hate ‘em!”


  “Didn’t you hear us, id­iot? You’re in our way.”


  All thoughts of Spakean flan had gone out of Ma­lingo’s head. All he could think of now was the way he was be­ing treated by these bul­lies. It made his blood boil.


  “All right,” he said, de­lib­er­ately stand­ing in the Ho­ba­rookians’ path, his fists raised. “Which one of you is go­ing to be first? ”


  The trio laughed, and the small­est of the three (who was still six inches taller than Ma­lingo) gave him a hefty shove in the mid­dle of his chest. He stum­bled back­ward, com­ing within reach of the largest of the thugs, who also gave him a shove.


  “How ‘bout we just knock the li’l twitch around? ” the big one said. “Me, den Spit­tel, den Slegm, den me again.”


  “Oh yeah,” said Slegm, the short one. “You mean like a gamel Good one, Snut!”


  The crowd had quickly cleared to give the Ho­ba­rookians plenty of space to tor­ment their new toy. No­body raised a voice, much less a hand, to stop this thug­gery. Snut pushed Ma­lingo back into the em­brace of Spit­tel, who turned him around, punched him and then threw him back to Slegm, who slapped him back and forth across his face. None of the blows were par­tic­u­larly hard, but they re­minded Ma­lingo of his time un­der Kas­par Wolf­swinkel’s cruel thumb, when ev­ery day brought blows and in­sults and hu­mil­i­a­tions.


  Candy had saved him from all of that, of course. And it was Candy who’d taught him that he need never live in fear again.


  “I have faith in you” she’d said to him, over and over. She’d meant it too.


  “Wot you doin’, geshrat? ” said Snut.


  “He’s finkin’, dat’s wot he’s doin,” Spit­tel said. “He’s finkin’


  ‘bout how much his nose hurts.”


  In fact Ma­lingo was do­ing more than think­ing. He was con­jur­ing.


  At the back of his head he turned over some se­cret words that he re­mem­bered from a book in Wolf­swinkel’s li­brary: Es­sen­tial Con­ju­ra­tions for Hand-to-Hand Com­bat.


  How did the rhyme be­gin? Some­thing about feath­ers. No, not feath­ers. Feather-steel! That was it Spit­tel kicked Ma­lingo’s legs from un­der him, and down he went. Face to the dust, he spoke the con­ju­ra­tion in a whis­per.


  “Cover me from Scalp to sole, In the feather-steel That—”


  Oh Lordy Lou, the rest of the words es­caped him. What were they? Mean­while, the Ho­ba­rookians had be­come bored with their game of Pass the Geshrat. Slegm started to kick Ma­lingo. A small crowd had fi­nally started to form around the four fig­ures. Peo­ple were treat­ing this as though it were just an­other en­ter­tain­ment.


  And still the Ho­ba­rookians kicked and kicked. Ma­lingo tried to put the pain out of his head and con­cen­trate on the con­ju­ra­tion. How did it fin­ish?


  “Cover me from Scalp to sole, In the Feather-steel…”


  What about the feather-steel? What about it?


  Then the words leaped onto his lips, out of nowhere.


  “—That Nazrat stole!”


  “What did you say? ” said the Ho­ba­rookian called Spit­tel. He caught hold of Ma­lingo and hauled him to his feet. “What was that? ”


  “Noth­ing,” Ma­lingo said.


  “Noth­ing? ” said the Ho­ba­rookian. “I’ll give you noth­ing! Hit him, Snut!”


  “Well, hold him still.”


  “He is still. Hit him.”


  Snut de­liv­ered a blow to Ma­lingo’s stom­ach. But the con­ju­ra­tion was in place. It was feather-steel he struck, and it was enough to break all the bones in his hand. He yelled and fell to his knees, nurs­ing his bro­ken dig­its. In the mo­ment of con­fu­sion Ma­lingo spoke a sec­ond spell:


  “Hear the ha­tred? Hear the drums? On your own heads, The beat­ing comes.”


  No­body heard him ut­ter a word. The crowd was too busy shout­ing.


  One lit­tle child, raised up on his fa­ther’s shoul­ders, started to chant:


  “Blood! Blood! Blood! Blood!”


  Slegm, mean­while, had caught hold of Ma­lingo and yelled to Spit­tel. “They want blood! Let’s give ‘em blood.”


  Spit­tel grinned. “My plea­sure,” he said, and threw a blow in Ma­lingo’s di­rec­tion. Some­where be­tween its ori­gin and its des­ti­na­tion, how­ever, it got turned around and came right back at the brute, who found him­self be­ing pounded by his own fist.


  He let out a howl as the blows landed, one af­ter the other. The crowd was very amused.


  “You’re do­ing this!” Slegm said, push­ing Ma­lingo from him.


  “You filthy magic man.” He threw two punches of his own at Ma­lingo, but both landed on his own jaw.


  “This is bet­ter than the shows!” Some­body in the crowd laughed.


  The three Ho­ba­rookians, even the wounded Snut, were so fu­ri­ous at this hu­mil­i­a­tion that they be­gan to throw blows willy-nilly, all of which came back and struck them. The crowd cheered ev­ery blow and laughed at ev­ery new bruise. They were too in­ter­ested in the vi­o­lence to no­tice Ma­lingo creep­ing away. Nor did they no­tice a length of blue fab­ric that dropped out of the sky, un­furl­ing close to the geshrat.


  “Quickly!” said a woman’s voice.


  He turned around and for a mo­ment he seemed to see a face there in the folds of the blue fab­ric.


  “Move your­self!” the woman’s voice said. “Grab hold of the cloth!”


  He didn’t need telling twice. As he did so, he looked back at the crowd to find that Slegm had fi­nally shaken off the force of Ma­lingo’s en­chant­ment and was mak­ing his way to­ward Ma­lingo, spit­ting blood along with oaths of the foulest kind.


  “I’m ready!” Ma­lingo said to the woman in the blue cloth.


  “Hold on,” she said. “This is go­ing to be quite a ride!”


  At that mo­ment Slegm reached out and caught hold of Ma­lingo’s shirt.


  “Gotcha!” he yelled.


  The blue cloth was mean­while wrap­ping it­self more tightly around Ma­lingo’s hand and wrist, so­lid­i­fy­ing its hold.


  And then it lifted him into the air.


  Slegm held on for the first ten feet of the flight. Then Ma­lingo’s shirt be­gan to tear, and with one fi­nal curse he let his quarry go and dropped back down to the ground.


  Ma­lingo didn’t look down. He just hung on to the bil­low­ing fab­ric as it rose like a great blue sail. He could hear the din of the crowd be­low him—ex­cla­ma­tions of sur­prise and dis­be­lief. But af­ter a lit­tle time the makeshift kite he was cling­ing to changed di­rec­tion, and the crowds and the light and the noise faded away, and the only sounds he could hear were the whis­tle of the wind and the woman’s voice, hum­ming some calm­ing song.


   


  


  


  21. NIGHT CON­VER­SA­TIONS

  



   


  CHRISTO­PHER CAR­RION HAD RE­TURNED from the Pyra­mids of Xuxux to the fortress of In­iquisit on Gor­gos­sium with a great deal to oc­cupy his thoughts. It was clear from his en­counter with the sacbrood in the tombs that the hive he’d cre­ated was volatile. Not only were the sacbrood in­tel­li­gent, but they were am­bi­tious too, and their egg-lay­ing ca­pa­bil­i­ties made them for­mi­da­ble.


  Naively he had as­sumed that they would be pas­sive play­ers in the deadly game he was about to play and would be eas­ily ma­nip­u­lated.


  But now he saw the er­ror of that as­sump­tion. They had their own agenda. He could no more trust them than he could trust Lee­man Vol, who had spent the voy­age back to Gor­gos­sium pluck­ing tiny red lice from his scalp and whis­per­ing to them. Car­rion didn’t ask what he was talk­ing to them about, much less whether they were an­swer­ing him.


  Vol re­volted him. Had he not needed the man’s skills as a trans­la­tor, he would un­doubt­edly have thrown him over­board and not thought twice about it. But he could not af­ford to lose Vol from his en­tourage, es­pe­cially now that he had seen how pow­er­ful and nu­mer­ous the sacbrood had be­come. It would be a dif­fer­ent story when the war was over and won. Not only did he plan to ex­ter­mi­nate ev­ery last oc­cu­pant of the sacbrood hives, he would make sure Vol per­ished too.


  He did his best to put thoughts of Vol and the sacbrood out of his head once he got back to the Twelfth Tower. Here, where the walls were cov­ered with doo­dlings and carv­ings he’d made as a child, he felt com­forted. He sent for his loy­al­ist ser­vants, Baby Pink-Eye and Lazaru, to fetch his map of the is­lands. It was duly brought and laid out in the room. The map was round, and de­signed to be pre­cisely the cir­cum­fer­ence of the tower, cov­er­ing ev­ery inch of the floor of the High Cham­ber, thus al­low­ing Car­rion to stride over wa­ter and land like a colos­sus. He walked from is­land to is­land, crouch­ing down now and then to ex­am­ine the shape of a par­tic­u­lar bay or the slope of a par­tic­u­lar hill, all the while plan­ning his plans.


  His med­i­ta­tions were in­ter­rupted by the sound of bark­ing birds, fol­lowed by an erup­tion of mar­tial drums that echoed back and forth be­tween the tow­ers. He got up and went to the win­dow. Far be­low him (thirty-seven sto­ries, in fact), a mighty pro­ces­sion, il­lu­mi­nated by in­nu­mer­able lights, was wind­ing over the rocky land­scape and through the arches that lay be­tween the Twelfth and Thir­teenth Tow­ers. About half­way down the length of this pro­ces­sion, borne high on a throne set on the sev­ered wrist of an im­mense mum­mi­fied hand, which had some­how been given an­i­ma­tion, was Car­rion’s grand­mother Thant Yeyla Car­rion, com­monly known as Mater Mot­ley. She was not wast­ing her pre­cious time while she trav­eled but was hard at work sewing by the light of flick­er­ing torches.


  The Prince didn’t need to won­der what she was work­ing on; it was al­ways the same ob­ses­sive la­bor.


  She was sewing to­gether the skins of stitch­lings, half-hu­man sacks into which the liv­ing mud from the Todo Mines would be poured. By this means a vast army was be­ing as­sem­bled that would in time be used to de­stroy the bright pow­ers of Day, and what­ever forces Day might in time as­sem­ble. It was an en­deavor that had so far lasted many years, but his grand­mother had let it be known that the great la­bor was com­ing to an end, and very soon the army of stitch­lings would be en­tirely as­sem­bled.


  The Lord of Mid­night would be their gen­er­alis­simo, but their Cre­atrix was Mater Mot­ley.


  He de­scended the cold stone stairs with un­com­mon haste. He knew bet­ter than to leave his grand­mother wait­ing at the tower door. Even in the best of moods she was an evil-tem­pered woman, quicker to take of­fense than he was, and quicker to pun­ish of­fend­ers. Her pres­ence had im­me­di­ately cre­ated a state of flus­tered chaos in the Twelfth Tower, and it ir­ri­tated him to see how many of his sup­pos­edly loyal ser­vants had fled into the caves be­neath the tower rather than risk be­ing where Mater Mot­ley’s homi­ci­dal gaze might alight upon them.


  Even the var­i­ous sub­species that haunted the crawl spa­ces of the tower, the off­spring of gar­goyles and wild dogs, of snakeapes and light­ning, had sought the com­fort of the dun­geons rather than chance be­ing seen.


  Only a youth called Letheo, a fif­teen-year-old Car­rion had found wan­der­ing the mud mines a year or so back and had taken un­der his pro­tec­tion, re­mained at the front door, un­in­timi dated. The boy had spat on his palm, at­tempt­ing to plas­ter back an er­rant lock of hair.


  “Aren’t you afraid, Letheo? The old witch is dan­ger­ous. Don’t you know that? ”


  Letheo smiled at his sav­ior. “I ain’t afraid of her” he said. “I got you to pro­tect me, boss. Any­how, I want to see what all the fuss is about.”


  “So you’ve never laid eyes on my lovely grand­mother? ”


  Letheo shook his head, and the lick of black hair fell over his fore­head again.


  “Well then, you should go and let her in,” Car­rion said. “It’s time you met the wickedest woman in the Abarat.”


  “Is she re­ally the wickedest? ”


  “Oh yes,” Car­rion said, with­out a trace of a smile. “She’s the worst. The worst of the worst. You can’t have a rep­u­ta­tion like hers with­out do­ing harm to de­serve it. Pat­ri­cide. Ma­t­ri­cide. She’s com­mit­ted them all.”


  “What are all those things? Pa­tri—”


  —cide. The mur­der of your fa­ther. Ma­t­ri­cide. The mur­der of your mother.”


  “She did that? ” Letheo said, his voice soft­ened by awe.


  “Trust me … that’s the least of it.”


  “What could be worse? ”


  “In­fan­ti­cide? ”


  “In­fanti— The mur­der of chil­dren!”


  “See what a quick learner you are!”


  “Amaz­ing.”


  “But you re­mem­ber—”


  “What? ”


  “—where your al­le­giance lies, boy.”


  Letheo bowed re­spect­fully. “You are my Prince,” he said.


  “Al­ways. To the end of the world.”


  Car­rion grinned his skele­tal grin. “It’s agreed then “he said. “To the end of the world. Take my hand on it.”


  Letheo was flat­tered to be shak­ing the hand of his Lord. He took it ea­gerly. “To the end of the world.”


  “Now. Get the door. Let the wicked woman in be­fore she poi­sons our doorstep.”


  Letheo went to the door and, with the silent tread of one who was born to do some harm or other, opened it. Not a mo­ment too soon. Stand­ing there on the tower step, her gloved hand raised in readi­ness to knock on the door, was one of Mater Mot­ley’s count­less maid­ser­vants, a mid­dle-aged woman whose head­dress was draped with the holy col­ors of scar­let and gray and whose face was marked with tat­toos like shad­ows. All this marked her out as one of Mater Mot­ley’s in­ner cir­cle, a mem­ber of the Sis­ter­hood of the Thread. In witch­ing cir­cles, this was a pow­er­ful woman.


  “The Queen Mother Thant Yeyla Car­rion calls on her grand­son.


  Will you tell him—”


  “I’m here, Lady Pu­trith,” Car­rion said, step­ping out of the shad­ows.


  The tiny gray Lady Pu­trith prof­fered a tiny gray smile, which showed her sharp­ened teeth. “Prince,” she said, in­clin­ing her head.


  “Your grand­mother awaits you.” She then stood aside, sweep­ing her vo­lu­mi­nous cloak back with the­atri­cal flour­ish, so that Car­rion had easy pas­sage.


  “Letheo,” Car­rion said. “Come with me.”


  Boy and man stepped out into the cold dark­ness, Letheo trot­ting to keep up with Car­rion as he strode along the line of Mater Mot­ley’s drum­mers and in­cense burn­ers and earth beat­ers un­til he reached the plat­form on which the old woman’s great throne was el­e­vated. Ves­sels of pur­ple-black fire, in which she oc­ca­sion­ally soaked her nee­dle-pricked fin­gers to quicken them, hov­ered to the left and right of her.


  “This is a pleas­ant sur­prise,” Car­rion said, his tone car­ry­ing not the least hint of gen­uine plea­sure.


  Mater Mot­ley seemed to be equally un­moved to be in the pres­ence of her grand­son. She took her left hand out of the flames and picked up the sewing that lay on her lap.


  “You never come to see me any­more,” she said, not look­ing at Car­rion. “So I am obliged to come and see you. ” Her voice was as unlovely as her ex­pres­sion, harsh and joy­less. “You are un­grate­ful, Car­rion.”


  “I am what? ”


  Af­ter a long mo­ment the hag’s eyes lifted from the rhythm of the nee­dle and thread and fixed on him. “You heard me,” she said.


  “The Sis­ter­hood toils Night upon Night upon Night to make an army for you—”


  “For us, Grand­mother,” Car­rion said, re­fus­ing to be in­tim­i­dated by Mater Mot­ley’s stony stare. “This is our great work. Our dream.”


  Mater Mot­ley un­leashed a sigh of epic grav­ity. “I’m too old for dreams,” she said. “You’re the one who’ll lord it over the is­lands when the great work is done.”


  Car­rion shook his head. He’d heard this all be­fore. She was al­ways the vic­tim, al­ways the mar­tyr. “And of course you don’t have the strength to do harm to any­body, do you? ” he said. “You’re just a weary, poorly served old lady who will be dy­ing soon in a blaze of saint­hood.” He laughed. “You are ridicu­lous.”


  “And you are cruel,” she said. “And one day you will suf­fer for it.”


  “Yes, yes,” Car­rion said. “One day, one day. Now leave your nee­dle awhile,” he said. “Let’s walk to­gether in some quiet place.”


  The old woman’s lip curled. “You think you’re so clever, Car­rion. Just be­cause you lived and all your broth­ers and sis­ter per­ished.


  But who was it saved you? ”


  “It was you, Grand­mother. And not an hour passes with­out my giv­ing up a prayer of grat­i­tude.”


  “Liar,” the Hag said coldly. She slipped her nee­dle and thread into the pin­cush­ion hang­ing from her waist and put aside the stitch­ling she was work­ing on. Then she ut­tered a lit­tle word of Old Abara­tian yethasiha—and a gaseous stair­case spilled from the front of the plat­form. She rose and de­scended it.


  She was wear­ing, as al­ways, a dress of eerie lux­ury and mag­nif­i­cence, the length of which was dec­o­rated with what might have been dolls, or the re­mains of dolls, when in re­al­ity they were the shrunken re­mains of her vic­tims, re­duced to plain­tive scraps and sewn onto the dress in place of silky bows.


  “You look won­der­ful, Grand­mother.”


  “And you look hag­gard. What’s wrong with you? Lovesick? ”


  “Lovesick? Me? Who would I be sick with love over? ”


  “I don’t know, you tell me. Come, we’ll walk, and you can con­fess to me.”


   


  


  


  22. A DEATH SEN­TENCE

  



   


  TO­GETHER CAR­RION AND HIS grand­mother walked along the lip of the mine work­ing, and as they walked they talked of the fu­ture.


  “Just so you know, I didn’t be­lieve a word of what you were say­ing back there,” Car­rion re­marked to his grand­mother. “You want to con­trol the is­lands ev­ery bit as much as I do. Maybe more. Af­ter all, you’ve had rather longer to covet them.”


  Mater Mot­ley stopped walk­ing and stared at her grand­son with­out a trace of af­fec­tion.


  “And what if I have cov­eted them? ” she said. “Don’t you think I de­serve an em­pire af­ter all that I’ve suf­fered? ” Her face bore the un­mis­tak­able signs of that suf­fer­ing, even by the for­giv­ing light of a Gor­gos­sian moon. Her skin was rid­dled with lines. Rage was in them, and envy; and most of all ha­tred, end­less ha­tred.


  “You de­serve what­ever you can get,” Car­rion said to her. “I’m not ques­tion­ing that. The ques­tion is: how do we get this em­pire? ”


  “In the long term, we’ll have to take the Twenty-Fifth Hour.


  Oc­cupy it, root out its se­crets.”


  “And if it doesn’t want to give up its se­crets? ”


  “De­stroy it.”


  “That can be done? ”


  “Well, it won’t be easy, but yes, any­thing can be done if we have the will to do it. First, how­ever, we have to get the trou­ble­mak­ers out of our way. Which brings me to the mat­ter at hand. Shall we walk a lit­tle far­ther? ”


  A wall of acrid smoke rose up out of the pit of the mine ahead of them, as the mud was mixed with var­i­ous toxic agents in prepa­ra­tion for its be­ing piped into the bod­ies of the stitch­lings. The heat and stink were prac­ti­cally over­whelm­ing, but Mater Mot­ley was un­touched by ei­ther. She led Car­rion on through the op­pres­sive smoke as though she were wan­der­ing in a sun­lit field.


  “Who’s the boy, by the way? ” Mater Mot­ley asked Car­rion. “The one fol­low­ing us.”


  “His name’s Letheo. He wants to be an as­sas­sin when he grows up. So he came to me for some school­ing.”


  “Sen­si­ble child. There’s never a time when a good as­sas­sin can’t find em­ploy­ment. You’ve heard about Houli­han, I sup­pose? ”


  “What about him? ”


  “You sent him on a mis­sion to find the girl from the Here­after, yes?


  “Yes. I sent him af­ter Candy Quack­en­bush. The last I heard


  “He’s dead, Car­rion.”


  “What? ”


  “I don’t have any of the de­tails yet. But I heard from one of my spies on Sco­riae. A very re­li­able source. The Criss-Cross Man is dead. And the girl did it.”


  Car­rion turned his back on his grand­mother, while an im­age of the girl ap­peared in his mind’s eye, stand­ing with one foot planted on Houli­han’s chest.


  “She has to die, Car­rion.”


  “Yes? ”


  “Yes! We’ve un­der­es­ti­mated her some­how. She’s no sim­ple­ton school­girl from the Here­after. She’s some kind of crazy in­can­ta­trix.”


  “Im­pos­si­ble.”


  “You sound very sure.”


  “I … re­searched her….” Car­rion said some­what un­com­fort­ably.


  “What in­duced you to do that? ”


  Car­rion turned back to his grand­mother. “She … in­trigued me,” he said lightly.


  “And what did these re­searches of yours turn up? ”


  “Not much. She’s here by mis­take; I think that much is clear. I had sent Mendel­son Shape—”


  “The late Mendel­son Shape,” Mater Mot­ley said.


  “You hear ev­ery­thing, don’t you? ”


  “Where death’s con­cerned, I have an ear. Go on. You were say­ing, you sent Mendel­son Shape—”


  “To get the Key to the Pyra­mids, which had been stolen.”


  “By John Mis­chief and his broth­ers.”


  “Yes. And hav­ing stolen it, they fled. To the Here­after. At the mo­ment that Shape caught up with them, the girl ap­peared in the vicin­ity. Pure ac­ci­dent. Mis­chief passed the Key over to her—lodged it in her mind—think­ing, I sup­pose, that he’d col­lect it later.”


  “But it didn’t hap­pen that way? ”


  “No. The tide picked them all up and car­ried them back here.”


  “The way you tell it, it all sounds per­fectly in­no­cent.”


  “But you don’t think it is? ”


  “No! Of course not! You lis­ten to me. This girl is not some in­no­cent by­stander. You’d see that if you could only get a clear per­spec­tive on her. Put any ten­der thoughts about her aside. You do have ten­der thoughts about her, don’t you? ”


  Car­rion averted his eyes and stared into the poi­sonous pit.


  “An­swer me,” the old woman said, her voice like iron nails on slate.


  “How could I have any ten­der feel­ings for her? I’ve never even met the damn crea­ture.”


  “So then you won’t feel bad about killing her.”


  “No. Of course not.”


  “Don’t send one of your min­ions to do the job, or he’ll end up the same way as the Criss-Cross Man. Re­mem­ber, Houli­han was good. But some­how she bested him.”


  “A fluke,” Car­rion said.


  “Maybe.”


  “You’re not try­ing to sug­gest that this girl is ac­tu­ally a threat to us, are you? ”


  Mater Mot­ley sighed, her pa­tience thin. “My point is that her pres­ence here is not an ac­ci­dent.”


  “But the Sea—”


  “Yes, let’s just con­sider the Sea, shall we? Why did the Sea of Iz­abella go to the Here­after? Be­cause some­body called it, Car­rion.


  Who was it? Not Mendel­son Shape.”


  “No. No, of course. Shape wasn’t ca­pa­ble of that kind of magic.


  He was a func­tionary. Noth­ing more.”


  “What about Mis­chief and his broth­ers? Are they trained in magic?


  “I doubt it.”


  “So do I. And yet the Sea was sum­moned to the Old Shore, Car­rion. Who sum­moned it? ”


  “I don’t think there’s any great mys­tery there,” Car­rion said.


  “There’s a light­house left over from the Days of Em­pire.”


  “Yes, but some­body had to make that bea­con burn to bring the Sea, Car­rion. And again I ask you: who? ”


  The Lord of Mid­night didn’t an­swer this time. At least not im­me­di­ately. His hands went up to his col­lar, and he tapped his fin­gers against it. As he did so, the night­mares came up from the shad­ows and rubbed their in­testi­nal lengths against the glass, as though seek­ing their cre­ator’s re­as­sur­ance, and he theirs.


  “So we’re back to the girl again,” Car­rion said.


  “Who else? ” the old woman said. Though Letheo was stand­ing a re­spect­ful dis­tance away from the con­ver­sa­tion and could not have heard the de­bate over the din of the dig­gers be­low, Mater Mot­ley nev­er­the­less drew closer to Car­rion and spoke in a near whis­per.


  “We are more vul­ner­a­ble than I would like right now, Car­rion. If the Grand Court of the Hours were to get even a sniff of what we’re plot­ting, we would be stripped of all ti­tles, all pos­ses­sions and—if they felt so pre­dis­posed—of our very lives.”


  A thrill of fear—or even some per­verse ex­cite­ment—must have passed through Car­rion at that mo­ment, be­cause the night­mares threw out threads of light­ning, which il­lu­mi­nated his face all the way through his flesh to his cor­ru­gated bone.


  “No­body would dare,” he said.


  “You think Princes are be­yond harm? ” She took one of her spare nee­dles from the sleeve of her dress and raised it in front of his face.


  “Don’t you re­mem­ber how this hurt? ”


  The night­mares be­came more ag­i­tated than ever. They re­mem­bered.


  So did Car­rion. How could he ever for­get? How she had metic­u­lously stitched up his lips for speak­ing the word love. And how the rage had flared up in his soul while he was muted, so that it seemed some­times he would surely catch fire.


  “All right,” Car­rion said. “So I’m not be­yond harm. Thank you for the re­minder.”


  “Now, just get rid of the girl. The sooner she’s dead, the hap­pier I’ll be. And I know you only live to make me happy.”


  Car­rion smiled. “How right you are.”


  “But be sure the thing is done in ab­so­lute se­crecy.”


  “Of course. I may take Letheo. He can help me work.”


  “You warn him, though,” Mater Mot­ley said, throw­ing a side­ways glance at the youth, “that if he gives me any rea­son to sus­pect his loy­alty, he will not be able to count on your pro­tec­tion to save his hide.”


  “I’ll tell him,” Car­rion said. “You said the girl is on Sco­riae? ”


  “Last I heard. Some­where in the vicin­ity of the old Twi­light Palace. But she won’t be there for long, I can guar­an­tee it. So be quick, Car­rion.”


  “I will. I will.”


  “Good.”


  Mater Mot­ley had no more to say to him and wasn’t go­ing to waste valu­able breath on pleas­antries. Turn­ing her back on her grand­son, she fol­lowed the path along the edge of the mine, slip­ping her beloved nee­dle back into her sleeve as she went.


   


  


  


  23. DREAMER TO DREAMER

  



   


  WHEN CANDY EMERGED FROM the Cab­i­net of Won­ders—her heart still pound­ing fe­ro­ciously as a con­se­quence of all that she’d wit­nessed, all that she’d done—she went to sit down in a spot un­der the trees. Hope­fully the gen­tle sound of the breeze in the mist-draped branches would soothe her, and she’d be able to make some sense of what had just hap­pened.


  Filth, mean­while, scam­pered up the tree and sat in the branches, watch­ing his vis­i­tor with a new ner­vous­ness.


  She glanced up at him. “It’s all right,” she said, try­ing to sound re­as­sur­ing. “I’m not go­ing to go crazy or any­thing.”


  As she said this, she re­mem­bered stand­ing on the dock at Or­lando’s Cap, with Ma­lingo, and the old man with the knot­ted eyes point­ing at her.


  “They’ll lock you away. ” Isn’t that what he’d said? “They’ll lock you away”


  An­other piece of this puz­zle was in those words. It was all con­nected.


  What had hap­pened here, what had hap­pened on the Par­roto Par­roto, and the warn­ing she’d heard on the dock. All these things were part of one huge mys­tery.


  “Do I frighten you? ” she asked Filth.


  He just gave her an anx­ious munkee smile, his lips curled back un­til the mot­tled pink of his gums showed.


  “Yeah,” she said. “Well, if it’s any com­fort, I frighten my­self a bit too.”


  “Huh.” Filth’s fin­ger went to his nose and dug deep, his dig­ging ac­com­pa­nied by the sound of com­forted grunts. “What you did in there …” he said. “It was ex­tra­or­di­nary.”


  “I didn’t think about it,” Candy said. “I just did what seemed … nat­u­ral.”


  “Which makes it even more ex­tra­or­di­nary.”


  “I sup­pose it does.”


  Filth cocked his head. “What was that grum­bling noise? ”


  “That was my stom­ach. I’m hun­gry.”


  “Why didn’t you say so? ” Filth com­plained. “The palace has got an enor­mous kitchen. I could cook us some­thing.” He seemed re­lieved to be able to do some­thing that might please her; soothe her even.


  “Only if you prom­ise to wash your hands first,” Candy replied.


  While Filth went to the kitchen, Candy stayed un­der the tree, still turn­ing over all that had hap­pened, though noth­ing re­sem­bling a so­lu­tion to the puz­zle pre­sented it­self to her, just the pieces; ev­ery­where she looked, pieces. Right back to the event that had brought her here, now that she thought of it. Her in the light­house back in the Here­after, with Shape limp­ing up the stairs to kill her, and her some­how know­ing, know­ing with­out know­ing why she knew, how to light the lamp that would bring the Sea of Iz­abella to claim her. So many signs. So many clues. But what did it all mean?


  Af­ter maybe twenty min­utes, there was a call from the munkee: the food was ready. She fol­lowed the smell of cook­ing and found her way into the cav­ernous kitchen, where Filth was perched on a tall stool pre­par­ing a num­ber of dishes. He’d al­ready fried up a good por­tion of what looked like spi­ral-shaped dough­nuts and had opened a se­lec­tion of jars of fruit in syrup. Now he was tak­ing the bones out of a large pick­led fish, nois­ily suck­ing the meat off be­fore toss­ing them over his shoul­der.


  Candy hadn’t re­al­ized quite how hun­gry she was un­til she was stand­ing in the pres­ence of all this food. With­out even both­er­ing to sit down, she started to eat, and she’d soon tasted just about ev­ery­thing that Filth had pre­pared for her and was start­ing to feel a warm glow of ful­fill­ment. A dis­tinct sense of sleepi­ness was also creep­ing upon her.


  “You should go and lie down,” the munkee said. “Get a lit­tle shut-eye.”


  “Mmm, maybe I will.”


  “There’s a small bed in the cor­ner over there,” Filth went on.


  “It’s where the cooks used to take a snooze. Lie down. I’ll wake you up if some­thing in­ter­est­ing hap­pens.”


  “Thank you,” Candy said. Her limbs were pleas­antly heavy, as were her eye­lids. She went over to the low, nar­row bed and pulled back the an­ti­quated quilt. Un­der­neath were no sheets, just a cou­ple of thread­bare blan­kets. She lay down, and her grate­ful limbs sank into the soft­ness of the old mat­tress. She reached down and lifted up the quilt. She was in the process of pulling it up over her body when sleep over­took her.


  She dreamed she was sit­ting on the stairs in Fol­low­ell Street; but it was a dif­fer­ent sen­sa­tion than sim­ply dream­ing it, she felt some­how that she was there, in spirit. She could hear her broth­ers fight­ing up­stairs, their voices shrill, their in­sults as crude as they’d ever been.


  “Fat butt!”


  “Ape brain!”


  “Dog breath!”


  Cow’s ass!


  Now there came a third voice, this one slurred by too much beer.


  “Will you shut the hell up, or do I have to come up there and beat the livin’ day­lights outta you? Which is it goin’ to be? ”


  Candy looked down the stairs and saw her fa­ther stand­ing in the shad­ows be­low, his face damp with sweat. She re­mem­bered how in­tim­i­dat­ing and un­pre­dictable he was in moods like this. How the whole house seemed to hold its breath in an­tic­i­pa­tion of his next out­burst.


  “Well? ” Bill Quack­en­bush yelled up the stairs. “Which is it to be? ”


  “We’ll be quiet, Dad,” Don said meekly.


  “You’re damn right you’ll be quiet, be­cause if you’re not quiet I’m gonna make you wish you’d never been born, you hear me?


  NEVER BEEN BORN!”


  There was com­plete si­lence now from the boys. Not even a foot­fall. They knew from painful ex­pe­ri­ence how cruel their fa­ther could be when he got into one of his drunken fu­ries.


  Growl­ing some­thing un­der his breath, Bill Quack­en­bush turned around and went back to the beer-stained splen­dor of his easy chair.


  Even though she knew her fa­ther couldn’t see or hear her right now, Candy in­stinc­tively did as she had long ago learned to do when­ever her fa­ther got into a mood like this. She sat very still and said noth­ing for a while. Only when it seemed his rage had qui­eted did she go in search of her mother.


  Where was she? The kitchen was empty, but the back door was open, and Candy headed out, glanc­ing up at the clock above the fridge as she went. It was 4:5 P.M. In Abarat, she’d be in Gno­mon at this hour. But time ran dif­fer­ently here, in the world she’d called home for so long Soon the sun would be­gin to slide down to­ward the hori­zon, and evening would set­tle in. All she had to do was stay still here, and the hours would slip on by. That idea seemed a lit­tle odd to her now.


  She’d be­come quite used to the no­tion that Time was a place, a spot on the map that you went to visit, just as you would any other place.


  One day, she thought, I’m go­ing to come back to Chick­en­town, to this house, to my mom and dad and my broth­ers. And think­ing of that, she made a men­tal note to start col­lect­ing some sou­venirs of Abarat to bring back with her. They couldn’t be things she could ever find in the Here­after. They’d have to be to­tally Abara­tian. A copy of Klepp’s Al­me­nak. A com­pass watch like one she’d seen in the mar­ket­place at Taz­magor, which showed you when was where, or where was when, or both. Maybe some pho­to­graphs of the wilder flora and fauna of the Hours. Ev­i­dence, in short. Things she could show to peo­ple that would be in­con­testable proof that there was an­other, more won­der­ful place where gos­sip and beer and chicken pro­duc­tion were not the only things that mat­tered.


  She’d walked to the far end of the yard as she planned her ev­i­dence col­lect­ing, and there, sit­ting in a rusted gar­den chair with her back to the house, was her mother.


  “Oh, Mom …” Candy said softly.


  Candy half ex­pected Melissa Quack­en­bush to sense her daugh­ter’s pres­ence and turn and smile at her. But she didn’t move.


  “Mom? ” Candy said again.


  She was close enough now to be able to hear her mother’s soft rhyth­mic breath­ing. Was she asleep? Mov­ing very cau­tiously, so as not to wake her, she took a step around the chair. The sight of her mother’s face made Candy want to cry. Melissa looked so weary, so drained. Her eyes were closed, her mouth turned down, her freck­led brow marked by a deep frown.


  “Candy? ” she mur­mured in her sleep. “Is that you? ”


  Her eyes wan­dered back and forth be­neath her blue-veined lids as though at­tempt­ing to make sense of some dreamed sight or other. The sor­row­ful ex­pres­sion on her mother’s face made Candy want to turn away. But when she did so, she found her mother stand­ing just a few yards away from her, in the mid­dle of the un­kempt lawn. Con­fused, Candy looked back at the woman sleep­ing in the rusted chair, and again at her mother’s twin.


  “I don’t get it,” Candy said. “Why are there two of you? ”


  “One dream­ing, one awake,” Melissa said, as though it was the eas­i­est idea in the world. “I’m over in that chair, dream­ing. And I guess you’re some­where else too, asleep.”


  “So we’re meet­ing each other in our dreams? ” Candy said.


  Melissa nod­ded. “It’s so good to see you, honey,” she said.


  “Where have you been? Did you hitch­hike some­where? Did you go to Min­ne­ap­o­lis? ”


  No.


  “Where then? Where are you? ”


  “I’m a long, long way from Chick­en­town, Mom.”


  “Oh, God. Did some­body kid­nap you? ”


  “No,” Candy said with a grin. “I’ve just been trav­el­ing, that’s all.”


  “Well, why didn’t you call me and tell me you were safe? ”


  Melissa replied, her re­lief sour­ing into anger. “How could you be so self­ish? I imag­ined all kinds of things. And of course your dad was sure you’d got­ten into trou­ble with some boy, or with drugs.”


  “No boy. No drugs.”


  “What then? ”


  “Oh, Mom … if I told you what’s hap­pened to me … I swear, you’d say I was crazy.”


  “I don’t care: I want to know. “


  In her sleep­ing state, Melissa was be­com­ing ag­i­tated. Candy reached down and gen­tly laid a sooth­ing hand on her mother’s shoul­der.


  “Mom, I’m sorry,” she said. “I had no way of con­tact­ing you.”


  “Don’t be silly. No­body’s that far away.” was. 1 am.


  “Then tell me,” Melissa said.


  “Tell you what? ”


  This time the sleep­ing Melissa and the wak­ing one spoke to­gether. “Ev­ery­thing!” they said. “Tell me ev­ery­thing!”


  “Huh. Ev­ery­thing. Well, where do I start? ” Candy thought about the ques­tion for a mo­ment, and then, fi­nally, she said: “Who am I, Mom? ”


  “You’re my daugh­ter, of course. You’re Candy Quack­en­bush.”


  “Where was I born? ”


  “You know where you were born. Here in Chick­en­town.”


  “You’re sure? ”


  “Of course I’m sure.”


  Candy stud­ied Melissa’s face, look­ing for some sign of doubt.


  She saw it too, a lit­tle flicker in her mother’s eyes.


  “Was there any­thing strange about the way I came into the world? ” Candy said.


  This time Melissa looked away. “I don’t know why you’re ask­ing these silly ques­tions.”


  “I’ll tell you why,” Candy replied, her voice very calm. “Be­cause though we’re dream­ing that we’re in the same world, Mom, we’re not. I’m in a place called the Abarat. It’s nowhere on any map that you’ve ever looked at.”


  “That’s ridicu­lous.”


  “No. It isn’t. It’s the truth. And I think you know it’s the truth.”


  She paused to give her mother an op­por­tu­nity to con­tra­dict this, if she was go­ing to, but she said noth­ing, so Candy went on.


  “Right now I’m sleep­ing on an is­land called Sco­riae, at the Hour of Seven in the Evening. Ev­ery Hour has its own is­land here, you see. You can sort of time travel by hop­ping from is­land to is­land. I’m ac­tu­ally in what’s called the Twi­light Palace. It was built for a Princess, a long time ago….”


  Melissa still didn’t an­swer, though she was shak­ing her head very, very slowly, as if this was all too much to take in. But Candy went on telling her story, watch­ing her mother’s face all the while. “When I first came here, I thought: this is new; this is like noth­ing I’ve ever seen be­fore. But I was wrong. As the weeks have gone on, more and more I’ve had the feel­ing that this isn’t the first time I’ve been here.”


  The doubt in her mother’s face deep­ened. “I’ve been in the Abarat be­fore, Mom, ” Candy said. “I don’t know how that’s pos­si­ble, but I have.”


  She paused again for a mo­ment, to col­lect her thoughts, and then she went on.


  “And it seems to me that if I know some­thing about the Abarat, then prob­a­bly you do too, be­cause you’ve been with me all through my life, right from the very be­gin­ning.”


  Again Candy gave her mother a mo­ment to think about this.


  Then she said: “Do you, Mom? Do you know some­thing? ”


  Al­most in a whis­per, Melissa replied: “Maybe.”


  “Tell me. Please. What­ever it is. Tell me.”


  Melissa took a deep breath. Then, very softly, she said: “The night you were born, it was rain­ing so hard it was like there go­ing to be a sec­ond Flood. I never saw rain like it. But I had to get to the hos­pi­tal, rain or no rain, be­cause you were sud­denly ready to be born, and you weren’t go­ing to be de­layed.” She made a lit­tle smile. “You were will­ful, even then,” she said. “So your dad bun­dled me into the truck and off we went. But once we’re on the high­way, guess what? We run out of gas. So your dad set off in this del­uge to find a garage, leav­ing me … leav­ing us… in the truck. And the rain kept com­ing down, drum­ming on the roof of the truck, and you kept squirm­ing in­side me, and just when I thought I was go­ing to have you right there on the front seat, I saw a light


  “Dad? ”


  “No, it wasn’t your dad. There were three women, out there in the rain. I knew im­me­di­ately they weren’t from town. The way they looked, for one thing. An old woman, one of them, with long gray hair.”


  “Dia­manda …” Candy said softly.


  Melissa looked as­ton­ished. “You know her? ” she said.


  “A lit­tle,” Candy said. “Dia­manda, Mespa and Joephi. They’re all Sis­ters of the Fan­tomaya. That means they’re women who know magic. I don’t mean the Las Ve­gas kind of magic


  “I know what you mean,” Melissa said. “At least I can guess. Oh, Lord, why did I let them come near me? I should have just run.”


  “How could you? ”


  “I should have tried. But in­stead I just sat there. And the door opened, and …” She paused, and a sud­den anger came into her eyes. “We were go­ing to have a per­fectly or­di­nary life,” she said. “A per­fectly happy, easy life, un­til they came along with their magic. “


  “Tell me the rest, Mom. The door opened, and then what? ”


  “The old lady Dia­manda had a box, which she was car­ry­ing as though what­ever was in­side was the most pre­cious thing in the world. And when she opened it—” Melissa closed her eyes for a mo­ment, and Candy heard the sound of sob­bing. She looked over her shoul­der to see that her mom was cry­ing in her sleep, moved to tears by these mem­o­ries. Candy felt a pang of guilt for what she’d done, dredg­ing up the past this way. But she needed these an­swers.


  More than that, she de­served them. She’d had this se­cret kept from her for too long.


  “Go on,” she gen­tly urged.


  “She opened this box, and there was light in­side. Not just a light. Life. Some­thing alive in the light. And what­ever it was—this bright thing—it came into me, Candy. Through my skin, through my eyes, through my breath.”


  “Were you afraid? ”


  “Not at the time. At least not for my­self. You see, I knew the mo­ment it be­gan to move through my body that it wasn’t me the light and life wanted.” She opened her eyes fi­nally, and mother and daugh­ter looked at each other, dreamer to dreamer. “It was you, ” she said. “The light wanted you.”


   


  


  


  24. HUS­BAND AND WIFE

  



   


  ELISSA! GET UP! I‘M hun­gry!”


  Candy’s fa­ther was stand­ing at the back door, his shirt pulled out of his pants and hang­ing open, his beer-swollen belly shiny with sweat. He was point­ing his fin­ger at Melissa, who was still asleep in the chair. Candy could re­mem­ber all too eas­ily how it felt to be close to him when he was in a mood like this. The threat of him, the stink of him; the sick­ness he ex­uded. How many times, over the years, had he caught her look­ing at him, caught the con­tempt in her eyes and beaten her for it?


  But right now his wife was the sub­ject of his rage.


  “Wake up, you lazy cow!” he yelled. “Didn’t you hear me? I’m hun­gry.”


  “Oh, shut up” Candy said through grit­ted teeth. “Don’t wake her up yet. We haven’t fin­ished talk­ing.”


  “Too late,” Melissa mur­mured to her, her voice grow­ing faint as her hus­band’s sum­mons stirred her. “He hates see­ing me sleep. I guess be­cause he doesn’t sleep well him­self.” Her im­age was flick­er­ing now. “He has night­mares.”


  Bill was strid­ing down the gar­den now, yelling at his wife as he went. “Melissa, damn you, WILL YOU WAKE UP? ”


  He raised his fist as he ap­proached. Candy didn’t doubt for a mo­ment what he in­tended to do


  “I’m warn­ing you, woman!” he growled.


  In­stinc­tively Candy stepped into his path and raised her arm to block her fa­ther’s in­tended blow. She wasn’t sure what kind of ef­fect she would have, if any. Af­ter all, she was only a dream­ing pres­ence.


  But she car­ried some weight here, even in her present con­di­tion. The mo­ment her fa­ther’s arm made con­tact with hers, he let out a shout of shock. He dropped his arm, nar­row­ing his blood­shot eyes.


  “What the hell—? ” He waited a mo­ment, then moved to­ward his sleep­ing wife again. He was still ready to do harm.


  “No, you don’t, ” Candy said. This time she didn’t sim­ply block his blow. She put her hand in the mid­dle of her fa­ther’s chest and she pushed. A hard push. Her fa­ther stum­bled back­ward, reach­ing out to catch hold of the chair in which Melissa was still sleep­ing.


  But Candy ca­su­ally knocked his hand away, and down he went, fall­ing heav­ily. For a few sec­onds he lay sprawled in the un­kempt grass. Then he got to his feet and re­treated two or three steps, the fury on his face en­tirely fled now, re­placed by a look of sud­den su­per­sti­tion.


  “What’s go­ing on? ” he said, half to him­self. Then, to Melissa:


  “Open jour eyes, woman! Open jour damn eyes!”


  Slowly Melissa an­swered her hus­band’s sum­mons, and as her eyes flicked open, the im­age of the dreamer to whom Candy had been speak­ing went out like a blown can­dle.


  Melissa shook her head and got to her feet, look­ing around the yard as though she half ex­pected to still see Candy stand­ing there.


  What she saw in­stead was her hus­band, scan­ning the yard ner­vously.


  “Is there some­thing here with us? ” he said to her. “Is there? ”


  “What are you talk­ing about? ”


  “Some­thing pushed me,” he mut­tered. Then more loudly:


  “Some­thing pushed me!”


  It took Melissa only a mo­ment or two to make sense of what he was telling her.


  “Candy …” she said softly, look­ing around as she spoke. “Are you here? ”


  “Candy? ” Bill said, his hands in­stinc­tively clos­ing into fists. “You think she’s here? If she’s here, why the hell can’t I see her? ”


  Melissa glanced down at her hus­band’s white knuck­les and tried to put on a smile.


  “It’s all right, Bill,” she mur­mured.


  “You said: are you here? Why’d you say that? Tell me! And don’t you start ly­ing to me. If there’s one thing that makes me mad, it’s liars.


  “I was dream­ing, that’s all,” Melissa said lightly. “I was dream­ing about Candy, and when I woke up I was con­fused. I thought she was here.”


  “But she’s not? ”


  Melissa put on a look of puz­zle­ment. “How could she be? ” she replied, dar­ing Bill to put words to his fears. “I mean, look. There’s just you and me.”


  “Yeah …”


  “It was just a dream.”


  “Damn girl,” Bill mut­tered. “We’re bet­ter off with­out her.”


  “You don’t mean that.”


  “Don’t tell me what I mean.”


  “I know it was never easy be­tween you two,” Melissa said. “But Bill, she’s still our daugh­ter. Re­mem­ber how ex­cited we were the night she was born? ”


  He grunted.


  “That was quite a night, Bill. Do you re­mem­ber any of what hap­pened the night Candy was born? ”


  “Who cares? ”


  “I do.”


  “Well, I don’t.”


  He turned away from his wife and walked off to­ward the house.


  Melissa fol­lowed him, talk­ing to him as he went, gen­tly re­mind­ing him.


  “It rained, Bill. Do you re­mem­ber how hard it rained? And you left me in the truck—”


  “Oh, now we come to it. Billy-boy for­got to put gas in the truck, so poor Melissa was left in the cold for hours and hours and


  “Will you let me fin­ish? ”


  “Poor Melissa. Of course she should never have mar­ried him in the first place, isn’t that what ev­ery­body tells you? ”


  “Shut up a minute, will you? ”


  He turned on her sud­denly, as though he was go­ing to hit her.


  But he was still ner­vous af­ter what had hap­pened, and he kept him­self from do­ing it in case he felt an­other push from that in­vis­i­ble hand.


  “This isn’t about you or me,” Melissa went on. “This is about Candy. I tried so many times to tell you what hap­pened that night, but you would never lis­ten. You thought I was crazy. But what hap­pened that night was real.”


  “And what was that? ” he said.


  “Three women ap­peared. They came from an­other world, Bill.”


  “Stupid.”


  “Abarat, it’s called.”


  He sneered. “Never heard of it.”


  “Well, it’s where our daugh­ter is right now.”


  “Ac­cord­ing to who? ”


  “Ac­cord­ing to her, Bill. I saw her in my dream. I talked to her.”


  Bill rolled his eyes.


  “Be­lieve me—”


  “You are crazy, you re­ally are.” He put his fin­ger to his tem­ple.


  “It’s all in your head.”


  “No.”


  “Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!”


  “Candy even told me the names of these women.”


  “Oh, did she? ”


  “Dia­manda, Joephi and Mespa. They’re from a sis­ter­hood called the Fan­tomaya.”


  “You know, you should write all this non­sense down. You could prob­a­bly sell it.”


  “I’m not in­vent­ing it, Bill. Candy’s there, in the Abarat. She’s seen these women. They’re help­ing her.”


  “All right!” Bill said. “Enough! I don’t want to hear any more of this crap.” His voice filled with gen­uine re­vul­sion. “You and your stupid women! As if there aren’t enough damn women on the planet.” He turned his back on his wife and headed for the house.


  But af­ter a few steps he stopped and looked back at her.


  “You know what? ” he said. “One of these days I’m just gonna pack my bags and get the hell outta here.”


  “And where would you go? ”


  “I got places. I could go to Den­ver, see my brother. Back to Chicago. Any­where but here.” He turned from her and went to the back door. “I should have gone a long time ago.”


  And with that he dis­ap­peared into the house, leav­ing Melissa stand­ing in the yard, de­spair­ing. She’d tried to get through to him, but he was a wall. What was it go­ing to take for him to be­lieve her?


  She looked up at the sky. Small fleets of clouds were be­ing driven north­east by the wind.


  “Candy? ” she said, hop­ing her daugh­ter was still within earshot.


  “If you can hear me, dar­ling, please take good care of your­self.


  Maybe one of these days we’ll get a chance to see the Abarat to­gether. I miss you, honey.”


  Then she put her sad­ness away, where Bill wouldn’t be able to see it, and she went in­side the house to fix her fam­ily some ham­burg­ers for lunch.


   


  


  


  25. FATES

  



   


  MA­LINGO HAD BEEN ON some amaz­ing trips in the weeks since he’d es­caped his servi­tude, but none was as breath snatch­ing as the jour­ney he took over the crowded board­walks of Ba­bilo­nium. The blue fab­ric that had snatched him up didn’t seem to have much sub­stance to speak of: it was a robe with­out a vis­i­ble body to oc­cupy it. But the woman who pos­sessed it spoke to him clearly enough, and did her best to re­as­sure him.


  “Just keep calm,” she said. “I don’t want to drop you on these poor peo­ple’s heads. They came here for some fun, not to be brained by a geshrat.”


  Ma­lingo looked down through the folds of fab­ric. They were now a long way off the ground and mov­ing at con­sid­er­able speed.


  If he were to fall, he thought, it wouldn’t be the folks be­low who would suf­fer most; it would be he.


  “Who are you? ” he said.


  “Later.”


  “I just need to know: did Wolf­swinkel send you? Are you tak­ing me back to Nin­ny­ham­mer? ”


  “No, no, no. Per­ish the thought.”


  “Only he used to beat me for the plea­sure of it.”


  “Oh, I’ve heard about the cru­el­ties of Kas­par Wolf­swinkel,” the woman in the cloth said. “And he’ll pay dearly for them, by and by.


  You be com­forted, my friend. All hurt is re­paid in the great round.


  Trust me.”


  “I do ..” Ma­lingo said qui­etly, sound­ing a lit­tle sur­prised at him­self.


  “Hang on, now!”


  They were com­ing to the edge of the Car­ni­val, where the brightly lit board­walk gave way to murk and mud, and thence to a rocky land­scape which rolled away to­ward the sea.


  Their flight had car­ried them north, he judged; the sky was darker over the straits that lay ahead than they had been be­hind them. Evening was turn­ing to Night.


  “Where ex­actly are we go­ing? ” he yelled over the rush­ing of the wind, which be­came steadily louder as they sped to­ward the coast­line.


  “You’ll find out in a few mo­ments,” the woman in the robe yelled back. “Get ready! We’ve got some tricky ma­neu­ver­ing ahead of us. It may get a lit­tle bumpy.”


  Ma­lingo peered a sec­ond time through the snap­ping folds of his car­rier and in­stantly re­gret­ted that he’d done so. They were speed­ing to­ward a solid rock face.


  “What are you do­ing? ” he hollered. “You’ll kill us!”


  “Then don’t look!” the woman said. “Keep hold­ing tight!”


  Ma­lingo couldn’t keep him­self from look­ing, de­spite the woman’s ad­vice. They flew di­rectly to­ward solid rock at a speed that surely meant they would be splat­tered against it, but at the last mo­ment the spirit in the fab­ric swerved and car­ried them through the nar­row­est of fis­sures in the rock. His bearer knew her way. She speeded him through the crack in the rock with­out in­ci­dent, though at times it seemed to get so tight he was sure they wouldn’t make it. Still he clung to the cloth—what choice did he have? —and he was fi­nally re­warded with the sweet­est smell imag­in­able: the clean smell of salt sea air.


  “Take courage!” the woman in the robe an­nounced. “We’re al­most there!” and a few sec­onds later they started to slow down.


  Emerg­ing at last from the fis­sure, they came to rest on a wet rock.


  “Be care­ful now,” the woman warned. “I don’t want you to get swept away.”


  She had brought them down to a spot that was no more than three or four yards from the sea, and the waves beat against the boul­ders in a white frenzy. Within a few sec­onds of com­ing to land, Ma­lingo was soaked from head to foot.


  “That’s cold,” he said.


  “A lit­tle sea­wa­ter isn’t go­ing to hurt you,” said the old woman, and as she spoke blue fab­ric parted and she stepped out of new folds, her oc­cu­py­ing spirit be­com­ing solid and vis­i­ble. She was old, per­haps very old, her un­pinned hair ris­ing around her head as the wind caught it. “Lordy Lou, geshrat,” she said. “That was hard work.


  You’re heav­ier than you look.”


  “Well, thank you for the res­cue,” Ma­lingo said. “But why? ”


  “Well, I didn’t do it for the good of my health,” she replied. “Or yours, come to that. I did it for—”


  “Let me guess: Candy Quack­en­bush.”


  “Very good, geshrat.”


  “If it’s any com­fort to you, I would die for that lady.”


  “It is a com­fort,” said the old woman. “And be­lieve me, I know that you would. That’s why I’m send­ing you af­ter her now. To pre­vent a dou­ble tragedy.”


  “That doesn’t sound good.”


  “It isn’t,” the old lady said. “But time is of the essence, so can we hurry along? ”


  “Hurry where? ”


  “Turn around.”


  He turned and saw that in the blue murk there was a small two masted ves­sel, which was be­ing kept from dash­ing it­self against the shore by the crew, who were wield­ing lengths of roughly hewn tim­ber to pre­vent the ship from be­ing car­ried against the rocks.


  “Quickly! Quickly!” the woman in the blue robe said, di­rect­ing Ma­lingo to a plank that lay be­tween land and boat. He gave her a doubt­ing look. The plank was nar­row and slick with wa­ter. But the old lady hur­ried Ma­lingo across it so quickly his doubts were over in a heart­beat, and he was re­ceived into the beam­ing com­pany of a young woman with dark skin and bright or­ange hair. Be­side her was a third woman, fine boned but se­vere. She had a coat for him, which was cer­tainly wel­come.


  “Let’s go be­low and get you some nour­ish­ment,” she said, a sug­ges­tion with which Ma­lingo gladly com­plied. The women led him down into the hold of the ship, where a large fire was burn­ing in an enor­mous iron grate. Ma­lingo was of­fered a chair, but he said he pre­ferred to sit near the hearth. The room quickly filled with the pun­gent smell of dry­ing geshrat. The promised nour­ish­ment quickly came in the form of a four-decker sand­wich made of slices of well-sea­soned ropa-ropa and ja­bal pate. Ma­lingo was half­way through the sand­wich when the old woman—now wear­ing clean, dry robes—came back in and sat in one of the chairs close to the fire.


  “Bet­ter now? ”


  “Much,” Ma­lingo said. He set down his sand­wich. “You’re Dia­manda, aren’t you? Of the Fan­tomaya? ” am.


  “And you”—he pointed to the woman who’d given him the coat—”you must be Joephi, yes? And you Mespa, yes? ”


  “All cor­rect,” said Mespa.


  “Is that all Candy told you: our names? ” said Joephi.


  “She didn’t say much more,” Ma­lingo replied. “She’s a com­pli­cated one, that girl. She goes deep. I don’t even think she un­der­stands the mys­ter­ies she con­tains.”


  “I doubt any­body does,” Dia­manda replied with great grav­ity.


  “We’d been trav­el­ing to­gether for al­most eight weeks,” Ma­lingo went on, “and I was be­gin­ning to think we would stay to­gether, but then she goes and runs off the way she did.”


  “She was pro­tect­ing you,” said Mespa.


  “But that’s a two-way street. She pro­tects me, and I pro­tect her.


  How can I pos­si­bly pro­tect her if I don’t know where she is? ”


  “You’ll find her again,” Dia­manda said. “Your story to­gether has a long way to go.”


  “Yes? ” said Ma­lingo, so re­lieved to hear this that tears welled in his eyes.


  “Ab­so­lutely,” said Dia­manda. “Tell us now, did she dis­play a good com­mand of magic? ”


  “Not as much as she wanted to,” Ma­lingo said. “She knew I’d learned some mi­nor con­ju­ra­tions from Wolf­swinkel, and she was al­ways push­ing me to teach her what I knew.”


  “And did you? ”


  “No. I re­sisted for a long while. And then, once I agreed to do it, the op­por­tu­nity was snatched away.”


  “Why did you re­sist? ” Mespa wanted to know.


  “It’s as I said: she goes deep. I was afraid of what I might un­leash in her. I didn’t know how she’d end up if she got real power.”


  Dia­manda sighed. “None of us do, Mis­ter Ma­lingo,” she said, with a note of quiet un­ease.


  “Not even Candy? ” said Ma­lingo.


  “Es­pe­cially not Candy.”


  “I think we can be cer­tain of one thing,” Joephi said. “What­ever she learns, what­ever she be­comes, she will af­fect the fate of these is­lands in ways we can none of us be­gin to know.”


  “So what do you want me to do? Be­sides find her.”


  “That en­tirely de­pends on how things have changed for her when you do find her.”


  “Am I go­ing on my own? ”


  “On the first part of the voy­age, yes,” Joephi said. “But once you get to the Nonce, you’ll hook up with a group of fine, good peo­ple.”


  “Can’t you come with me? ”


  “We wish we could,” said Mespa. “But events arc hur­ry­ing us all along in dif­fer­ent di­rec­tions, I’m afraid.”


  “So it falls to you to find her, with the great­est pos­si­ble speed, and bring her to a place of safety,” Joephi told him.


  “What place? ”


  Dia­manda shook her head. “I don’t know right now,” she said, her voice raw with de­spair. “What we tell you now might not be true in half an hour. There are strange things hap­pen­ing on just about ev­ery is­land, Ma­lingo. Pow­ers stir­ring that we had hoped never to see the likes of again. Things ris­ing out of the deep. Things drop­ping out of the high heav­ens. There are no cer­tain­ties, I’m afraid. None. No places of safety, no things we know to be true now that will be true in the next heart­beat.”


  Ma­lingo looked grim. “Can I ask—? ” he mur­mured, then stopped.


  “Say it,” Dia­manda told him. “If you’ve got a ques­tion, ask it now. There may not be an­other time.”


  “Well, as you put it that way,” Ma­lingo said. “What’s the worst thing that could hap­pen? ”


  Dia­manda sighed heav­ily. “I’m afraid that’s all too easy to an­swer,” she said. She glanced at her sis­ters, then back at Ma­lingo.


  “The Twenty-Fifth Hour is where our en­e­mies will at­tempt to strike. If they put that Hour in jeop­ardy, then our very ex­is­tence will be in ques­tion.”


  “They could do that? ” Ma­lingo said. “They could take the Twenty-Fifth Hour? ”


  “In suf­fi­cient num­bers,” said Dia­manda, “and with the right kind of strat­egy, yes. Let’s be in no doubt: the forces as­sem­bling against us are for­mi­da­ble. Mater Mot­ley has been cre­at­ing an army of stitch­lings for years, hid­den by the dark­ness of Mid­night. If she un­leashes them, and Odom’s Spire falls to her army—if the mys­ter­ies that the Twenty-Fifth Hour con­tain be­come vul­ner­a­ble to at­tack and des­e­cra­tion—then the way we live our lives—both here and in the Here­after—will be de­stroyed for­ever. A pro­found chaos will de­scend, and ev­ery­thing that made life pos­si­ble in these is­lands—all the joy, all the love, all the mean­ing—will be ex­tin­guished.


  It would be as though we—and our world—had never ex­isted.”


  Ma­lingo put his head in his hands. Though he was close to the fire, he was sud­denly deathly cold.


  “How’s that pos­si­ble? ” he said. “All these ter­ri­ble things go­ing on and no­body even knows.” He lifted his head a lit­tle. “Lis­ten!” he said. “You can hear the Car­ni­val mu­sic from here! Tens of thou­sands of peo­ple danc­ing and singing and … all ig­no­rant?


  “Oh, they know,” said Dia­manda. “Peo­ple across the Hours have known for a long while now that mat­ters of great con­se­quence are in the air. They’ve wo­ken from their slum­bers, weep­ing and afraid, and they’ve not known why. They’ve been moved to kiss their chil­dren, sud­denly, as though they feared they might not see them again.”


  “Yet they don’t speak up about it,” Ma­lingo said.


  “A few have,” Joephi said. “But Houli­han took care of most of them. They dis­ap­peared, sud­denly.”


  “Ter­ri­ble,” Ma­lingo said.


  “As for the rest—the or­di­nary men and women of the Hours they just have to live their lives. Love their chil­dren. Grow old peace­fully. So they turn their backs on what they sus­pect.”


  “Is there any hope? ”


  “Of course there’s hope, geshrat,” Dia­manda said fiercely. “But you have work to do. I’ll leave you in the com­pany of my sis­ter Mespa. She has her in­struc­tions. It’s been a plea­sure talk­ing with you, Ma­lingo Geshrat. Joephi, would you come with me? We have a great deal to do.”


  The two women left, and for a mo­ment or two Ma­lingo stared into the fire, med­i­tat­ing on the con­ver­sa­tion they’d just had. Fi­nally Mespa said: “When­ever you’re ready, my Cap­tain …”


  “I’m sorry? ” Ma­lingo said. “Your what? ”


  “It was Dia­manda’s in­struc­tion,” Mespa ex­plained. “You are to be Cap­tain of this ship. It’s called the Lud Limbo?


  “Why me? ”


  “Be­cause Dia­manda trusts you.”


  “But I don’t know how to cap­tain a ship.”


  “Well then, you’ll learn as we go, yes? Candy has faith in you and so do we. Do you want to come up on deck? ”


  They headed up into the soft starlight. There were lanterns lit ev­ery­where around the ves­sel, and the flames il­lu­mi­nated a great crowd of folks, some hu­man, many not, as­sem­bled in the mid­dle of the deck. As soon as Ma­lingo stepped into view they raised a mast­shak­ing cheer, much to his em­bar­rass­ment.


  “Your crew, Cap­tain,” said a Sea-Skip­per, wear­ing a wa­ter­sod­den uni­form. He was a thin, quizzi­cal crea­ture, and looked ner­vous. “I’m Deaux-Deaux, your first mate.”


  “Oh,” said Ma­lingo, still too sur­prised by his sud­den el­e­va­tion in the world to think straight. “Good to meet you.”


  “So, do you want to make a speech to the crew? ” Deaux-Deaux said.


  “About what? ”


  “About our des­ti­na­tion, per­haps? Or about what we’re go­ing to do when we get there? ”


  “Be­fore you say a word,” Mespa said. “Let me wish you bon voy­age, Cap­tain—”


  Ma­lingo took Mespa’s arm and gen­tly es­corted her out of his first mate’s earshot. “I can’t do this,” he said. “I can’t cap­tain a whole ship.”


  “Of course you can,” she said to him, look­ing him straight in the eyes. “There’ll be a lot more out­landish de­mands made on you be­fore this war’s fin­ished, be­lieve me. Take courage. You are part of some­thing great and good, Ma­lingo.”


  So say­ing, she wrapped her robes around her, and in the mo­ment that she did so the fab­ric folded it­self up and was gone, car­ry­ing its wearer away with it.


  Ma­lingo watched her van­ish, hop­ing against hope that she might still re­turn and an­nounce to ev­ery­one that this was just a joke. But she had in­deed gone. And with her de­par­ture the crew’s eyes—his crew’s eyes—were all turned on him, wait­ing, ob­vi­ously, for him to say some­thing.


  He had to speak. For bet­ter or worse, he had to speak.


  He silently counted to three. On the third beat he took his eyes off the empty sky and looked down at his as­sem­bled crew.


  “Good evening,” he said. “I am Ma­lingo. I am a geshrat. And your Cap­tain …”


   


  


  


  26. KAS­PAR IS VIS­ITED

  



   


  A SPAR WOLF­SWINKEL RE­MEM­BERED WITH painful clar­ity the girl who’d come knock­ing on his door not so very long ago. He had been fool­ish enough to open the door, fool­ish enough to let the brat in. He’d thought for a while that he’d out­wit this poor lost child and per­suade her to poi­son the tar­rie-cats who were his warders on Nin­ny­ham­mer. He couldn’t do it him­self be­cause the wretched an­i­mals were im­mune to his il­lu­sions. Nor could he es­cape them while they lived. And what bet­ter way to rid him­self of his watch-cats than to have the in­no­cent girl-child who’d come to his doorstep feed them poi­soned fish?


  But it hadn’t been as sim­ple as that. Nowhere near. For one thing, the girl was not as stupid as she looked. She’d quickly re­al­ized that he was plot­ting some­thing. And then, to make mat­ters worse, she’d taken it into her asi­nine lit­tle head to in­spire his geshrat slave to free him­self. She ‘d fired up the crea­ture with a lot of in­flam­ma­tory talk about lib­erty and such, and Wolf­swinkel had re­tal­i­ated with some se­ri­ous wiz­ardry, which had un­for­tu­nately got­ten out of hand.


  When the busi­ness was over and done with, Wolf­swinkel’s house on the hill had been trashed; Ma­lingo the geshrat, along with his lib­er­a­tor, Candy Quack­en­bush, had es­caped. And the tar­rie-cats had not been poi­soned.


  His life un­der house ar­rest, which had been plenty mis­er­able be­fore the girl had come knock­ing on the door, was a good deal more mis­er­able when she’d gone. He’d lost his slave. Now he had to dust his own fur­ni­ture, serve his own rum and tidy his own books. Worse than that, he missed the sim­ple plea­sure of beat­ing the geshrat and hu­mil­i­at­ing him. He was alone and bored, and the girl was to blame.


  He had com­plained to the High Court of the Hours about how un­fair all this was, but none of the judges wanted to give him a hear­ing.


  In fact, mat­ters only got worse. The court sent in a bat­tal­ion of sol­diers to pa­trol his hill, with the tar­rie-cats lend­ing them the ben­e­fit of their un­de­ceiv­able eyes. It was dis­tress­ing for a man who had as high an opin­ion of him­self as Wolf­swinkel to be treated like a petty crim­i­nal. And it had all started when he’d taken pity on a stranger. He cursed the mo­ment he’d done it. And more, he cursed her. There was no re­venge harsh enough, no pun­ish­ment mer­ci­less enough, to sat­isfy his ful­mi­nat­ing rage. He spent hour af­ter hour, half pick­led in rum, in­vent­ing things he would do to the girl when he fi­nally got his hands on her.


  And he would. Of that he had not the slight­est doubt. He would.


  His present cir­cum­stance had some­what lim­ited his op­tions, but even­tu­ally a way out of this wretched prison would present it­self.


  And when it did, his first act as a free man would be to find the Quack­en­bush girl and make her re­gret she’d ever seen his front door, much less come knock­ing on it.


  Tonight, how­ever, he had some­thing else be­sides re­venge to claim his at­ten­tion. Nin­ny­ham­mer stood at Ten O’clock, so it was al­ways dark on the is­land, and usu­ally quiet. But tonight he’d heard a lot of odd noises. First there’d been a good deal of shout­ing—some of it pan­icked—down by the har­bor. Then some shots had been fired.


  For a brief time af­ter that there’d been si­lence, then a sec­ond erup­tion of fir­ing and fur­ther shouts, com­ing now from not one but sev­eral di­rec­tions.


  Wolf­swinkel had gone up to the great dome that was perched on top of his house to see if he could get a bet­ter look at things. The dome worked much as a tele­scope lens worked, al­low­ing him a close-up view of events; it also had night vi­sion ca­pa­bil­i­ties. Thanks again to the in­tru­sion of the Quack­en­bush girl, the dome had been se­verely dam­aged, but he could still see a good deal more through it than he could with the naked eye. Sip­ping from his glass of rum as he went, he wan­dered around the cracked dome, peer­ing out at the moon­lit land­scape of Nin­ny­ham­mer. There were more shouts, closer to the house this time, and beams of light pierc­ing the evening dark­ness.


  “What is go­ing on out there? ” he asked him­self.


  That was the same ques­tion—or a vari­a­tion of the same—that was be­ing asked by the sol­diers of the Ninth Ho­ba­rookian Cav­alry, who were out search­ing the slopes and copses of the is­land’s in­te­rior.


  They were look­ing for an en­emy that had come out of the sea half an hour be­fore and launched a sur­prise at­tack which had caused a dozen fa­tal­i­ties and twice that num­ber of wound­ings in three min­utes.


  And that was just the sol­diers. Their mounts, pure­bred white car­ra­masi, were be­ing struck down in equal num­bers.


  The ques­tion was: who was do­ing the at­tack­ing?


  It was Sergeant Mas­soff, who had just seen three of his com­rades mur­dered in front of him, who of­fered Cap­tain Cruss the most de­tailed re­ply.


  “There’s only three of them, as far as we can make out,” Mas­soff replied. “They’re not even that large: about five or six feet tall when they get up on their hind legs. But their heads are cov­ered in bone; naked, shiny yel­low-white bone. And they just drive into our car­ra­masi and knock us off.”


  “Well, why don’t you re­mount? ”


  “Can’t, sir,” said an­other of the men, who had blood stream­ing down the side of his face. “The blow to the an­i­mal stops its heart.


  They die in­stantly. Half the fa­tal­i­ties have been of men try­ing to get out from un­der their mounts.”


  “So these crea­tures do the same to the men? One strike to the heart? ”


  “No, sir,” said Mas­soff. “The bone hood swings back for a minute, and that’s when you get a glimpse of the face. Well … I say face; it’s just a mouth, re­ally. All lined with teeth. That’s what kills the men, sir. The teeth. It’s hor­ri­ble, sir, what these things do. I mean, it’s—”


  “Yes, Mas­soff, yes. I saw for my­self. Clearly we have a prob­lem. We don’t know what these crea­tures are, and they’re slaugh­ter­ing us.”


  There was a heart-clutch­ing cry from some­where out in the dark­ness. “We also need to know what they want. What have they come for? ”


  “They’re com­ing for me!” Kas­par said, danc­ing a lit­tle an­tic­i­pa­tory jig of glee. “That’s what’s go­ing on out there! Some­body’s fi­nally come to set mefreel”


  “They will not make it past our de­fenses,” said Ji­moth­iTar­rie.


  He, the most hu­manoid of the tar­ries, was stand­ing in a copse of witch-pyre trees, star­ing down the slope to­ward the ap­proach­ing mon­strosi­ties. Be­hind him were thirty or forty tar­rie-cats. They stood on four legs while he stood on two, but they had this in com­mon: they were all bat­tle-hard­ened war­riors. “What­ever we have to do, we must stop these things from get­ting to the wiz­ard’s house.” He turned to his troops. “Has any­one seen any­thing like this be­fore? ”


  The as­sem­bly of tar­rie-cats was silent. This en­emy was some­thing new.


  “I sus­pected as much,” Ji­mothi Tar­rie said. “If none of you have seen beasts like these in your many lives, I must as­sume such beasts did not ex­ist un­til re­cently. Some form of per­verse magic made these things.” His huge green eyes grew sad. “For those of you who are ap­proach­ing your ninth life, take care out there! And you young ones, with lives to spare, throw your­selves at these things with all your strength but be aware that you could well use all of your life­times fight­ing and still not suc­ceed in stem­ming the tide. So don’t be heroic for the sake of it. If you hear me call re­treat, then you will re­treat; do you all un­der­stand me? I sense we will have big­ger bat­tles to fight in the near fu­ture, I’m afraid to say, and I will not have you throw­ing your lives away un­nec­es­sar­ily.”


  He looked up the hill to­ward the dome. Kas­par Wolf­swinkel’s face, vastly mag­ni­fied and grotesquely dis­torted, was pressed against the un­bro­ken por­tion of the glass.


  “On the other paw …” he said. “I don’t like the idea of that thing up there”—he jabbed a claw in Wolf­swinkel’s di­rec­tion “es­cap­ing into the Abarat. If the whis­pers I hear these nights are true—and they come from all di­rec­tions, telling the same ter­ri­ble tales—then we can­not af­ford to let a vil­lain such as Wolf­swinkel go out into the is­lands if we can pre­vent it. There will be far too much trou­ble for the likes of him to cause.”


  “What have you heard, sir? ” one of the tar­rie-sol­diers asked Ji­mothi.


  “Oh, just that the forces of the en­emy grow big­ger ev­ery hour.


  And that in the end it may be the pres­ence of one soul on ei­ther side who will make the dif­fer­ence be­tween the win­ning and los­ing of the com­ing war.”


  “War, sir? ” said an­other tar­rie.


  “Yes, war. And its first open con­flict will be here, tonight. So ac­quit your­selves well, tar­ries. This one is for the his­tory books!”


  There was no time for fur­ther talk.


  A noise in the dark­ness sud­denly grew louder, and the witch­pyre trees shook till their blos­soms came down in a red rain, as the en­emy surged to­ward the com­pany of tar­ries.


  From the dome Wolf­swinkel watched the grisly spec­ta­cle like an ea­ger child, talk­ing to him­self in a dozen lan­guages—non­sen­si­cally min­gled—in his en­thu­si­asm.


  “Lookee yum! Yiefire! ‘Sblud, ‘sblud on das tal­ly­man. An’ then a flick! An’ then a flack, yeah! Lookee Malanin. Tar­rie—pus die, tar­rie—pus die! Lao­damia tee; ewe et taud. Blebs a mer­rio, huh?


  Wan­ton! Blebs a mer­rio! Sool a salis pid­den. Zu­ber­ratium! Ha!”


  He beat a ju­bi­lant tat­too on the win­dow when­ever one of the tar­rie-cats went down for the last time (hav­ing used up all of its nine lives), yelling the same sick­en­ing phrase over and over again:


  “Tar­rie—pus die! Tar­rie—pus die!”


  It wasn’t hard, even from a dis­tance, to work out how the bat­tle was go­ing. It was a mas­sacre. The sol­diers who’d been de­feated on the slopes re­treated to swell the ranks of the tar­ries, but the bone-headed beasts that had done such bloody work down on the shore were quick to carve their mur­der­ous way through the ranks of the tar­ries. Wolf­swinkel’s glee grew in di­rect pro­por­tion to the num­ber of bod­ies, hu­man and tar­rie alike, left in the long grass.


  But the bat­tle was not yet over. See­ing that the tree line could not be held, Ji­mothi Tar­rie had led a small con­tin­gent of tar­ries away from the slaugh­ter, in­tend­ing—Wolf­swinkel guessed—some kind of fi­nal sur­prise at­tack. Ji­mothi was clever, Wolf­swinkel had to give him that. He stalked his en­emy with the great­est care, us­ing his fa­mil­iar­ity with the lay of the land to aid his strat­egy. There wasn’t a gully or a boul­der or a shrub on the hill­side that Ji­mothi and the cats didn’t know. They shad­owed the bone beasts with ut­most cau­tion, the min­gling of fire­light and grass stalks con­ceal­ing their striped fur.


  But fi­nally they had to at­tack; and for all their courage and their skills as war­riors, they couldn’t op­pose the ter­ri­ble ef­fi­ciency of the bone beasts. One by one, the tar­rie-cats fell. And those that rose to spend an­other life and an­other and an­other fi­nally ran out of res­ur­rec­tions, and did not rise again.


  Fi­nally Ji­mothi con­ceded the in­evitable. The tar­ries had lost the bat­tle. The bone beasts, what­ever they were, had gained the hill.


  To fight on would only cause fur­ther pur­pose­less slaugh­ter.


  Re­luc­tantly he sounded the re­treat; and re­luc­tantly the sur­viv­ing tar­rie-cats, no more than a hand­ful, left the field, car­ry­ing their wounded away with them.


  “The beasts have Wolf­swinkel all to them­selves,” Ji­mothi said.


  “For what he’s worth. And damn them all to hell for this hour’s blood­let­ting.”


  As soon as Wolf­swinkel re­al­ized that the tar­ries were re­treat­ing, and that it would only be a mat­ter of time be­fore his lib­er­a­tors came to his thresh­old, he went to get ready. He had let his ap­pear­ance de­te­ri­o­rate of late; or so the mir­ror told him. His beard had grown long, and his hair was a rat’s nest. His yel­low suit was dirty (luck­ily he had nine­teen, all of iden­ti­cal color and cut) and the front of his vest was caked with pieces of poppy pie and leech ice cream, along with the in­evitable rum stains.


  He had no time to bathe, so he splashed on pun­gent cologne he’d bought in an em­po­rium in Com­mexo City just be­fore his ar­rest for mur­der. Then he put on a clean suit, did his best to hur­riedly trim his beard, and—plac­ing all six of his hats on his head (thus in­creas­ing his power ten­fold)—he headed to the front door to await his vis­i­tors.


  Be­fore he could reach it, how­ever, some­thing slammed so hard on the door that the hinges gave way and it flew off, spin­ning across the tiles and miss­ing Wolf­swinkel by inches. As the cloud of dust cleared from the air, a crea­ture stepped over the thresh­old and into the house. It was one of the bone-hel­meted beasts that had shed so much blood among the sol­diers and the tar­rie-cats. Wolf­swinkel re­treated a few steps, afraid of what the thing might do to him.


  Where was its mas­ter? And why were threads of dark­ness spilling from its fin­ger­tips, weav­ing them­selves into elab­o­rate con­fig­u­ra­tions around the beast?


  This wasn’t the only mys­tery. Two more crea­tures now came into view, to the left and right of the first. Each had a hand that bled dark­ness into the air, knot­ting it­self with the con­fig­u­ra­tions from the beast in the cen­ter. They were sub­tly con­nect­ing them­selves.


  Wolf­swinkel was in­tim­i­dated. But he knew bet­ter than to show it. He stood his ground.


  “What do you want from me? ” he said.


  The trio re­sponded by throw­ing back their bony heads in per­fect uni­son and ex­pelling long, eerie sighs. Their skulls seemed to lose rigid­ity and they too is­sued fil­a­ments of shadow-stuff, which knit­ted them­selves to­gether. The three were be­com­ing one, their bony heads con­geal­ing into a sin­gle be­ing, its iden­tity un­mis­tak­ably hu­man.


  So this is their mas­ter, Wolf­swinkel re­al­ized. There was one mind; one will di­vided among the three of them, which was now mak­ing it­self ap­par­ent. Its hu­man­ity was no great com­fort to Wolf­swinkel: it still ex­uded an air of threat, and he was a cow­ard to his mar­row.


  But he had nowhere to run. He could only stand and watch as the process con­tin­ued and the face of the three beasts folded into a sin­gle en­tity. The eyes, when they be­came clear, were gray and un­for­giv­ing, the mouth a tight, thin line. Smoky folds of fab­ric en­veloped its body from head to foot, and there seemed to be small, smeared faces in the weave.


  Fi­nally, a voice emerged from the still-trans­form­ing shape: a woman’s voice.


  “My, my, lit­tle wiz­ard,” she said, the words mak­ing ev­ery­thing shake a lit­tle. “You live in chaos!”


  Wolf­swinkel looked around. The woman was right.


  “It’s not my fault,” he said. “I had a slave once. A geshrat. But he was taken from me….”


  “Yes, I heard.”


  The three forms had been en­tirely sub­sumed into a sin­gle body now. The bone beasts had dis­ap­peared com­pletely and had been re­placed by an old woman dressed in what looked like a gar­ment made of an­ti­quated dolls.


  “Do you know who I am? ” she said.


  “You’re the woman with the nee­dle and thread,” the wiz­ard replied. “You’re Mater Mot­ley.”


  The old lady smiled. “And you are Kas­par Wolf­swinkel, the mur­derer of the five mem­bers of the Non­cian Magic Cir­cle.”


  Kas­par opened his mouth to protest his in­no­cence, but Mater Mot­ley waved his protests away. “Frankly I could not care less whether you killed ten ma­gi­cians or a thou­sand. I haven’t come here to hire an as­sas­sin.”


  “Oh? What then? ”


  “I don’t know how much you know about my plans,” she said. “I keep most of my busi­ness hid­den from sight. I find it’s safer that way. Oth­er­wise peo­ple start to in­ter­fere. Even so, per­haps you’ve heard a lit­tle? ”


  “More than a lit­tle,” Wolf­swinkel said. “I can’t do much locked away up here, but I can cer­tainly lis­ten.”


  “To what, ex­actly? ”


  “Oh … you of all peo­ple know how many scraps and frag­ments are out there. On the wind. In the way the stars fall. In the shapes of the clouds. I study these things very care­fully. I haven’t got much else to do.”


  Mater Mot­ley was sur­prised. She had ex­pected to find more of a bum­bler in Kas­par Wolf­swinkel. But be­hind that ugly, em­bit­tered face, with its raw stare and down­turned mouth, was some­body she might well make more use of than she’d first sup­posed.


  “You’d be sur­prised what I hear,” he con­tin­ued. “But I have ways of do­ing what you do.” He smiled. “Thread­ing things to­gether.”


  “Oh, so that’s what I do, is it? ”


  “It’s what I hear,” he said. “I hear that you live in the Thir­teenth Tower of the fortress of In­iquisit; you and your seam­stresses sew all the time. Night on Night on Night. Never sleep­ing.”


  “I sleep oc­ca­sion­ally,” Mater Mot­ley said. “But I sew even then.”


  “You’re mak­ing stitch­lings.”


  “Yes.”


  An army.


  “Yes.”


  “So that one of these Nights—”


  “Enough, wiz­ard. You’ve proved your point.”


  “But just so I un­der­stand, it is your in­ten­tion to con­quer the is­lands? ” Mater Mot­ley didn’t re­ply. “You can trust me. I swear,”


  Wolf­swinkel said.


  “I trust only my seam­stresses.”


  “Not your grand­son? ”


  “I can’t quite. Not at the mo­ment. He has some prob­lems of his own, you see. Which is the mat­ter that brings me here.”


  “Of course I’d be only too happy to be of as­sis­tance, but I’m locked up here.”


  “You’ve just been lib­er­ated, wiz­ard.”


  “The tar­rie-cats? ”


  “For­get about them. You and I will walk away from this prison of yours with­out be­ing chal­lenged.”


  “But they’ll send more troops to re­cap­ture me.” He prof­fered a smug lit­tle smile. “I’ve mur­dered five peo­ple.”


  “Let them send troops. I don’t care. I’m in the mood to spill more blood.” She stared at the por­trait paint­ings on the wall. “Are these your vic­tims? ”


  “Yes. They were ma­gi­cians. All their power was in their hats


  “So you mur­dered your friends for their hats? ”


  “Yes.”


  “Cold, wiz­ard, cold. Frankly I’d heard you were an hys­teric and a drunk­ard, but this episode with the Quack­en­bush girl seems to have tough­ened you up a bit.”


  “I’m ready for any­thing.”


  “Are you ready to swear al­le­giance to me? ”


  “Of course. Of course.”


  Wolf­swinkel dropped to his knees in front of Mater Mot­ley and snatched up the heavy hem of her dress, press­ing his face into its folds.


  “I’m yours!” he said. “You have only to com­mand me.”


  “I need you to watch over my grand­son. Keep a ca­sual eye on him for me. I don’t trust his in­stinct where this girl from the Here­after is con­cerned. I swear she has some kind of hold over him that I don’t un­der­stand.”


  Wolf­swinkel’s ex­pres­sion grew sly. “Well … I’ve heard things …”


  “About the girl? ”


  “Scraps and frag­ments.”


  “Well, I’ve no in­ter­est in ru­mor,” Mater Mot­ley said. “When you can come to me with hard ev­i­dence, then I’ll lis­ten. Just don’t go back to your old ways, wiz­ard. No drink. No mur­der, un­less I sanc­tion it. I’m hir­ing you to watch. Not gos­sip. Watch. If I sense for a mo­ment that you are push­ing be­yond the lim­its of your use­ful­ness, then I will dis­pose of you. I won’t give you back to the tar­ries.


  I’ll have you skinned and stuffed with Todo mud. Do we un­der­stand each other? ”


  Again Wolf­swinkel kissed the hem of Mater Mot­ley’s dress. “I un­der­stand. Ab­so­lutely. Just in­struct me.”


  “Well, you can start by let­ting go of my gar­ment.”


  “Oh. Yes.”


  “Now get up.”


  Wolf­swinkel scram­bled to his feet. “What do you need me to do? ”


  “Here’s a let­ter. Take it to a man called Julix Mirethak. He lives in -Churn­gold, on Soma Plume.”


  “How will I get there? ”


  “Take the smaller of the two boats you’ll find down at the lit­tle har­bor on the early side of this Hour. The let­ter in­structs both you and Mirethak how to pro­ceed. We will meet in a day’s time, at a place I’ve named. Move quickly and with­out un­due show, Wolf­swinkel. If I hear you’ve bro­ken the bond of si­lence be­tween us—and I will hear if you do so—it’s a skin­ning for you. Now take the let­ter and get out of my sight.”


  Kas­par claimed the let­ter from Mater Mot­ley’s hand, stepped back and made an ex­trav­a­gant bow. Then he opened his mouth to make one last pro­fes­sion of his undy­ing de­vo­tion, thought bet­ter of it and in­stead de­parted the house in haste, lin­ger­ing on the lower slope of the hill just long enough to see where the blood of the tar­rie-cats, his some­time cap­tors, glit­tered in the grass. Then, whistling tune­lessly to him­self, he went to find a boat, a free man.


   


  


  


  27. AB­DUC­TION

  



   


  WHEN CANDY OPENED HER eyes, all she could think was how much she wanted to put her arms around her mother; to hold her tight and to be hugged in re­turn. It was such a sim­ple thing, but at that mo­ment there was noth­ing she wanted more.


  She sat up on the cook’s bed where she’d been nap­ping and looked around. The kitchen was very still. The wind had died away while she was slum­ber­ing, so the leaf- and blos­som-laden branches no longer churned over­head. There were no birds chat­ter­ing or singing up there: they’d ei­ther fled or were keep­ing their tunes to them­selves. And strangest of all, per­haps, was the ab­sence of any sound or opin­ion of the newly res­ur­rected tribe of Totemix. They had been mak­ing a happy din when she’d gone to sleep, as if to an­nounce: we’re alive and free! Candy couldn’t imag­ine a hap­pier sound. But now their noise had been si­lenced.


  “Filth? ” she said. “Where are you? ”


  Again, si­lence. Some­thing had hap­pened here while she slept: but what?


  “Filth? ” she said, rais­ing her voice. “Are you there? ”


  There was no re­sponse, so she headed off in search of him. The same eerie still­ness she’d wo­ken to in the kitchen had taken grip of the whole of the Twi­light Palace. Pas­sage­ways and cham­bers alike were silent. It wasn’t that the birds weren’t up in the branches; they were, she could see them. They’d just de­cided to stop singing for some rea­son.


  “Filth? ” she called again. “Where are you? Filth!”


  At last she heard the sound of a muted cry, and fol­low­ing it from cham­ber to cham­ber, she dis­cov­ered the munkee ly­ing on the ground with his mouth gagged, his arms tied tight be­hind him and his legs bound at the an­kles. She un­knot­ted the gag.


  “Lordy Lou!” he said, spit­ting out the taste of the gag. “I thought that was the end of me, I re­ally did.”


  “Who did this to you? ”


  “Never mind about me. It isn’t me he’s come for, it’s you!”


  “Again: who? ”


  “I don’t know his name. Some young man with a nasty look in his eyes. You have to get out of here!”


  She un­tied his hands, and the first thing he did was push her away from him.


  “Go!” he said.


  “Not with­out you.”


  “That’s very no­ble of you,” Filth said. “Re­ally it is. But … to be per­fectly hon­est, I don’t think you’re the safest of peo­ple to be hang­ing around with right now. Not with that beast-boy af­ter you.


  He’s lethal, that one.”


  “You do know who he is,” Candy said.


  “I have my sus­pi­cions,” Filth ad­mit­ted. “But this isn’t the time or the place to dis­cuss them. You have to go be­fore—” He stopped in mid­sen­tence. Then he said: “Oh, dear.”


  “What? ”


  “We’re too late. He’s here.”


  Candy looked all around. “I don’t see any­body.”


  “Oh, he’s a clever one. He knows how to use the shad­ows.” As Filth spoke, his eyes darted in all di­rec­tions, seek­ing out the “clever one,” who­ever he was. “Will you go? ” he said, giv­ing Candy an­other small push.


  “Which way? ”


  “Any which way! Just get go­ing!”


  Candy be­gan to back away from him, but as she did so, out of the cor­ner of her eye she saw some­body start­ing to move to­ward her. It was just the briefest of glances. She caught sight of his pale face and the long dark hair sur­round­ing it, but that was all. Then she turned on her heel—”Run” she heard Filth yelling—and she did just that, fol­low­ing the wind­ing path that had first brought her to the Twi­light Palace.


  Her pur­suer was fast, how­ever. Af­ter ten or twelve strides she heard the sound of his bare feet slap­ping on the mo­saic, get­ting louder as he gained on her.


  She didn’t like the idea of be­ing struck down from be­hind. So she came to a halt and spun around to face him. It was worth the risk just to see the look of shock on the young man’s face: his deepset eyes sud­denly grew al­most com­i­cally big. Then he seemed to re­cover him­self, and he came run­ning at her again, pulling some­thing from his jacket. Think­ing it was a knife, she raised her hands to keep the blade away from her body, but he lifted the ob­ject—not a knife, a bag!—up over her head and pulled it down.


  She started to yell and thrash around, but there was some­thing in the bag that smelled like the scent of rot­ted flow­ers, and its power made her head swim.


  “Just re­lax …” she heard the voice of the young man say.


  “You’re go­ing to be all right. Just let go, Candy—”


  (“Candy”she drought. He knows my name! How does he know my name? )


  And then, as she shaped this ques­tion in her mind, the per­fume played a strange trick. She heard a voice in her head say: “You have to sleep now.”


  “No …” she mum­bled, her tongue some­how thick and heavy in her mouth.


  “Just for a lit­tle while,” the voice replied.


  And the next mo­ment there was no next mo­ment.


  She knew how long she’d been asleep, pre­cisely, be­cause the voice of the per­fume was there when she awak­ened to tell her.


  “It’s been thirty-seven min­utes and eleven sec­onds since you went to sleep. Wake now, if you will.”


  She didn’t need a sec­ond in­vi­ta­tion. She reached up and fum­bled with the draw­string, which had tight­ened the bag around her neck. Loos­en­ing it, she pulled the bag off her head. She was no longer in the Twi­light Palace. The sky was dark and full of stars.


  In­deed, she could not re­mem­ber a time dur­ing her voy­ages when there had been more stars vis­i­ble than there were right now. They were so beau­ti­ful that it took a great deal of ef­fort to take her eyes from the spec­ta­cle over­head and look around at the place where her ab­duc­tor had brought her.


  She was in a small, sin­gle-masted boat, which was bob­bing along be­fore a gust­ing wind. At the other end of the ves­sel, sit­ting spread-legged on the floor of the boat and mak­ing some con­ju­ra­tions with his hands over a large map of the ar­chi­pel­ago, was her ab­duc­tor: a young man who looked more or less Candy’s age. His hair was a glossy black and hung in greasy ringlets.


  “What are you do­ing? ” Candy said.


  The young man looked up, his ex­pres­sion a lit­tle ner­vous.


  “I’m … con­jur­ing a route for us,” he said.


  “A route to where? ”


  “To where we’re go­ing,” he an­swered with a bright but far from trust­wor­thy smile.


  “Well, wher­ever you think you’re tak­ing me,” Candy told him,


  “I de­mand that you take me back where I came from.”


  “Oh, you do, do you? ”


  “Yes,” she said. “I do.”


  “Why? ”


  Candy looked in­cred­u­lous. “What do you mean: why? Be­cause you kid­napped me, and I don’t ap­pre­ci­ate it.”


  “Oh, come on, you didn’t want to stay in that old place.”


  “No, you come on”Candy said, get­ting up from her seat, mak­ing the boat rock. His ca­sual at­ti­tude made her fu­ri­ous. “You put a bag over my head and kid­napped me!” she re­minded him. “You should be put in­jailjor that!”


  “I’ve been in jail. Plenty of times. It don’t scare me none.” He got to his feet; he was a lit­tle bit shorter than she was, Candy no­ticed. “Any­way, I was just obey­ing or­ders,” he said.


  “Oh, very orig­i­nal. Like that’s an ex­cuse no­body has ever used be­fore. All right,” she said. “If that’s where you want to start, let’s start there. Whose or­ders? ”


  “I can’t tell you that,” he said.


  “Oh, can’t you? ” she said, ap­proach­ing him down the boat. Her sud­den move­ment made it rock even more wildly.


  “Be care­ful!” he yelled. “You’ll over­turn us!”


  “I don’t care. I can swim!”


  “So can I, but these wa­ters are dan­ger­ous. So stop it!”


  Mim­ick­ing his own ir­ri­tat­ing tone, she said: “Why? ”


  “Be­cause— ” He stopped, re­al­iz­ing he’d been set up. “You’re crazy!


  Candy put on a wild-eyed look. “I’ve been think­ing that my­self lately,” she said, de­lib­er­ately mak­ing the boat rock even more vi­o­lently.


  “He didn’t tell me you were crazy!” the youth said, grab­bing the sides of the boat so hard his knuck­les went white.


  “Who didn’t tell you? ” Candy said, threat­en­ing with her stance to mak­ing the rock­ing still worse. “Come on, spit it out!”


  “My em­ployer. Mis­ter … Mis­ter Masper.”


  “And how much is this Mis­ter Masper pay­ing you to get me on this lit­tle boat trip? ”


  “Eleven pa­terzem.”


  Candy looked dis­ap­pointed. “I’m only worth eleven pa­terzem? ” she said.


  “What do you mean? I’ve never had eleven pa­terzem in my life.


  It’s a for­tune.”


  “I don’t even know any Mis­ter Masper.”


  “Well, he knows you. He’s a very pow­er­ful man. Very in­flu­en­tial.


  And very cu­ri­ous about you. He heard all these ru­mors about you. And he wants to meet you in the flesh.”


  “So you put a bag over my head and knocked me un­con­scious.”


  “Was the per­fume not po­lite? ” the youth said, look­ing gen­uinely con­cerned. “I used it be­cause it’s po­lite.”


  “Whether it was po­lite or not isn’t the point. And stop putting on that big-eyed I’m-so-sorry look, be­cause it doesn’t work. You see, I’ve got two broth­ers. So I know ev­ery trick in the book of boys. He did it. Some­body told me to. I’ll never do it again. “


  “Not im­pressed, huh? ”


  “No. Now turn the boat around and take me back to the Twi­light Palace. You can tell Mis­ter Masper he’ll have to be happy with the ru­mors.”


  “I can’t con­trol the boat. I put this con­ju­ra­tion on it, and now I can’t undo it. I wasn’t re­ally plan­ning the route when you woke up.


  I was try­ing to slow us down. You can see how fast we’re mov­ing,”


  Candy had in­deed no­ticed the speed of the lit­tle boat. It was fairly rac­ing over the wa­ter. But she wasn’t buy­ing his ex­cuse any more than she was the lost-lit­tle-boy ex­pres­sion.


  “If you put a con­ju­ra­tion on the boat,” she told him, “then you can take it off again.”


  “I haven’t been taught how to do that yet,” the young man replied.


  For a mo­ment she just looked at her lu­natic-con­juror-kid­nap­per in frus­trated si­lence. Then she said: “Tell me you’re kid­ding? ”


  “No. I swear.”


  “You … you fool. “


  “I am not a fool,” the youth protested. “My name’s Letheo.”


  “So, Letheo, if you don’t know how to slow this boat down, what’s go­ing to hap­pen when we reach our des­ti­na­tion? ”


  “Well … uh … I was as­sum­ing that …”


  “Yes? ”


  “That is … I was … hop­ing …”


  “Yes? ”


  ” … that the boat would know.”


  “The boat would know what? ”


  “That we were at the end of our jour­ney. Then it would slow down of its own ac­cord. And put us on the beach … gen­tly.”


  “I don’t know much about magic yet, but what I’ve seen so far has been pretty vi­o­lent. I don’t think we’re go­ing to be put any­where gen­tly.”


  “Stop look­ing at me that way,” Letheo said. “I didn’t think. I just wanted to get there quickly. I thought maybe that way he’d pay me more pa­terzem.You know, a bonus for quick de­liv­ery.”


  “Give me the map, Letheo.”


  “Why? ”


  “Be­cause in case you hadn’t no­ticed, your boat is still pick­ing up speed, and if we don’t fig­ure some­thing out be­fore we reach land, it’s go­ing to be jour­ney’s end in more ways than one.”


  She could see by the way his eyes darted around that he knew she was right.


  “Oh, by the Tow­ers,” he said, half to him­self. “What have I done? ”


  “Give me the map. “


  Letheo pulled the map from un­der his foot and handed it over to Candy. The speed of the boat made the map flap around like a pan­icked bird. She had no choice but to go down on her hands and knees, lay the map on the wa­ter­logged boards at the bot­tom of the boat and ex­am­ine it as best she could from there.


  “Where’s it tak­ing us? ” she yelled to Letheo.


  He went down on his hands and knees on the other side of the map and jabbed a fin­ger at one of the is­lands.


  “EfreetP’he said. “It’s one of the Outer Is­lands!”


  “Yes, I know about Efreet. I met some peo­ple who live there.


  Do you have any way of know­ing our ex­act po­si­tion? ”


  “I’ll show you,” Letheo said. “Here’s a bit of magic I do know.


  Hold the map down.”


  Candy did her best to oblige, but it was dif­fi­cult. Even in the belly of the boat, the wind kept get­ting un­der the map and mak­ing it bow.


  “What are you go­ing to do? ”


  “Watch.” Letheo grinned. He spat on his hand and rubbed his palms to­gether vig­or­ously. Then he made a crude pipe by mak­ing loose fists of his hands; and set­ting one on top of the other, he blew down them, hard. A mote of red light (the same red as the boat’s hull) sped from his hand and struck the map.


  “That’s where we are,” he said, not with­out a mea­sure of pride in his achieve­ment.


  Candy peered at the red mote—which was mov­ing over the buck­ing map rapidly—with a min­gling of cu­rios­ity and un­ease.


  Even at such a re­duced size, the boat was clos­ing in on the is­land of Efreet at an ex­tra­or­di­nary rate.


  She looked up over the edge of the boat. It was dark, of course, but she thought she could vaguely see the shape of the is­land ahead.


  And there was no sign of the ves­sel slow­ing. In fact, it con­tin­ued to pick up speed, hit­ting the waves with such vi­o­lence it seemed only a mat­ter of time be­fore one of the waves sim­ply struck it so hard the boat would come apart at its creak­ing seams. Were that to hap­pen, they’d be in se­ri­ous trou­ble. The spray that was hit­ting her face was icy cold. If they were dropped in the wa­ter, hy­pother­mia would soon take its toll.


  And if it didn’t, well, there were al­ways the usual preda­tors. The glut­tonous man­ti­zacs; the vi­cious lit­tle jig­saw fish, called jig­gers by the fish­er­men.


  “We are in such trou­ble!” she said, star­ing at Letheo with a mix­ture of rage and frus­tra­tion. “You’re go­ing to get us both killed, just be­cause you wanted a bonus for de­liv­ery!”


  He had noth­ing to say. He looked away from her at the rocks close to the is­land. “Oh no …” he said softly. “Kythrus.” She fol­lowed his gaze to see that the rocks were in­hab­ited by some flip­per­footed crea­tures that were watch­ing them with hun­gry eyes. One by one they slipped off the rocks and into the frigid wa­ter, mak­ing their way to the boat.


  Candy went back to the map. Was there some con­ju­ra­tion she could do that could get them out of this mess? She scanned the map from left to right and top to bot­tom. But the signs on the map meant noth­ing to her. She felt none of the sen­sa­tions she knew were con­nected with power. Her tongue failed to sum­mon any magic words; no sud­den knowl­edge leaped into her head.


  “What are you do­ing? ” Letheo yelled over the din of wa­ter and wind.


  “I’m try­ing to fig­ure out some way of us­ing my own magic.”


  “You have magic? ”


  “A lit­tle.”


  “Then save us! Please!”


  Candy glanced up again. It was snow­ing on Efreet: the land­scape was gray and white. And the wind brought icy flakes against her face.


  “I wasn’t ex­pect­ing snow,” Letheo said.


  Sud­denly there was a roar from the wa­ter, and the next mo­ment the boat struck one of the kythrus, head on. Candy caught a glimpse of the beast’s yel­low eye as the boat rolled side­ways. She grabbed the seat to stop her­self from be­ing thrown out. As she did so, the boat struck an­other of the an­i­mals, which seemed in­tent on throw­ing them over, be­cause it lifted it­self out of the wa­ter be­neath the boat’s hull. Letheo let out a howl of ter­ror as the boat flew through the air.


  “Hold on!” Candy yelled.


  She saw his face for a sec­ond as they dropped back to­ward the wa­ter, all trace of ma­nip­u­la­tions scoured from it. He was just a ter­ri­fied boy. Then the boat struck the wa­ter, its hull crack­ing. Sprays of freez­ing wa­ter came up through the cracks. And then they were off again, ca­reer­ing through the kythrus, their speed seem­ing to in­crease the closer they got to their des­ti­na­tion. Any hope Candy might have had of sav­ing them with magic was for­got­ten now. The map had gone. She could scarcely keep hold of the boat.


  And then they hit the beach. The bow cracked like an eggshell and snow be­gan to come in as the open end of the lit­tle ves­sel dug into the drifts like a huge shovel. The deep snow was the sav­ing of them. It steadily slowed the boat’s progress, weigh­ing it down with its freight. They were still mov­ing when the boat reached the tree line, but at a frac­tion of the speed they’d been go­ing when they hit the beach. Candy peered up out of the chaos of splin­tered tim­bers, snow and ice shards in which she lay just in time to see a tree dead ahead.


  “This is it!” she yelled to Letheo, though she could no longer be sure he was still in the boat. Then she put her arms around the seat in the mid­dle of the boat and held tight. There was a tremen­dous crash and the boat broke open, and she was pep­pered with pieces of wood. Then she felt the boat tip up, and she lost her grip on the seat, slid­ing down into the snow. She lay there sprawled for a few mo­ments, catch­ing her breath. Then, spit­ting out par­ti­cles of ice and pieces of shred­ded leaf, she reached up and wiped the snow out of her eyes.


  “Lucky, lucky, lucky,” she told her­self as she checked her limbs for any sign of bro­ken bones. There was ap­par­ently no se­ri­ous dam­age done, how­ever, which was a near mir­a­cle given the speed at which the boat had been ap­proach­ing the is­land. In­deed Letheo’s ini­tial spell had still not de­serted a few of the larger boards scat­tered be­tween the trees. They twitched and rolled as if they were still good to go.


  As for the spell-caster him­self, the im­pact had ap­par­ently thrown him a long way clear of the wreck­age, be­cause Candy could see no sign of him. What she did see was a path of de­mo­li­tion that led back through the trees and across the beach to the wa­ter’s edge. Were there guardian an­gels in the Abarat? Be­cause surely she had one.


  Her eyes had al­ready be­come ac­cus­tomed to the strange light here: starlight off snow. It showed her a for­est that stretched off to the lim­its of her sight. It was odd to see trees that ap­par­ently flour­ished in dark­ness and bit­ter cold, as these did. Many were in full blos­som, their fat fire-col­ored flow­ers un­de­terred by the snow.


  Then came Letheo’s voice, call­ing her name.


  “I can hear you,” she called back. “Keep talk­ing.”


  “I’m here!” he yelled, as though she should know ex­actly where here was.


  She fol­lowed his frail voice to the lim­its of the scat­tered wreck­age and found him ly­ing at the bot­tom of a shal­low in­cline, curled up in a sor­row­ful bun­dle.


  “You’re alive,” she said. “I can’t be­lieve that we both came out of this alive.”


  “Well, we haven’t yet,” he said.


  “What do you mean? We’re here, aren’t we? We’re safe.”


  “No, this is Efreet. There are five Beasts on this is­land. Ter­ri­ble crea­tures.”


  “Like the kythrus, you mean? They weren’t—”


  “No, not like them. They’re just… an­i­mals. These are mon­sters.”


  “Oh, that’s right,” she said, re­mem­ber­ing what Mizzel had told her on Ba­bilo­nium: We’ve got some fierce beasts live up there, he’d said.


  “Well, I don’t see any­thing,” Candy said hope­fully. “Maybe we’re on the wrong side of the is­land? ”


  Letheo shook his head. “They’re here,” he said. “They’re just watch­ing from a dis­tance, fig­ur­ing out who gets to eat who.”


  “Will you shut up? ”


  “It’s true!”


  “Well, I don’t want to hear. We need to get mov­ing be­fore we freeze to death.”


  “My ribs ache and my head too.”


  She looked first at his head. He had a large, deep wound above his right ear. “You’re go­ing to have a nice scar.”


  “It won’t be my first,” Letheo replied mat­ter-of-factly. “Any­way, isn’t scar tis­sue stronger than or­di­nary skin? ”


  “Hmm,” Candy said. “If that’s sup­posed to be some weird rec­om­men­da­tion for get­ting hurt, I don’t buy it. Now let me look at your ribs.”


  “No, thanks.”


  “Yes,” she said force­fully. “Don’t worry, I’ve got broth­ers. It’s no big deal to me. You’re just an­other boy.”


  He some­what re­luc­tantly un­but­toned his shirt, and Candy re­al­ized why he was be­ing so coy. There was a strange puls­ing col­oration on his torso, which was dark turquoise in places and pur­ple in oth­ers. With each flush of color his skin turned from smooth to scaly. In ad­di­tion to the scales he had sev­eral crude tat­toos on his thin arms. “So now you know,” he said, winc­ing as his skin twitched and trans­formed. “I’ve got a bit of beast in me.”


  “Does it hurt? ”


  He lightly touched his rep­til­ian belly. “Yes. When it takes me over com­pletely, it’s hor­ri­ble. See, the thing is, Mis­ter Masper has a medicine that makes this go away.”


  “And he gives it to you—”


  “When I fol­low or­ders.”


  “But you don’t al­ways want to? ”


  “No,” said Letheo. “Not al­ways.”


  “So when do you need the medicine again? ”


  “Soon …” Letheo’s eyes re­mained averted. “Per­haps Mis­ter Masper will have some in the house for me.”


  “I don’t see any lights out there. Is this house of his big? ”


  “Huge.”


  “The boat must have de­liv­ered us to the wrong beach.”


  “Or maybe we’re early,” Letheo said, slowly get­ting to his feet.


  “What do you mean? ”


  “Maybe we’re early,” he said, as though the sense of this was ob­vi­ous. “Maybe the house hasn’t ar­rived yet.”


  “It moves,” Candy said.


  “Yes. It moves. If we’re lucky we’ll see it com­ing in to land.”


  Lordy Lou, Candy thought to her­self. It al­ways seemed that just as she thought she was com­ing to the end of the Abarat’s amaze­ments and noth­ing could as­ton­ish her, it had some­thing more to un­veil.


  “Lis­ten,” Letheo said.


  “What are you hear­ing? ”


  “We have vis­i­tors.”


  Candy lis­tened. Letheo was right. There were an­i­mals nearby.


  She heard a long threat­en­ing growl. And there was a sharp smell in the wind sud­denly, as though the beast was mark­ing its ter­ri­tory.


  “We’re in trou­ble, yes? ” Candy mur­mured.


  “We’re dead,” Letheo said.


  “They haven’t got us yet.”


  “It’s only a mat­ter of time—”


  “Then we’d bet­ter move,” she said. “Let’s go.”


  Letheo winced as he walked to­ward her.


  “Sorry it hurts,” she said. “But be­ing eaten is go­ing to hurt a lot more.”


   


  


  


  28. A SUM­MON­ING

  



   


  THE THREE WOMEN OF the Fan­tomaya sat in three high-backed an­tique chairs on the south shore of the Twenty-Fifth Hour and watched a storm move out of the shad­ows of Gor­gos­sium to stalk the straits be­tween Mid­night and the is­land of Nin­ny­ham­mer.


  Joephi, thanks to the in­cred­i­ble eye­sight of the squid whose vi­sion she was presently shar­ing (the an­i­mal clamped to her face like a pair of liv­ing spec­ta­cles), could see a great dis­tance. All the de­tails of the storm and its ef­fects—the thun­der­head spit­ting light­ning as it moved west, the ships in the straits as they plowed through the moun­tain­ous seas—were clear to her. And she was re­port­ing ev­ery­thing she saw to the other two.


  “What’s go­ing on at the wiz­ard’s house? ” Mespa asked her.


  “I’ll take a look,” Joephi said, and fo­cused her at­ten­tion upon the heights of Nin­ny­ham­mer. News of Kas­par Wolf­swinkel’s es­cape had reached them only a short time be­fore. They had come out here to see what could be seen and to de­bate pre­cisely what was go­ing on.


  “I can see a lot of bod­ies laid out at the bot­tom of the hill,”


  Joephi said.


  “Tar­rie-cats? ” said Dia­manda.


  “And some reg­u­lar sol­diers.”


  “Who would have done a thing like this? ” Dia­manda said.


  “Well, it won’t be dif­fi­cult to puz­zle it out,” Mespa re­marked.


  “Wolf­swinkel had very few friends. If any. It’s hard to imag­ine any­one risk­ing their necks to lib­er­ate him.”


  “Well, some­body did,” Joephi ob­served. “And just be­cause he was locked away doesn’t mean he wasn’t work­ing in se­cret.


  Plot­ting. As­sem­bling a gang of some sort. He was a clever man, as I re­mem­ber. Ugly and charm­less, of course, and a ter­ri­ble drunk­ard.


  But clever.”


  “All right,” said Dia­manda. “Let’s for the mo­ment ac­cept your the­ory. He was plot­ting with some­body. But who? ”


  “Some­body who wanted the help of a wiz­ard …”


  “Why as­sume they took him be­cause they liked him? ” Mespa said.


  “Mean­ing what? ”


  “He mur­dered five good peo­ple. For the pos­ses­sion of their hats. Maybe some­body re­lated to one of them de­cided his pun­ish­ment wasn’t se­vere enough.”


  “What? And took him away to ex­e­cute him? ” Joephi said.


  “Ab­surd.”


  “I’m just say­ing—”


  “That’s a ridicu­lous idea—”


  “Ladies, ladies—” Dia­manda started to say. But she didn’t fin­ish.


  In­stead she rose un­steadily from her chair, her ex­pres­sion stricken.


  “Oh … no …” she mur­mured.


  Joephi gen­tly eased the squid from her face. “What’s wrong, Dia­manda? ”


  “Candy.”


  “Candy? ” said Mespa. “What about her? You think she has some­thing to do with this Wolf­swinkel busi­ness? ”


  “No, no, it’s not that. I sud­denly had a clear vi­sion of her! What does the girl think she’s do­ing? ”


  “Where is she? ” Mespa said.


  “I don’t ex­actly know,” Dia­manda replied, clos­ing her eyes. “It’s dark, wher­ever it is; very dark.”


  “Well, that’s a start, I sup­pose,” said Joephi.


  “And there’s … feath­ers … no, no, not feath­ers … snow. “


  “Heavy or light? ” said Joephi. “Can you tell? There were flur­ries on Speckle Frew within the last cou­ple of hours.”


  Dia­manda’s eyes scanned the scene she was see­ing with her mind’s eye, her pupils flick­er­ing back and forth as they searched for clues. At last she said: “This is heavy. The snow’s deep.”


  “Is she high up? ” Joephi won­dered. “In the Pino Moun­tains, maybe? The Isle of the Black Egg? ”


  “No, that’s not it ei­ther. There are trees. A lot of—”


  All three sis­ters spoke the name of Candy’s where­abouts to­gether.


  “Efreet. “


  “What in heaven’s name is she do­ing there? The place is crawl­ing with mon­sters.”


  “Well, that’s where she is,” Dia­manda said flatly. “And the sooner we get her off the is­land and away from those beasts, the bet­ter.” She walked away from her sis­ters a cou­ple of steps, qui­etly mut­ter­ing a com­mon con­ju­ra­tion to her­self as she did so. The color of her robe be­came sud­denly un­cer­tain of it­self. The black and pur­ple in its threads gave way to blue and white and more blue. The hem flut­tered as though it had been en­trusted to a flock of small, in­vis­i­ble birds.


  “You’re go­ing some­where? ” said Mespa.


  “To Efreet, of course,” Dia­manda replied. “What­ever our Candy is do­ing there, she’s go­ing to need help.”


  “Then we should all go,” said Joephi.


  “No, no, no. You two need to find out what’s hap­pen­ing on Nin­ny­ham­mer. Wolf­swinkel should be se­verely rep­ri­manded if he has some hand in this vi­o­lence. So in­ves­ti­gate this closely. Find out the facts.”


  “Are you sure you can deal with Efreet on your own? You know how you hate the cold.”


  “If that’s a po­lite way of ask­ing me if I ‘m not too an­ti­quated to be go­ing off fac­ing the Five Beasts of Efreet on my own, let me re­mind you what St. Catham of Dette says: ‘We will bring the In­fer­nal En­emy to its knees with wis­dom, not sticks!”


  “Dia­manda, dear. St. Catham was eaten alive from the toes up, over a pe­riod of nine­teen days. I don’t think you should be quot­ing her.”


  “All right. Then I con­cede the folly of go­ing. And if I meet a ter­ri­ble death while I’m there, I prom­ise one day I’ll come back to this very spot and you can take my ghost to task for it. Mean­while, you go to Nin­ny­ham­mer and let me go to Efreet, so we can get this wretched prob­lem solved.”


  Her sis­ters plainly weren’t con­vinced, but Dia­manda wasn’t about to change her mind. “We need to move quickly and with the min­i­mum of at­ten­tion be­ing drawn our way. I want as few peo­ple know­ing about Candy’s pres­ence as pos­si­ble. She’s in a very del­i­cate place right now. I’m sure her visit to the Twi­light Palace must have been con­fus­ing, to say the least.”


  “She won’t be con­fused for very long,” said Joephi. “She’s not a stupid girl.”


  “No, she’s not.”


  “Sooner or later she’s go­ing to put all the pieces of the puz­zle of her young life to­gether, and when she does we’re go­ing to have a lot more to deal with than mixed emo­tions.”


  “You think so? ” said Mespa. “If I were her, I’d love to find out that I—”


  “No, you wouldn’t!” Dia­manda said. “You’d be fu­ri­ous! You’d feel lied to and cheated and used. And you’d want to know who was re­spon­si­ble.”


  “Hmm,” said Mespa. “Maybe.”


  “So what do we do about it? ”


  “What can we do? What’s done is done. Any­way, I’m not sure I’d change a thing, if I had the choice to do it all over again. Yes, we took risks. But they were for the right rea­sons. We have noth­ing to apol­o­gize for.”


  “Let’s just hope the girl agrees.”


  That re­mark si­lenced the three women for a time, and they stood star­ing out at the wa­ter for a few min­utes while the gulls wheeled over­head, ut­ter­ing their soul-stricken cries.


  Fi­nally Dia­manda said:


  “All right. I can’t linger here. I’ve got work to do.”


  She wrapped her now blue robes around her and mut­tered a word of ac­ti­va­tion. They sud­denly bil­lowed, fill­ing with wind


  “Just re­mem­ber—” she said, im­part­ing some last words of wis­dom be­fore the robes car­ried her away. “Work del­i­cately. We’re deal­ing with peo­ple’s lives here.”


  “It seems to me,” Joephi re­marked, “that we should have con­sid­ered that a long time ago.”


  Dia­manda had no op­por­tu­nity to re­ply to this. The mo­tion of her sky blue robes be­came more ur­gent, and she was car­ried away in a heart­beat, her fly­ing form lost against the be­witch­ing skies that surged like a mir­ror of the tide above the Twenty-Fifth Hour.


   


  


  


  PART THREE

  



   


  A TIME OF MON­STERS

  



  Sent out of Par­adise Gar­den for their sins, the First Cou­ple stole Fruits from ev­ery tree they passed on their way to the gate, so as to spite their Cre­ator.

  



  And out­side the Gar­den, crouched against the Wall, they gorged upon the Fruits, eat­ing one af­ter the other, un­til their bod­ies sick­ened with the ex­cess of it, and they puked them up.

  



  And the Seeds of the Fruits were spilled in the dirt, And from them came Mon­sters of the World, Who were born in­jilth, And niver knew there was such a thing as Love.

  



  —From The Holy Book of Fi­afeefo


   


  


  


  29. THE CAP­TAIN CON­VERSES

  



   


  DE­SPITE HIS INI­TIAL RE­LUC­TANCE to take the h e lm of the good ship Lud Limbo, Ma­lingo very quickly came to un­der­stand the ad­van­tages of such a po­si­tion. A cap­tain is a king on wa­ter, and though his el­e­va­tion brought con­sid­er­able re­spon­si­bil­i­ties with it, it also pro­vided sig­nif­i­cant com­forts. Within ten min­utes of the ship hav­ing left Ba­bilo­nium, Cap­tain Ma­lingo was sit­ting in an ex­traor­di­nar­ily plush chair in his exquisitely dec­o­rated cabin, be­ing poured an ab­surdly foamy mug of Mick­lenut ale. At his new cap­tain’s in­struc­tion, Deaux-Deaux was de­scrib­ing in de­tail the cir­cum­stances that had brought them to­gether on this voy­age.


  “It was the witches’ idea,” he said. “They have these prophetic spasms, you know, when they see a lit­tle bit of this and they glimpse a lit­tle bit of that. Of course they never see all of ev­ery­thing. That would be en­tirely too con­ve­nient. There al­ways has to be some am­bi­gu­ity. It’s never straight­for­ward.”


  “But they gave you a prophecy of some kind? ” Ma­lingo said.


  “Yes, in­deed.”


  “Which was—? ”


  “Well … when we’d de­coded it, we re­al­ized it meant that there was go­ing to be one last war.”


  Hmm.


  “I know. We all could have pre­dicted that. But we didn’t. They did.”


  “A war be­tween us and Night, like the old times? ”


  “Pre­sum­ably.”


  “Any men­tion of who’d be lead­ing the op­po­si­tion? ”


  “No. But can there be any doubt? The en­emy is Christo­pher Car­rion. He’s the one who has the most to gain if Night wins the day … so to speak.”


  “Did they give you any idea what he’s plan­ning? ” Ma­lingo asked.


  “Just a lit­tle, but it’s—”


  “What? ”


  “Let me fin­ish. It’s so pre­pos­ter­ous that I think it’s just a lie, a ru­mor that Car­rion and his grand­mother started.”


  “Why would they do that? ”


  “As a dis­trac­tion from what they’re re­ally plan­ning.”


  “Huh. So what’s the ru­mor? ”


  “Well, it’s sim­ple enough,” said Deaux-Deaux. “It ap­pears they have some plan for cre­at­ing per­ma­nent Night.”


  “What? ”


  “Yes. You heard right. Per­ma­nent Night on all the is­lands … for all time.”


  “How do they in­tend to achieve that? ”


  “I don’t know. But the women of the Fan­tomaya seem to think it’s a re­al­ity. That’s why they want us to get ev­ery­body who’s on the side of Day to­gether. That way, we can all face the en­emy side by side.”


  “Hence this voy­age.”


  “Ex­actly.”


  “So who are we go­ing to find? ”


  “Some very im­por­tant peo­ple, ac­cord­ing to the sis­ters. There was once a band of fight­ers un­der the lead­er­ship of Finnegan Hob.”


  “Hob? You mean the young man who was go­ing to marry the Princess Boa? ”


  “Yes. He didn’t marry her, of course, be­cause his beloved princess was mur­dered—”


  “—on their wed­ding day.”


  “Right.”


  “What­ever hap­pened to Finnegan? ”


  “He be­gan a Holy War against the whole race of drag­ons, swear­ing that he wouldn’t be sat­is­fied un­til he’d ex­ter­mi­nated ev­ery last one of them; no small oath, of course. There are a lot of drag­ons out there. And some of them—well, you know how they can go to ground. They can stay hid­den for gen­er­a­tions.”


  “So is he still search­ing? ”


  “No­body’s very sure. Ap­par­ently a bunch of his friends de­cided that, what with all this news of war in the air, they should go look for him. They hired a boat called the Bel­belo, cap­tained by a fel­low called Hem­mett McBean. They left from the Yebba Dim Day just about eight weeks ago.”


  “And? ”


  “And they haven’t been heard of since.”


  “That’s not good.”


  “No, it’s not.”


  “What do the Fan­tomaya say? ”


  “They don’t be­lieve they’re dead.”


  “Why not? ”


  “Be­cause they’ve seen enough of the fu­ture to be­lieve that Finnc­gan Hob will play a ma­jor part in it. So will sev­eral of the folks who went out to find him.”


  “Who were they? ”


  “There was a war­rior called Geneva Peachtree, from the Isle of the Black Egg. There was a friend of Finnegan’s called Two-Toed Tom and an­other fel­low—a gam­bler—by the name of Kiss Curl Car­lotti. Though ac­cord­ing to the witches he does not fea­ture in their dreams of to­mor­row, so who knows what will be­fall him. Or al­ready has.”


  “Who else? ”


  “Let me see. There’s ap­par­ently a girl called Tria, a waif, pos­sessed of some strange pow­ers. It’s through her, I think, that the women of the Fan­tomaya made con­tact. And the oth­ers arc a fam­ily I got to know just a lit­tle when he was swept in from the Here­after with Candy—”


  “John Mis­chief and his broth­ers? ”


  “Pre­cisely.”


  “Candy told me all about them.”


  “The broth­ers live on the horns on his head, you know? ” Deaux Deaux said. “Be­sides Mis­chief, there’s John Moot, John Pluckitt, John Slop, John Sal­low, John Drowze, John Fil­let and John Ser­pent.”


  “So taken al­to­gether this is quite a gang.”


  “Yep.”


  “And the women don’t know if they found Hob? ”


  “No, at least not when I last spoke to them. They only know from Tria that the gang was headed to­ward the Nonce.”


  “The Nonce, eh? What’s it like there? I mean … Three in the Af­ter­noon … it should be siesta time.”


  “Oh, I don’t think any­one on the Nonce gets much rest,” said Deaux-Deaux. “It’s a very un­pre­dictable place, as far as I un­der­stand.


  Ev­ery­thing is in a con­stant state of flux. Things grow in a heart­beat and die in an­other. I don’t know if any­body has ever prop­erly mapped the is­land, be­cause it al­ways seems to be chang­ing.”


  “You seem very sure that we’re go­ing to get there,” said Ma­lingo.


  Deaux-Deaux gave Ma­lingo a big grin. “Of course we will,” he said. “We’ve got a won­der­ful Cap­tain.”


  “You’re too kind,” Ma­lingo said, and laughed.


  When the Sea-Skip­per had left the cabin, Ma­lingo stayed there for a while, turn­ing over the strange­ness of re­cent times. Who would ever have thought that he’d be a cap­tain of a ves­sel sail­ing the Iz­abella, and in such ex­cit­ing, fright­en­ing times. Even if he weren’t the Cap­tain of the Lud Limbo for very long (and some­thing told him he wouldn’t be mak­ing it a life­long ca­reer), at least he would have a grand ad­ven­ture. What a change there’d been in his life! And he owed it all, of course, to one per­son and one alone:


  Candy Quack­en­bush. If she hadn’t come to the domed house on the hill in Nin­ny­ham­mer—and more, if she hadn’t chal­lenged Wolf­swinkel— Ma­lingo would still be un­der the ma­gi­cian’s thumb.


  Pic­tur­ing her now, fac­ing off against the mon­strous ma­gi­cian, Ma­lingo felt a surge of yearn­ing for Candy’s com­pany. There hadn’t been a mo­ment in the days they’d spent to­gether when he had wanted to be any­where but right there be­side her, lis­ten­ing to her ex­pres­sions of won­der and out­rage, mak­ing up silly jokes and shar­ing songs and slices of pil­grim’s pie. She had be­come in that short time his dear­est friend, and now he missed her.


  He gazed out of the cabin at the wild, wide wa­ters of the Iz­abella.


  “Wher­ever you are, my lady,” he said, “take care of your­self.


  We’re go­ing to have some pretty amaz­ing sto­ries to tell each other when all this is over.”


   


  


  


  30. THE BEASTS OF EFREET

  



  IS THERE ANY WAY I can get you to move a lit­tle quicker? ”


  Candy said to Letheo.


  He wiped a trail of blood from the cor­ner of his eye. “Yeah,” he said. “Carry me.”


  “Very funny.”


  There was a roar from the snowy wastes be­hind them, its re­ver­ber­a­tions pow­er­ful enough to shake a dust­ing of snow off the branches above their heads.


  The sound made Letheo cast a fear­ful back­ward glance.


  “A Waztrill,” he said.


  “You can iden­tify an an­i­mal by its roar? ” she said, her teeth start­ing to chat­ter with the cold.


  “I’ve told you—”


  “Yes, they’re not an­i­mals. They’re Beasts of Efreet. Mon­sters.”


  “That’s right. There’s a dif­fer­ence.”


  “I’m sure you’ll ex­plain it to me if we get out of this alive.” She dropped her voice to a whis­per. “What does a Waztrill look like? ”


  “Their heads are usu­ally bright red. Their bod­ies are mot­tled and their tails—”


  “—have black spines? ”


  “That’s right. How do you know? ”


  “Be­cause there’s one of them stand­ing about fifty yards away,” she said, nod­ding past Letheo’s left shoul­der.


  “Oh. My. Lordy. Lou.”


  Very, very slowly Letheo fol­lowed the di­rec­tion of her gaze. The Waztrill in ques­tion was a mighty spec­i­men of its breed. It stood ten feet tall to its belly, and sev­en­teen or eigh­teen to the crown of its head. Its breath erupted from its nos­trils in clouds of gray air. On its back sev­eral sharp-billed birds were dig­ging un­der the scaly plates of its ar­mor for the ed­i­ble par­a­sites that thrived there.


  “It’s look­ing at us,” Candy said. The mon­ster’s eyes were tiny white pin­pricks in the grotesque scar­let mask of its head. But Candy had no doubt that its look was fixed upon them.


  “Do we run, or climb? ” she asked Letheo.


  “It’s no use climb­ing. It’ll shake us out of a tree. And if we run it’ll catch up with us in a few bounds.”


  “So what do we do? ”


  “I sug­gest we very slowly walk in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. It’s prob­a­bly go­ing to come af­ter us, but maybe—just maybe—if it thinks we don’t be­lieve we’re din­ner, then it won’t think we’re din­ner ei­ther.” If you say so.


  “Keep look­ing at it. Don’t take your eyes off it for a mo­ment.”


  “Don’t worry,” said Candy. “I have no in­ten­tion of look­ing the other way.”


  “Would you … do me a fa­vor? ”


  “What? ”


  “Take my hand? ”


  “Oh …” She couldn’t help smil­ing, de­spite ev­ery­thing. “Sure.”


  They be­gan their very cau­tious re­treat, their clammy hands locked to­gether. The snow­fall had started to thicken in the last few min­utes, mak­ing the Waztrill look like a ghost of it­self.


  Very slowly it be­gan to come in steady pur­suit of them, its mo­tion caus­ing the birds on its back to give up their search for par­a­sites and rise into the icy air.


  “I wish we had some place to go” Candy mur­mured softly.


  She’d no sooner spo­ken than there was a deep res­o­nant boom in the air, which shook the snow down from all the branches and blos­soms in the vicin­ity.


  “There!” said Letheo, point­ing up into the air. “I told you!”


  Over­head a large, elab­o­rate ge­o­met­ri­cal shape ap­peared in the sky, il­lu­mi­nated by what lit­tle light was thrown up from the snow-cov­ered ground.


  “The house,” Candy said.


  “The Dead Man’s House,” Letheo said.


  The shape kept fall­ing, get­ting clearer and clearer as it tum­bled out of the air. It was im­mense, and it was clearly go­ing to fall per­ilously close to them.


  “It’s go­ing to crash,” she said, her fear of the pur­suant Waztrill for­got­ten in the shadow of this almighty de­scent. And still it was fall­ing, its size more and more breath­tak­ing.


  “It’s not go­ing to crash,” Letheo said. “It does this all the time.”


  He was right. As the house reached a point about a hun­dred feet above the tree­tops, it seemed to dis­cover its equi­lib­rium. Its ve­loc­ity slowed, and it rolled over so that its foun­da­tion was turned earth­ward.


  Then it be­gan a con­trolled de­scent the rest of the way. Only now could Candy get any real sense of the size and the strange­ness of the house. There was no build­ing in Chick­en­town that it faintly re­sem­bled; nor any, she thought, in the state of Min­ne­sota.


  Ev­ery­thing about it was ex­treme. Its win­dows were tall and nar­row, like the win­dows of a church al­most, only taller still, and nar­rower.


  The doors were even more ema­ci­ated and the vast roof ab­surdly steep. She was not sur­prised in the least that this was called the Dead Man’s House. It was like a vast mau­soleum that was com­ing down in the for­est, its weight smash­ing to tin­der those un­lucky trees that lay where it had de­cided to put it­self down. As it set­tled, its an­cient beams creaked and a sigh came from its an­cient stones. Then it was at rest, and the snow cov­ered it as it fell on the en­tire scene. Af­ter a few sec­onds it seemed the house had been there for­ever.


  “Well, that’s some­thing you don’t see ev­ery day,” Candy re­marked.


  “We should go,” Letheo said. “Mis­ter Masper will be ex­pect­ing us.”


  “Oh yes. And you need your eleven pa­terzem,” Candy said, claim­ing her hand from his.


  She glanced back at the Waztrill. The beast seemed to have been just as un­nerved by the de­scent of the Dead Man’s House as she had. Any in­ter­est it might have had in Candy and Letheo had been post­poned, at least tem­po­rar­ily. She’d no sooner shaped this thought than the beast threw back its head and let out a ter­ri­ble din.


  It echoed back and forth be­tween the trees and off the walls of the Dead Man’s House.


  “What’s that all about? ”


  “At a guess it’s sum­mon­ing some of its friends,” Letheo said.


  Candy was in no mood to wait around and see what the rest of the clan looked like.


  “If it comes af­ter us we’ll split up, right? That way, maybe we’ll con­fuse it.”


  “You go to the front door and get Masper to open up. I don’t want to be out here with that thing. Or its friends.” She nudged Letheo, who was star­ing at the Dead Man’s House, his teeth chat­ter­ing.


  “Do you un­der­stand what we’re go­ing to do? ”


  “Yes. I’m not stupid.”


  At that mo­ment some­body in­side the house be­gan to light the lamps; and through win­dow af­ter win­dow a warm light came, fall­ing in am­ber pools on the snow. “Well, it looks wel­com­ing enough,” Candy said to her­self, and she and Letheo headed to­ward it, keep­ing a wary eye on the Waztrill as they pro­gressed.


  The beast fol­lowed them with its piggy gaze, and sev­eral times it looked as though it in­tended to make a move in their di­rec­tion but then changed its mind. The rea­son soon be­came ap­par­ent. From sev­eral other di­rec­tions there came the cries of other beasts, which the Waztrill an­swered with a bel­low­ing of its own.


  “We’ve got com­pany,” Candy said, nod­ding to­ward the crea­tures that were ap­pear­ing be­tween the trees. She might have ex­pected the Waztrill’s cry to have sum­moned crea­tures from the same clan, but no. Each of the four crea­tures that ap­peared was of a dif­fer­ent species. Letheo, the mon­ster ex­pert, had a name for each. The pur­ple beast with a small head and huge bugeyes was a Thrak, he said, while the ser­pen­tine crea­ture with a head like a me­chan­i­cal shovel was a Vex­ile. The shaggy beast whose hide was seething with red par­a­sites was called a San­guinius; and fi­nally the fat beast that walked on its hind legs, its head open­ing and clos­ing like an enor­mous fan, was a Fever Gibe.


  Here they were, all as­sem­bled: the Beasts of Efreet.


  Keep­ing her eyes fixed on the quin­tet as best she could, Candy started to re­treat to­ward the Dead Man’s House. The snow was com­ing down more heav­ily now. Her feet were numb with the cold, and they weren’t obey­ing her very well. Letheo was no bet­ter; he winced with ev­ery step he took. Surely the beasts would come af­ter them at any mo­ment. But no. Step by freez­ing step she and Letheo got closer to the house, and still the beasts didn’t move. Were they afraid of the house; was that it? What­ever the rea­son, they were keep­ing their dis­tance.


  “Can I … lean on you? ” Letheo said, his voice slurred.


  “Of course,” Candy told him, and mur­mur­ing gen­tle words of en­cour­age­ment, she led him to­ward the door.


  They were within per­haps thirty yards of the house when the San­guinius, which, of the five beasts, had seemed the least in­ter­ested in Candy and Letheo, sud­denly un­leashed a ti­tanic bel­low­ing.


  It didn’t wait for a re­sponse from the other crea­tures. It had ap­par­ently over­come its fear of the Dead Man’s House, be­cause it now low­ered its head and pro­ceeded to charge.


  Candy caught hold of Letheo’s arm.


  “Run”she yelled.


  The San­guinius had ob­vi­ously been watch­ing them sur­rep­ti­tiously, be­cause it now charged di­rectly at them like a speed­ing truck, cut­ting a swathe through the trees. Letheo at­tempted to put on a burst of speed, but he slipped and fell heav­ily on the frozen dirt, slid­ing fully ten yards over the ice and into a thicket.


  The San­guinius in­stantly un­der­stood its vic­tim’s dis­tress. It came to a quick halt—its huge hooves kick­ing up fans of snow as it did so—and turned its horned head to­ward the spot where Letheo had fallen. He was mak­ing a des­per­ate at­tempt to get up, but the thicket was barbed, its thorns catch­ing on his clothes, hook­ing them­selves through his jacket and trousers; even his hair. The more he strug­gled to free him­self, the more they pricked and hooked him.


  “Candy!” he yelled. “I can’t move!”


  She half ran, half slid over the icy ground to help him. “Stop strug­gling,” she said. “You’re just mak­ing it worse.”


  She reached the thicket and be­gan to un­hook him from the thorns, one by one. It was a painful and dif­fi­cult process. The barbs were ser­rated, which made them dou­bly hard to sep­a­rate from the weave of Letheo’s clothes. Candy’s fin­gers were soon bleed­ing.


  “Wait,” Letheo said. “Lis­ten. It’s stopped.”


  The San­guinius had not stopped, but it cer­tainly slowed its ap­proach, as though it knew its prey had no hope of es­cape and it could af­ford to take its time. With its eye fixed on Letheo, it be­gan a fi­nal ad­vance to­ward him, plant­ing its huge hooves hard and heavy in the snow. Poor Letheo couldn’t see the beast; the knot­ted thicket was too dense. He was al­most deliri­ous with fear and pain, his whole body shak­ing.


  “Don’t leave me here,” he begged Candy. “Please, please, stay with me.”


  “Shush,” Candy said gen­tly. “I’m not go­ing to leave you.”


  “No? ” he said, his voice sud­denly grow­ing calm.


  She glanced up from the la­bor of free­ing him to find that he was look­ing down at her with a strange, al­most puz­zled, ex­pres­sion in his golden eyes.


  “No,” he said. “You’re not, are you? ”


  “No I’m not. I’m go­ing to stay.”


  “Most peo­ple would leave; just run.”


  “I told you: shush. “


  “They’d save them­selves.”


  “And watch the beast eat you? No, thanks. Now pull on your left arm. Go on. Pull!” His arm came free. He laughed weakly.


  Candy looked back at the San­guinius. The beast was get­ting closer and closer.


  “Okay, you’re more or less free. Are you ready to run? ”


  “Yes. What are you go­ing to do? ”


  “I’m go­ing to dis­tract it.”


  He caught hold of her hand. “Don’t. It’ll kill you.”


  “You just get to the house. I’ll see you there.”


  No.


  “Wish me luck.”


  Be­fore he had a chance to say any­thing, she made a dash from the thicket, yelling as she went.


  “Hey, lunkhead!” It was an in­sult her fa­ther used when talk­ing to Ricky and Don, and why it would spring to her lips now she didn’t know, but it did. “You hear me, lunkhead? ”


  The crea­ture stopped in mid­stride and looked up at her, a frown knit­ting its thug­gish brow.


  “Yeah, I’m talk­ing to you!” she said, point­ing at the beast.


  “Lordy Lou, you are so ugly. “


  The beast seemed to know it was be­ing in­sulted and drew down the cor­ners of its im­mense maw and ut­tered a low ir­ri­tated growl.


  “Well, come on then,” she said, beck­on­ing to it. “I’m right here.”


  She quickly glanced at Letheo, who was up and out of the thicket. Then she ran. The San­guinius in­stantly came in pur­suit of her, the weight of its vast body mak­ing the ground shake be­neath her. She zigzagged through the trees in the hope of con­fus­ing the thing, which seemed to work, be­cause she gained a few yards of ground. She chanced an­other look to­ward Letheo, but she’d lost sight of him. Hop­ing he’d al­ready reached the house, she raced to­ward the door, putting ev­ery last drop of strength into out­run­ning the beast be­hind her.


  The closer she got to the house, the more en­crusted it looked: ev­ery win­dow frame elab­o­rately carved, ev­ery stone busy with lichens and mosses. Even the smell that came off the place—the cloud of an­tiq­uity in which the house sat—was com­pli­cated. Sweet like sum­mer smoke, but with some bit­ter­ness be­neath.


  As she got within ten yards of the house, the San­guinius roared again, and she looked back over her shoul­der to see the crea­ture come pow­er­ing around the cor­ner, mov­ing so fast the par­a­sites flew off its mat­ted hide. It clipped the edge of the house with its shoul­der as it came, and sev­eral shards of stone flew off. Candy put on a spurt of speed and raced on to the back of the house. There were two doors, she saw. She tried the first of them: it was locked. She rat­tled the han­dle any­way, and was sure she heard some­body mov­ing around in­side. But no­body opened the door. She glanced back to­ward the cor­ner. The beast had not yet ap­peared. So rather than run on to the next door, and risk that be­ing locked also, she beat her fist on the door.


  “Open up! Quick! Quick!”


  She could hear the San­guinius just around the cor­ner; it would be upon her in a mat­ter of sec­onds.


  “Please!” she yelled. “PLEASE!”


  “I gave up say­ing please a long time ago!” said a voice be­hind her.


  She turned.


  And there was Dia­manda, of all peo­ple, dressed in blue and smil­ing at her through the snow.


   


  


  


  31. NEWS IN NONCE

  



  THE LIT­TLE COM­PANY OF ad­ven­tur­ers from the good ship Bel­belo had been wan­der­ing the Nonce for sev­eral weeks now, in search of Finnegan Hob. So far they had lit­tle rea­son for op­ti­mism.


  Though all re­ports had said he was here at Three in the Af­ter­noon, hunt­ing down the last of the drag­ons, they had caught no sight of him. The weather was un­com­monly hot for the Hour, hu­mid and op­pres­sive, and it was be­gin­ning to take its toll on ev­ery­one.


  Per­pet­ual Af­ter­noon could be ex­haust­ing; it left folks pant­ing like tired dogs, their tongues hang­ing out. Right now they were all sit ting un­der the enor­mous leaves of the jack­o­line tree, while the mon­soonal rain—which came reg­u­larly but did very lit­tle to clear the air—pelted down. The jack­o­line tree was in full blos­som (what, in the Nonce, was not in blos­som? Stones gave forth flow­ers here), and the rain, when it struck the blooms, made them ring like chimes. To those in a hap­pier state of mind, the sound might have been wel­comed as pretty. But no­body in the com­pany was in any mood to get up and dance along to the jack­o­line’s un­pre­dictable melody.


  “Damnable flow­ers,” said John Moot, who was usu­ally one of the bet­ter-tem­pered of the broth­ers John. “And this brain-bruis­ing rain! I am sick to death of rain and flow­ers!”


  “Not to men­tion the fe­cun­dity!” said John Drowze.


  “Oh yes,” said John Ser­pent. “The end­less fe­cun­dity!”


  “Can you shut your kin up? ” Geneva said to John Mis­chief.


  “They’re start­ing to get on my nerves.”


  “They might live on my head,” Mis­chief said, “but I’m not their mas­ter. They have their opin­ions—”


  “And the right to speak them,” said John Fil­let.


  “Peace, peace,” said Two-Toed Tom. “It’s no use ar­gu­ing. It just makes ev­ery­body sweat more. We may as well get along with one an­other be­cause we’re not leav­ing here un­til we find the man we came look­ing for. Finnegan’s here some­where. This”—he lifted up the short stab­bing sword they had found wedged be­tween two rocks—”is proof of that.”


  “It could have be­longed to any­body,” John Ser­pent said.


  “But it didn’t,” said Tria with­out a trace of doubt. “It was his. “


  “Far be it from me to agree with John Ser­pent,” Cap­tain McBean said, “but we re­ally have no proof. And you know what?


  This place is start­ing to take its toll on me too.”


  “What’s wrong with this place? ” John Mis­chief said. “I think it’s par­adise.”


  “You can have too much of any­thing, ” McBean replied. “Even par­adise.”


  “And the way the flora changes ev­ery half hour,” said John Moot. “It’s be­wil­der­ing. The rain comes down, washes half the plants away, and some­thing com­pletely new pops up. You know I saw a fruit hang­ing from a tree that looked like a face? That’s just not nat­u­ral.”


  “Who are we to say what’s nat­u­ral? ” Two-Toed Tom re­marked.


  “Well, I might have known you’d be say­ing that,” John Ser­pent snapped back. “You with your weird lit­tle house­hold. Talk about un­nat­u­ral!”


  Thomas said noth­ing. He sim­ply leaped, his thick mus­cu­lar legs car­ry­ing him high into the air above the com­pany.


  John Ser­pent squealed in ter­ror. “Don’t let him hit me!”


  But Tom didn’t have fisticuffs in mind. In­stead he caught hold of three of the gi­ant leaves above the Johns and tipped them. They were like jugs filled to brim­ming with wa­ter. It came pour­ing down on the broth­ers, soak­ing them all.


  “Typ­i­cal! Typ­i­cal!” John Ser­pent said, spit­ting out the rain­wa­ter.


  “The man can’t take a sim­ple lit­tle re­mark about his


  “Other half,” said Tom, still swing­ing from the thick stalks of the jack­o­line leaves. “His name’s Tidal Jim, by the way. He’s an oys­ter har­vester. And he has my heart and I have his, and it will be that way to the end of the world.”


  “Well, now we know,” said McBean.


  “Will we meet him one day? ” Tria said.


  “You’re all in­vited, as of this mo­ment, to come and eat with Jim and me and our pets.”


  “You’ve got a lot of an­i­mals? ” Tria said.


  “Nine­teen on the last count. A coyne bird we call Lord Egg. A wise old hog hound called Saint Bartholomeus, who is the worst tem­pered dog in cre­ation. An old tar­rie-cat who wan­dered in one day. All kinds.”


  “Sounds like a mad­house,” Ser­pent re­marked.


  “Well, we’ll all go in and eat with Jim and Tom and their an­i­mals,” said John Mis­chief. “And you can wait out­side.”


  “Ha. Ha,” said Ser­pent sourly. “I am con­vulsed with laugh­ter.”


  “No, you’re not,” said Tria.


  “That was irony, lit­tle girl,” Ser­pent snapped.


  “ Tria, take no no­tice of him,” said Geneva. “He’s “Just a mis­er­able bad-tem­pered and com­pletely un­pleas­ant man,” Tria said, her plain speech leav­ing ev­ery­body as­ton­ished. “I’m not afraid of you, John Ser­pent. I may still be a ‘lit­tle girl,’ but I know the dif­fer­ence be­tween a man who has some­thing real in his heart, that I should lis­ten to, and a phony like you, who just says the first poi­sonous thing that comes into his head. By the way, you look silly with your mouth open like that. I’d close it if I were you.”


  Ser­pent said noth­ing. He was com­pre­hen­sively hushed.


  “I think the rain’s stopped,” said McBean.


  The rest of the com­pany now emerged from the cover of the jack­o­line tree to see the flaw­less blue of a Non­cian sky ap­pear­ing above their heads; the rain clouds re­ced­ing to the north­east. And as the sun warmed the wa­ter­logged Hour, the charmed dirt of the Nonce staged an­other Gen­e­sis, bring­ing forth a new gen­er­a­tion of flora and fauna: their scents sweet, their col­ors and shapes writ­ten from a lim­it­less al­pha­bet of hues and forms. The com­pany had, of course, wit­nessed this phe­nom­e­non many times now, but since no two verses from this Book of Be­gin­nings was ever the same, they in­vari­ably found fresh rea­sons for won­der­ment. This time was no ex­cep­tion.


  “Look at that,” said John Drowze. “The pur­ple-and-yel­low flower!”


  As he spoke, the blos­som he’d been point­ing at flapped its petals, raised its an­ten­naed head and took to the air, in­spir­ing a host of its petal-winged brethren to do the same thing.


  “Maybe we’re go­ing to be like those flower flies one of these days,” said Tria.


  “What do you mean? ” said Geneva.


  “Oh, it was just a silly thought.”


  “No, tell us.”


  Tria frowned. The words seemed hard to come by. “I just meant that maybe one day—if we stay here long enough, and get rained on of­ten enough—maybe we’ll all change. Maybe we’d just take off on the wind …” She stared at the sky, eyes bright and wide; the idea ob­vi­ously en­chanted her. Then she seemed to re­al­ize that ev­ery­body was watch­ing her, and she sud­denly be­came em­bar­rassed. “What am I yab­ber­ing about? ” she said, look­ing from one of her com­pan­ions to the next. “I’m just be­ing silly,” she said. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s not silly,” John Moot said. “I’ve thought some of the ex­act same things while we’ve been here. I think we all have. I’ve even talked about it with my broth­ers.”


  “I think your mem­ory must be mis­lead­ing you,” John Ser­pent said snot­tily. “I was never a part of a con­ver­sa­tion about any­one turn­ing into a bloody in­sect.”


  “For­get him,” Tom said to Tria. “Go on with what you were say­ing.”


  Tria shrugged. “I’ve said what I was go­ing to say,” she replied.


  “Ex­cept—”


  “In heaven’s name, what? ”


  “I don’t think it’s only here on the Nonce. There’s change hap­pen­ing ev­ery­where.”


  “Big deal,” said John Pluckitt. “So things change. What’s so im­por­tant about that? It stops rain­ing, it starts rain­ing


  “It’s not the kind of change I mean,” Tria said.


  “Well, can you be more spe­cific? ” Geneva asked her.


  Tria shook her head. “Not ex­actly,” she ad­mit­ted. She went down on her haunches and gen­tly plucked a tiny flower that was nes­tled in the mud at her feet. It came out of the earth com­plete with a pale green root that squirmed gen­tly, as if reach­ing back to­ward the earth. “Maybe these changes will all seem small at first,” she said dream­ily, as though she didn’t re­ally un­der­stand what she was talk­ing about. “But their ef­fects will be enor­mous.”


  “And what about us? ” Geneva said. “Are we a part of the changes? ”


  “Oh yes,” Tria replied. “Whether we like it or not. The world is go­ing to be turned up­side down.”


  She ten­derly re­turned the ea­ger plant to the earth, where it sank into the ground with a kind of po­lite grat­i­tude, turn­ing its petaled head up to­ward Tria as it did so.


  “Will you lis­ten to that? ” said Tom.


  “I don’t hear any­thing.”


  “I do,” said Tria.


  Ev­ery­body fell silent now. But they heard noth­ing.


  “I could have sworn I heard a voice,” Tom said.


  “Maybe an echo of us.”


  “No, it wasn’t one of us,” Tria said. “Tom’s right. There’s some­body nearby.”


  Geneva scanned the land­scape care­fully, look­ing for any sign of a pres­ence.


  Tria did the op­po­site. She closed her eyes and stood ab­so­lutely still, fo­cus­ing her at­ten­tion minutely. Fi­nally she said: “He’s some­where off to the left of us.” Her eyes still closed, she pointed. “He’s very close.”


  Then she opened her eyes and looked in the di­rec­tion in which she’d pointed. The land­scape wasn’t en­tirely empty. The area had ob­vi­ously been washed clear in the last cloud­burst, but al­ready bore new growths, which were ap­pear­ing ev­ery­where to car­pet the ground.


  “I don’t like this,” John Moot said. “I think we should get out of here.”


  “It’s not a dragon,” said Tria.


  “How can you be so sure? ”


  “I’m not. I just don’t think it is.”


  “Finnegan? ” said Geneva.


  “Well, where is he? ” McBean said. “If he’s close, why don’t we see him? ”


  Tria was star­ing at the ground. “Down there …” she mur­mured.


  “That’s why we haven’t found him,” Geneva said. “He’s un­der­ground!”


  “Un­der­ground? ” said Tom.


  “Yes.”


  “Maybe he’s us­ing the tun­nels and caves un­der the is­land to creep up on the drag­ons? ”


  “Yeah, or else he got lost down there,” said John Drowze. “And now he can’t get out.”


  “Ei­ther way, we’re go­ing to dis­cover the truth,” said Geneva.


  “We haven’t come all this way to turn back be­cause he’s un­der­ground.”


  “Let me lead the way,” Tria said. “I’ll find a hole in the ground, and we’ll go af­ter him.”


  “All agreed? ” said Geneva.


  “Any­thing to get off this is­land,” said McBean.


   


  


  


  32. EVENTS AT THE THRESH­OLD


  

  



  AMANDA LOOKED WEA­RIER THAN Candy re­mem­bered her look­ing, but she was cer­tainly a wel­come sight.


  “I heard you were in a bit of trou­ble,” the old lady said.


  “You could say that,” Candy said.


  She glanced past Dia­manda, to see the San­guinius round­ing the cor­ner of the house. It had ap­par­ently al­ready sniffed the pres­ence of power in its vicin­ity, be­cause it had slowed its ap­proach and now came cau­tiously, its teeth bared like a crazed dog.


  Dia­manda raised her left hand, and with an el­e­gant flour­ish she said:


  “Be still Thing!


  That’s my will Thing!


  Or I will make you mourn Thing!


  The day that you were born Thing! “


  The sim­plic­ity of the spell brought a smile to Candy’s lips; but sim­ple or not, it did the trick. The ex­pres­sion on the San­guinius’ face grew sud­denly peace­ful and pleas­ant, and it sank du­ti­fully down to the ground, its head laid on its front legs. De­spite its enor­mous size, D it sud­denly re­sem­bled some do­mes­tic an­i­mal, ly­ing down be­side the hearth.


  “There are four other beasts around here,” Candy warned Dia­manda.


  “Yes, I know. But by the time they come look­ing for us, we’ll be away, back to the Twenty-Fifth.”


  “I’ve got so much to tell you.” I’m sure you do.


  “But be­fore we go …”


  “Yes? ”


  “… the boy who brought me here—his name is Letheo—is some­where around here, and he’s hurt.”


  “Well, we’ll have to leave him to the ten­der mer­cies of some pass­ing Samar­i­tan,” Dia­manda replied. “I can’t risk any­thing hap­pen­ing to you.”


  “Can’t we take him with us? ”


  “Are you fond of this boy? ” Dia­manda said in her usual straight­for­ward man­ner.


  “No. I just promised I wouldn’t leave him, that’s all. And I don’t like break­ing prom­ises.”


  “As it hap­pens, I know of this boy. He has a curse in his blood, did you know that? ”


  “Yes. I saw. He needs to take medicine, he told me.”


  “Was this be­fore or af­ter he kid­napped you? ” Dia­manda said.


  “He didn’t mean to hurt me. I’m sure of that.”


  “You have quite a ca­pac­ity for for­give­ness, girl, I’ll give you that. I sup­pose it doesn’t sur­prise me, given what I know about you.


  Still”—she smiled in­dul­gently—”you must be care­ful with kind­ness.


  It’s usu­ally mis­taken for weak­ness by stupid peo­ple.”


  “I un­der­stand,” Candy said. “I won’t—” She stopped and stud­ied the San­guinius. “I could swear it blinked,” she said.


  “That’s im­pos­si­ble.”


  “It did, Dia­manda. It—”


  Be­fore she could fin­ish speak­ing, Dia­manda’s gaze was also dis­tracted: not to­ward the beast, but up to a win­dow high above them. She caught sight of some­body mov­ing away from the sill.


  “Damn!” the old lady said. “Some­body in this House just un­did my spell! We’re in trou­ble, girl—”


  An in­stant later the San­guinius let out a roar and rose up from its supine po­si­tion. In­stantly its eyes locked on Candy and it came at her, its mouth gap­ing as though it in­tended to sim­ply scoop her up and swal­low her.


  She backed away, one step, two steps. But that was as far as she could go. The locked door of the Dead Man’s House was hard against her spine.


  The San­guinius let out a fetid breath. Candy put her hands up to ward off the crea­ture, but its at­tack was a feint. Just as it seemed the jaws would close on her, the crea­ture swung around and in­stead snapped up Dia­manda. It all hap­pened so fast that Candy had no time to yell a warn­ing, much less do any­thing to save the old lady.


  One mo­ment Dia­manda was stand­ing right be­side her, the next the San­guinius had taken the in­can­ta­trix in its jaws. Candy had never wit­nessed any­thing so hor­ri­ble. It struck some nerve deep in­side her to see this. She let out a sob and threw her­self at the crea­ture in a fury of frus­tra­tion.


  “Give her back!” she yelled.


  But the beast had no in­ten­tion of re­lin­quish­ing its meal. In­stead it re­treated from Candy with a cu­ri­ous cau­tion in its step. Was it ner­vous of her? Why? Be­cause she had power in her. Yes, per­haps.


  She’d sent the zetheks pack­ing from the hold of the Par­roto Par­roto, hadn’t she? Per­haps the same word would work now.


  Too an­gry to be afraid, she pur­sued the San­guinius, call­ing up the word—and the power that it con­tained—into her throat. But be­fore she could un­leash it, the beast ca­su­ally closed its vast maw, its teeth skew­er­ing Dia­manda in dozens of places.


  The Sis­ter of the Fan­tomaya did not cry out. She sim­ply let out a shud­der­ing sigh, and died. Then the San­guinius turned and saun­tered off, with Dia­manda’s limp body hang­ing out of its mouth to left and right, her blood stain­ing the snow.


  Shak­ing from scalp to sole, Candy sank back against the locked door, her hands pressed against her face.


  “No more …” she mur­mured, “please … no more …”


  Too much had hap­pened; she was over­whelmed. First Ba­bilo­nium, and los­ing Ma­lingo, then the mys­ter­ies of the Twi­light Palace and her ab­duc­tion; now this. To lose one of the few peo­ple in this trou­bled world who seemed to un­der­stand her and who she was. Gone, in a few ter­ri­ble sec­onds. It was too much, too much.


  Af­ter a minute or so she looked up through her fin­gers. The bliz­zard was get­ting worse with ev­ery gust of wind. The thick­en­ing veils of snow had al­ready vir­tu­ally eroded the San­guinius and its vic­tim.


  As Candy watched, it dis­ap­peared from sight com­pletely.


  There came a sound from be­hind her, the harsh grat­ing of a bolt be­ing drawn aside. She started to get up and step away from the door, but she wasn’t fast enough. As the door opened, she stum­bled back­ward, flail­ing. She reached out for the door han­dle to steady her fall, but her hands were too numb, her body too weak, her brain too over­bur­dened. She caught the briefest of glimpses of the world into which she had fallen; then her be­sieged senses gave up, and she will­ingly let dark­ness take her away from the world.


   


  


  


  33. A VISIT TO MARA­POZSA STREET

  



   


  IN THE DEPTHS OF her un­con­scious state, Candy caught glimpses of Dia­manda. On the shore of the Twenty-Fifth Hour, smil­ing at her. On a boat, sit­ting calmly, watch­ing the wa­ters, still smil­ing. And fi­nally—much to Candy’s sur­prise—walk­ing in the streets of Chick­en­town, un­no­ticed by those who passed her by. The dream, or vi­sion, or what­ever it was, re­as­sured her. It seemed to say that Dia­manda had al­ready moved on about some new busi­ness, the hurt of life—and of her death—for­got­ten.


  Candy mur­mured the old lady’s name in her sleep, and the sound of her own voice woke her. She was ly­ing on a huge bed in one of the strangest rooms she had ever seen. It was dom­i­nated by a mas­sive man­tel­piece, which was carved from black mar­ble. A small fire gut­tered in the hearth, its pale blue flames barely big enough to tickle the dark throat of the grate. And yet there was light in the room, even if it didn’t come from the fire. It bled out of the cracks in var­i­ous ob­jects around the room: from a vase, from un­der the door of a wardrobe, even up be­tween the pol­ished wooden floor­boards. And where the strands and fil­i­grees of light crossed, which they did in per­haps three dozen places, they threw off sparks like fire­works. The flick­er­ing filled the im­mensely tall room with danc­ing shad­ows.


  Candy got up off the bed in which some­body had kindly laid her and did her best to ori­ent her­self, but the con­stant mo­tion of the light made that dif­fi­cult: ev­ery­thing had an eerie an­i­ma­tion in it, thanks to the sparks, as though all the ob­jects in the room were alive. But af­ter a minute or two, her eyes be­came ac­cus­tomed to the dance of light, and she be­gan to ten­ta­tively ex­plore the room. On a chair near the fire were some clothes, which had ob­vi­ously been left for her. A pair of dark blue shoes with bright red laces. A baggy pair of trousers, which were dark pur­ple. A blouse that was close to the color of the trousers.


  And a loose jacket, which seemed at first glance to be dec­o­rated with ab­stract de­signs, but which a sec­ond and third glance re­vealed to be rep­re­sen­ta­tions of crea­tures from some Abara­tian Eden; fish and fowl, bird and beast, all parad­ing around the coat to­gether.


  She was grate­ful for the gift. Her present clothes were torn and damp. As she put on the new stuff, she found it was all made of ex­tremely friendly ma­te­rial: fab­ric that seemed to be ea­ger to com­fort her.


  Dressed in her new out­fit, she felt much more pre­pared to meet the owner of this house, even a lit­tle cu­ri­ous. She opened the door and stepped out into the cor­ri­dor. It was lit much the same way as the room be­hind her light leak­ing from cracks in ev­ery­thing, criss-cross­ing and spark­ing.


  The pas­sage­way went on for a long way in both di­rec­tions and was filled like a ware­house with bric-a-brac.


  For the third time in re­cent days—once in Ba­bilo­nium, once in the Wun­derkam­men in the Twi­light Palace—she was aware of the cu­ri­ous abun­dance of the Abarat.


  Some­times it seemed to be a kind of en­cy­clo­pe­dia of pos­si­bil­i­ties; an A to Z of things won­der­ful and strange, brim­ming, over­spilling it­self in its ea­ger­ness to be All and Ev­ery­thing arid More Than Ev­ery­thing. And some­where in­side that am­bi­tion, she knew, lay a clue to what it re­ally was.


  Maybe her host would know. She called out.


  “Hello? …Any­body? Hello!”


  There was no re­ply but the echo of her voice, so she turned right and ven­tured down the cor­ri­dor, con­tin­u­ing to call. As she went she noted a few of the odd­i­ties along the way. The stuffed head of an an­i­mal whose mouth was a seething nest of tongues. A screen cov­ered with carved birds that seemed to rise up as she ap­proached.


  A ta­ble with a game that had per­haps three hun­dred pieces laid out on it, in the form of two armies: Day and Night.


  There were signs from both above and be­low of other pres­ences in the house. Some­body seemed to be ham­mer­ing on the floor above, and nearby some­body was singing in a high, thin voice. It was a sad, pe­cu­liar song: one that she knew from Ma­lingo. It told of a man called Tai­lor Schmitt, who had been, the words claimed, the best tai­lor in the Abarat. The trou­ble was that he was a lit­tle crazy. And the idea soon came into his head that the sky was like a badly fit­ting suit, and soon the but­tons that kept the sky in place would pop.


  “Tai­lor Schmitt, poor Tai­lor Schmitt, Thought the sky wouldn’t Jit—”


  The poor tai­lor was ter­ri­fied of the con­se­quences of this, the song said, be­cause then what­ever was ly­ing in wait be­hind the sky mon­sters, per­haps, or sim­ply a de­vour­ing obliv­ion—would break through from the other side and spill into his world. So, ac­cord­ing to the song, he spent the rest of his life mak­ing but­tons so that the heav­ens could be but­toned up again, and made safe.


  “—thou­sands of but­tons, bone and lead, The tai­lor made till he was dead.


  Per­haps now Tai­lor Schmitt has died,


  He knows what lies on the other side, But we re­mem­ber him in song, And pray to heaven that he was wrong. “


  This was the sor­row­ful lit­tle tune that ac­com­pa­nied Candy as she moved through the house. Ev­ery now and then she’d open a door and look into one of the rooms. There was plenty of ev­i­dence of oc­cu­pancy. In one room there was a large bed, which had re­cently been slept in, to judge by the shape of the sleeper’s head on the pil­low. In an­other room there was a small ta­ble on which a large egg stood, re­cently hatched, the crea­ture com­ing forth from it a sen­tient plant.


  She con­tin­ued to call out as she ex­plored, and fi­nally found some­body to talk to. A diminu­tive woman dressed in black, with an elab­o­rate ruff around her neck, came hur­ry­ing down the cor­ri­dor to­ward her. She beck­oned to Candy.


  “Are you the per­son who brought me here? ” Candy asked her.


  The woman shook her head.


  “Do you know who did? ”


  “Mis­ter Masper,” the woman said softly. “And I know he would like to talk to you.”


  “Oh. So where will I find this Mis­ter Masper? ”


  “Come with me,” the woman said, her eyes skip­ping over Candy’s face, all cu­rios­ity: study­ing her eyes, her mouth, even her ears and fore­head.


  “Is there some­thing wrong? ” Candy asked her.


  “No no,” she said. “It’s just … you’re not the way I ex­pected you to be.”


  “And how was that? ” Candy asked.


  “Oh, you know. A woman of power—’


  “Me? You must have the wrong—”


  “Oh, no. You’re the one. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.”


  “Speak­ing of be­ing here …”


  “Yes? ”


  “There was a boy out­side the house.”, “Letheo. Yes, we found him.”


  “Is he all right? ”


  “He’s un­der Mis­ter Masper’s pro­tec­tion now,” the woman said.


  “Please go on.”


  “So he is all right? ” Candy pressed.


  “I told you—”


  “—he’s un­der Mis­ter Masper’s pro­tec­tion.”


  With that the woman turned her back on Candy and started along down the cor­ri­dor.


  “What’s your name, by the way? ” Candy said.


  “Mrs. Kit­tel­nu­betz,” the woman replied with­out turn­ing. “It is my honor to work for Mis­ter Masper.” She paused at the door, and re­spect­fully, even a lit­tle cau­tiously per­haps, opened it. “En­joy,” she said, ush­er­ing Candy in.


  “En­joy what? ” Candy said, look­ing into the room.


  “The dream­ing street,” said Mrs. Kit­tel­nu­betz.


  And as she spoke, a light came on in the mid­dle of the room (which, un­like the other rooms, and the pas­sage­way, had been in dark­ness). The light il­lu­mi­nated an odd-look­ing wooden de­vice that sat on a ta­ble there. It was round, per­haps eight or nine inches high, and two feet or so in di­am­e­ter. Its outer wall was highly pol­ished, sug­gest­ing some­body took great care of this de­vice. What­ever it was, it had slits in it, each no more than a quar­ter of an inch wide.


  “What is that? ” Candy said, glanc­ing back at Mrs. Kit­tel­nu­betz.


  But the pas­sage­way was empty. In the fif­teen, per­haps twenty sec­onds since Candy had taken her eyes off the woman in black she had gone, leav­ing Candy’s ques­tion unan­swered.


  “Weird,” Candy re­marked.


  She hadn’t seen any­thing yet. When she looked back at the de­vice, she saw that it had be­gun to go around, as though a small clock­work mo­tor in its base had been ac­ti­vated. And vis­i­ble through the slits there was a grow­ing bright­ness. Fas­ci­nated—and think­ing there could surely be no harm in a clock­work mu­si­cal box, or what­ever it was


  Candy ap­proached the ta­ble, bend­ing down as she did so and peer­ing through the slits into the cir­cling drum.


  Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh. There was some­thing al­most hyp­notic about the sound, and about the mo­tion too. A con­tented smile came onto her face, and the more re­laxed she felt, the brighter the light in the cen­ter of the drum seemed to burn.


  Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh. Was there some­thing mov­ing in there? It looked as though there was. She nar­rowed her eyes, try­ing to fo­cus her gaze on what­ever was in­side the spin­ning drum. There was a name for old-fash­ioned de­vices like these, she re­mem­bered. They were called zoetropes, or some­thing like that. They had pic­tures in­side that were ar­ranged to cre­ate the il­lu­sion of move­ment.


  “That’s cool …” she said, lean­ing closer.


  And still the drum picked up speed, un­til the slits spun by so quickly that they all blurred to­gether into a sin­gle win­dow.


  And what was the pic­ture on the other side? She’d been ex­pect­ing some­thing sim­ple, but no: there was a sun­lit street there in the drum. And the houses and the side­walks, the roofs and sky weren’t painted: they were per­fectly re­al­is­tic. And saun­ter­ing up and down the street, as though this were a real day and a real world, were men, women (even an ape or two); black peo­ple and white, golden skinned and scar­let. What they all had in com­mon, how­ever, was the ex­tra­or­di­nary things they wore on their heads.


  These didn’t ap­pear to be hats or hair­pieces; they were strange fan­tasias ris­ing like many lay­ered tow­ers from their skulls.


  Candy stared at the spec­ta­cle in as­ton­ish­ment, her gaze still be­ing gen­tly coaxed through the spin­ning win­dow into “the dream­ing street” vi­sion the drum con­tained.


  She could al­most feel it pulling on her, se­duc­ing her with its bright­ness and its beauty, to keep look­ing, keep look­ing, while the drum spun, keep look­ing She had by now guessed what she was see­ing. Mrs. Kit­tel­nu­betz had named this mys­tery for her: the dream­ing street, she’d called it. Its for­mal name, which was Mara­pozsa Street, was writ­ten on a sign on the wall, but its nick­name was surely more ac­cu­rate. Here on this bright thor­ough­fare the peo­ple were not sim­ply wear­ing en­ter­tain­ing non­senses on their heads be­cause it was the fash­ion. These were their dreams they were car­ry­ing. A man wan­dered by with what looked like a sin­gle-win­dowed tower on his head, burn­ing fiercely.


  On an­other there was built a cell in which some poor soul was bound up; yet an­other (a man with a large fish un­der his arm, which he was pre­sum­ably tak­ing home to dine on) had a tiny the­ater poised on his pate, with a skull-headed crea­ture stand­ing cen­ter stage.


  But the il­lu­sions con­tained in the de­vice were only just the be­gin­ning.


  Her sight was still be­ing drawn into the midst of the spec­ta­cle; there were new vi­sions to be seen around ev­ery cor­ner, through ev­ery door­way and open win­dow: glimpses of lives that weren’t be­ing per­formed, the way a play is per­formed, but were go­ing on quite nat­u­rally as she ca­su­ally watched. A woman was study­ing at an up­per win­dow with her hair like a thicket filled with lit­tle col­ored birds. In an­other place stood a striped beast about the size of a mid­dle-sized mutt, long lashed and stubby tailed, which had on its head a lit­tle build­ing, no more than a dome sup­ported by six pil­lars: the hum­ble an­i­mal equiv­a­lent, per­haps, of the elab­o­rate tow­ers that the two-legged oc­cu­pants of Mara­pozsa Street boasted.


  The ze­bratic dog seemed to be star­ing straight at Candy, its gaze so di­rect that it drew her at­ten­tion still more deeply into the world of Mara­pozsa Street. Sud­denly it seemed to be­come un­com­fort­able hav­ing her star­ing at it, and it turned tail and ran. She fol­lowed it with her eyes, down an al­ley­way that ran off Mara­pozsa Street.


  Again she had that un­canny sen­sa­tion of be­ing drawn into this lit­tle world, but why not, she thought?


  Where was the harm? The an­i­mal led her away down streets that steadily grew nar­rower the far­ther from Mara­pozsa Street they strayed. But at ev­ery cor­ner, how­ever nar­row the thor­ough­fares be­came, and how­ever de­crepit the build­ings, there were still odd­i­ties and won­der­ments to be wit­nessed.


  A pale man stood at one cor­ner, look­ing down with bliss on his face at the child he held in his arms, even though the in­fant had ten­ta­cles for limbs. In an­other place a woman sat with a very large and suc­cu­lent slice of pizza (pep­per­oni, mush­rooms, olives; no an­chovies) on her lap.


  Candy had lost sight of the an­i­mal she’d fol­lowed from the dream­ing street, but she didn’t much mind. She had plenty more to see, like the man who looked as though he had the blood of clowns run­ning in his veins and was paint­ing some­thing fan­ci­ful on the walls. Or the patch­work an­i­mal that stood pa­tiently in a piece of sun­light, feed­ing her in­fants, two of whom were suck­ling from her greed­ily, while a third clung to her leg in an ec­stasy of love.


  Clowns. Moth­ers. Dream­ers. What a strange world this was she’d been drawn into. She was be­gin­ning to feel a lit­tle over­whelmed by the ex­pe­ri­ence: not just by the sights but the sounds and smells of the place. It was time to turn back, she de­cided; time to unglue her sight from this place and re­turn to the room where she was stand­ing. But how? She’d come this far fol­low­ing the path of her cu­rios­ity. But how did she re­trace her steps?


  Per­haps if she sim­ply closed her eyes, she thought, the il­lu­sion would some­how van­ish and she’d be back in the room with Masper, watch­ing the de­vice from a safe dis­tance.


  But that didn’t work. Though she closed her eyes and waited in dark­ness for a few sec­onds, when she opened them again she was still stand­ing in the same place, trapped in­side the de­vice.


  “What’s go­ing on? ” she said to a preg­nant woman with a small for­est sprout­ing from her head. “Why can’t I get out of here? ”


  The woman looked at her with a puz­zled ex­pres­sion on her face, as though she didn’t un­der­stand a word Candy was say­ing.


  “Can’t some­body tell me what’s go­ing on? ” Candy asked.


  It was the red-faced ape that fi­nally prof­fered an an­swer: “Where are your dreams? ” he said. “Ev­ery­body wears their dreams on their heads here.”


  “But I don’t be­long here,” Candy protested. “I came from out­side.”


  “Out­side? ” said the bearded man with the fish un­der his arm.


  “There is no out­side!”


  “Oh yes, there is,” Candy replied. “I’ve been there.”


  She looked up at the “sky,” hop­ing there’d be proof of the room be­yond this ar­ti­fi­cial world. But she could see no sign of her con­fine­ment.


  Only a flaw­less blue.


  She felt a spasm of panic. Sup­pose the jour­ney she’d taken into this world was strictly one-way? Per­haps the dream­ing cit­i­zens of Mara­pozsa Street had once all been, like her, guile­less vis­i­tors to this place. Vis­i­tors who found that once they were in this strange world they couldn’t get out again. And as time passed they had for­got­ten that they’d even had a life be­yond Mara­pozsa Street.


  Well, it might have hap­pened to them, but it wasn’t go­ing to hap­pen to her! She hadn’t taken a jour­ney through the won­ders of the Abarat—risk­ing life, limb and san­ity in the process—to end up a pris­oner in some ar­ti­fi­cial world.


  “I want to get out of this place!” she yelled. “And I want to get out NOW! Some­body has to he able to hear me. “


  She threw back her head. “Mis­ter Masper! Are you there? MIS­TER


  MASPER!”


  “Just show us your dreams,” said the man wear­ing the burn­ing tower on his head. “Come on!”


  “No!” said Candy.


  “Don’t be per­verse,” said a stately woman with an elab­o­rate pil­lar of dream frag­ments on her head. Her voice, cu­ri­ously, sounded not un­like that of the man with the burn­ing tower. Strange.


  “Show us,” said an­other of the wan­der­ers, his voice an echo of the oth­ers. “We want to see your dreams!”


  “I’ll keep them to my­self,” Candy said.


  “Show us,” said the man with the fish, mov­ing to­ward her.


  “Don’t make us force you,” said the ape.


  “Keep away,” Candy said.


  The man took no no­tice of Candy’s warn­ing. He reached around be­hind his back and snatched hold of the tail of the fish, as if he in­tended to hit her with it. She didn’t give him the op­por­tu­nity.


  She snatched the fish out of his hand and aimed a strike at the dream things he had perched on his head. They were frag­ile. The pieces flew in all di­rec­tions.


  The man un­leashed a howl of hor­ror.


  “My dreams!” he yelled. “Look what you’ve done to my pre­cious dreams!”


  The cry was in­stantly taken up all along Mara­pozsa Street, as those who’d wit­nessed Candy’s blow and its con­se­quences sent up their own cries.


  “Make her show us!”


  “Let’s see your dreams, girl!”


  “Right now! Let’s see them!”


  They were ad­vanc­ing on her from all sides, their once placid faces now twisted up in fury. She at­tempted to protest her in­no­cence, but they weren’t in­ter­ested in lis­ten­ing to her. Her only op­tion was to turn her back on them and run. She looked back over her shoul­der. The news wasn’t good. She was pre­vented from leav­ing the street by a wall of dark­ness. The sight was ac­com­pa­nied by a fa­mil­iar sound.


  Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!


  The spin­ning slits were pass­ing in front of her, per­ilously close to her face. If she chose the wrong mo­ment to jump, she’d surely hit the solid par­ti­tion be­tween the slits, which would not be good news. But how was she to know when it was best to jump? It was like try­ing to get aboard a fast-spin­ning carousel. If she her jump, she risked be­ing knocked sense­less; or worse, caught in the mech­a­nism some­how, and car­ried around and around and


  “Just do it, ” she told her­self, and the next mo­ment she was in the air, fly­ing and fall­ing. There were a few sec­onds of pure ter­ror when the world be­came a blurred place filled with the din of grind­ing cogs and un­coil­ing springs. She feared her night­mare had come true and she’d fallen into the spin­ning mech­a­nism. Be­hind her she heard the dream­ers yelling to her that she was go­ing to die, stupid witch, and good rid­dance, be­cause she de­served to die. The sound of the cogs and springs be­came so loud she had to put her hands over her ears to shut it out. Even that didn’t work. The noise still bled through, mak­ing her head throb.


  “Stop it!” she yelled.


  Per­haps her de­mand was heard; or per­haps it was sim­ply good luck that brought her through the spin­ning slits. Which­ever it was, she was re­leased from the wrack­ing din of the mech­a­nism and fell for­ward, through the slits and out the other side. The sound sud­denly ceased, and she found her­self ly­ing on a thread­bare car­pet, her head aching.


  “Hello,” said a voice.


  She looked up. There was a man, dressed in dark gray, stand­ing close to the door. “Are you all right? ” he said.


  “Yes … yes …” she said, do­ing her best to get to her feet. From the cor­ner of her eye she saw the de­vice, still spin­ning. She could hear the whoosh of the de­vice, as pow­er­ful as ever. And more dis­tantly, voices from Mara­pozsa Street.


  “Did I … ? ”


  “Did you what? ” the man said, of­fer­ing a hand to help her get to her feet.


  “It felt as though I was drawn into that thing.” She shook her head to see if she could rid her­self of the sense of dis­lo­ca­tion. Only when it had re­ceded a lit­tle did she trust her­self to raise her head and look at the man who was stand­ing in the room with her.


  “I’m Mis­ter Pius Masper,”he said to her. “And I own this house.”


   


  


  


  34. SE­CRETS AND MEAT LOAF

  



   


  ACROSS THE IM­MEA­SUR­ABLE DI­VIDE be­tween the Abarat and the Here­after—in Chick­en­town, Min­ne­sota—things were calmer than they had been of late. The cu­rios­ity and the con­cern that had been stirred up by the anony­mous wall de­facer at the Com­fort Tree Ho­tel had cooled into gen­eral in­dif­fer­ence, its po­si­tion in peo­ple’s or­der of gos­sip-wor­thy sub­jects over­taken by the fact that the town’s mayor, Harold Mead­ows, had been ac­cused of tak­ing bribes to over­look cer­tain in­fringe­ments of health pol­icy (specif­i­cally that the runoff from the chicken fac­tory’s slaugh­ter­house should empty di­rectly into the town’s drains, mak­ing the tax­pay­ers of Chick­en­town li­able for the clean­ing of the clogged pipes).


  As a re­sult of this scan­dal, Harry Mead­ows was per­form­ing a rather hu­mil­i­at­ing dance of de­nial so as not to be thrown out of of­fice, and his “I-didn’t-do-it” two-step had the town’s eyes on him.


  There were a few ex­cep­tions, a few stal­warts who still pa­trolled out­side the ho­tel night and day, watch­ing for some ev­i­dence of su­per­nat­u­ral man­i­fes­ta­tions. And there were even two of­fi­cers at the po­lice de­part­ment who gave an hour a day to in­ves­ti­gat­ing the dis­ap­pear­ance of Candy Quack­en­bush. But the truth was that these were no longer ur­gent is­sues. The cit­i­zens of Chick­en­town had other stuff to de­bate.


  Even at 34 Fol­low­ell Street—at the Quack­en­bush res­i­dence—talk of Candy had be­come such a source of ir­ri­ta­tion to Bill Quack­en­bush re­cently that Ricky and Don had taken the path of least re­sis­tance and sim­ply never talked about her within hear­ing dis­tance of her fa­ther.


  And then, one day when they had all sat down for sup­per and Bill had drained a cou­ple of cans of beer, he said: “I got some news for ev­ery­one.”


  “What about, Dad? ” Rick wanted to know.


  “About all of us,” Bill Quack­en­bush said, crack­ing an­other beer.


  “I was talk­ing to your mom about me leav­ing Chick­en­town. Go­ing to Chicago or maybe Den­ver. But now I’m think­ing we should all leave. As a fam­ily.”


  The boys both started talk­ing at the same time.


  “Chicago!”


  “When would we go? ”


  “What about school? ”


  Melissa raised her hands to hush the ex­cite­ment. “We’re not go­ing any­where,” she said, look­ing fiercely at her hus­band. “Not un­til Candy comes home. Not un­til we’re a fam­ily again.”


  “She ran away,” Bill replied, enun­ci­at­ing the words as though he were speak­ing to an im­be­cile. “And Melissa, she is not com­ing back; at least no time soon. Maybe she’ll come knockin’ on the door in a few years with three kids and no hus­band. But right now she’s gone, and the quicker we quit think­ing she’s gonna turn up again any­time soon, the quicker we can all get back to liv­ing reg­u­lar lives again.”


  “But Dad—” Ricky said, his eyes brim­ming. “We can’t just for­get


  “Don’t you start cryin’,” Bill said, point­ing to his son. “You hear me, Rick? I swear, if you start bawlin’ like some dumb-ass girl I’m gonna give you some­thin’ to bawl about.”


  Ricky sniffed hard and by sheer ef­fort of will kept the tears from com­ing.


  But Don, who was com­pletely dry-eyed, had some ar­gu­ments of his own. “Sup­pose she comes back here,” he said. “And we’re not here. How will she find us? ”


  “She ain’t that stupid,” his fa­ther said. “She’ll ask around un­til she finds a neigh­bor who knows where we went.”


  “I don’t want to go to a new school in a new town,” Don went on. “I like my old friends.”


  “You’ll make new friends,” Bill said. “And one school’s just like the next.”


  “You’ve ob­vi­ously thought all this through,” Melissa said coldly.


  “Ex­actly when were you go­ing to tell the rest of us? Or were we just go­ing to wake up one morn­ing all packed and ready to go? ”


  “I’m the head of the house­hold,” Bill replied. “I get to make these im­por­tant de­ci­sions. If I don’t make ‘em, who will? ”


  “Oh yeah, that’s you, Bill,” Melissa said. “Mis­ter Re­spon­si­bil­ity.”


  “Can I leave the ta­ble now, please? ” said Ricky, star­ing down at his con­gealed mac­a­roni and cheese and his dried-up meat loaf.


  “You haven’t eaten any­thing, honey,” said his mother.


  “I’m not hun­gry.”


  “Nei­ther am I,” said Don.


  “All right, you’re ex­cused,” said Melissa.


  The two boys couldn’t get away from the ta­ble fast enough.


  “I’m not chang­ing my mind about this,” Bill said af­ter he drained the can of beer. “I’m not go­ing to rot here. Day af­ter day with noth­ing to do.”


  “Then get a damn job, Bill.”


  “There aren’t any.”


  “There are plenty.”


  “None that I want.”


  Melissa shook her head. “Well, you know what? You can plan all you like, but I am not go­ing any­where with­out Candy.”


  Bill said noth­ing for maybe a whole minute. Then he got up and went to the fridge and brought out an­other can of beer. “Why don’t you just ad­mit it to your­self? ” he said, not com­ing back to the ta­ble.


  “She’s gone. We both know it. She never be­longed to us in the first place.”


  Melissa’s eyes sud­denly filled with tears. She pressed the heels of her hands against her sock­ets, to try and stem the flow. “How can you say that? She was our baby. She will al­ways be our baby.”


  Bill leaned against the fridge, star­ing out into the dark­ened back­yard. “No,” he said. “I don’t think she was ever re­ally ours.”


  “What are you talk­ing about? ”


  “Oh, come on, Melissa. She was a weird kid, right from the start. Her eyes, for one thing—”


  “Lots of kids have eyes that are dif­fer­ent col­ors,” Melissa said, her tears sud­denly dried up by anger. “And she isn’t weird. The only prob­lem is that you never re­ally loved her.”


  “I did my best.” He shrugged.


  “That was your best? ” Melissa shook her head. “Whole months would go by and you’d barely speak to her.”


  “Okay, we never got along.”


  “You’re her fa­ther, Bill.”


  “Am I? ”


  Melissa stared hard at him. “What are you sug­gest­ing? ”


  “Well, you were the one who said it. Some­thing hap­pened the night Candy was born. Three women …”


  “Oh, so now you want to talk about it.”


  “Are you go­ing to tell me or not? ”


  “I’ll tell you. But only on one con­di­tion.”


  “And what’s that? ”


  “You lis­ten. You be­lieve me.”


  “That’s two—”


  “Bill.”


  “All right. I’m lis­ten­ing. Tell me what hap­pened.”


  For ten, twenty, thirty sec­onds Melissa said noth­ing.


  “Go on,” Bill said. “I’m not kid­ding, I want to know.”


  Melissa drew a deep breath. “All right …” she said. “You know some of it al­ready. The women who came to the truck when you’d left. I told you about them. They just ap­peared from out of the storm. I asked them where they’d come from and they said they came from an­other world. A place they called Abarat.”


  “And you be­lieved them? ” Bill said.


  “Yes. I did. I don’t know why but I knew, I ab­so­lutely knew, they were telling me the truth.” Bill shook his head. “You told me you wanted to know what hap­pened that night,” Melissa snapped. “And I’m telling you. So lis­ten. “


  She paused, al­low­ing her spurt of anger to sub­side. Her eyes glanced over the kitchen as if she was list­ing the du­ties that still needed to be done. Trash to be taken out; dirty dishes to be washed; the dead gera­nium on the win­dowsill to be dumped. The la­bor of list­ing calmed her. When she picked up her ac­count of that rainy night again, the rage had drained out of her. She spoke qui­etly, so qui­etly that Bill had to lis­ten hard to catch all she was say­ing.


  “I don’t know to this day if it was just an ac­ci­dent that they found me there,” she told him, “or whether they’d some­how tracked us. I do know they were afraid that they were be­ing fol­lowed by some­body from their world. What they were do­ing was prob­a­bly against the law in the Abarat. But they were des­per­ate. They had some­thing to give me, they said. No, not to me. To the baby that was to be born. They had some­thing to give the baby. And it would change her life for­ever. That’s what they said. Noth­ing would be the same be­cause of what they were here to give to her….”


   


  


  


  35. TWO IN NINE­TEEN

  



   


  HENRY MURKITT DIDN’T SLEEP any­more. Since his failed at­tempt to raise the folks of Chick­en­town from their tele­vi­sions and their gos­sip, he was haunted night and day by the ter­ri­ble prospect of what lay ahead for the town that had once car­ried his fam­ily’s name.


  The dreams that had be­gun this haunt­ing didn’t cease just be­cause Henry no longer slept. In­stead they took the form of day­light vi­sions, which were in some ways more ter­ri­fy­ing than or­di­nary night­mares. He would be stand­ing at the win­dow of Room Nine­teen, peer­ing through the dirty glass at the un­re­mark­able peo­ple go­ing about their un­re­mark­able lives, when sud­denly a shadow seemed to loom over the street, like some lethal judg­ment that would soon wipe them all away. He wasn’t fright­ened for him­self (what did a ghost have to fear from death? ), but he was afraid, hor­ri­bly afraid for the in­no­cents he saw go­ing about their busi­ness, re­al­iz­ing noth­ing.


  “You look melan­choly.”


  Henry turned around from the win­dow, and his eyes grew wide with as­ton­ish­ment. Stand­ing across the room from him was a face he hadn’t laid eyes upon in a very long time.


  “Dia­manda? ” he said. “It isn’t you.”


  “Yes, it is, Henry.”


  Oh, but the years had been kind to her! Though her hair


  which she’d al­ways worn long—was now gray, and her face was dec­o­rated with a trac­ery of fine lines, the bones on which her flesh sat were still as el­e­gant as ever. She had been beau­ti­ful in those dis­tant years when she’d been his lov­ing wife, and against all ex­pec­ta­tion she was beau­ti­ful still. It was easy to re­mem­ber, in the first few sec­onds that his eyes were laid on her again, where his love had sprung.


  “Is it re­ally you? ” he said, scarcely breath­ing the words for fear this lovely mi­rage would dis­solve and leave him alone again.


  “Yes, Henry,” she said. “It’s re­ally me.”


  “But why … af­ter all this time? ”


  “To be hon­est, Henry, death caught up with me, just a lit­tle while ago. And you know, as I was float­ing above the scene of my demise (which wasn’t pleas­ant), I found my thoughts turn­ing in­stantly to you. Of all peo­ple! It’s Henry I want to see, I thought. The rest can wait. I came to make my peace, I sup­pose.”


  “You came, that’s all that mat­ters. You came. How did you know where to find me? ”


  “Well, that’s both a very long story and very short one. The short ver­sion is: I’ve got eyes in my head and I looked.”


  “What hap­pened to your fancy man in Chicago? ”


  “My what? ” Dia­manda laughed.


  “Your … fancy man. Ev­ery­body told me—”


  “Let’s get a few things straight from the get-go, Henry Murkitt.


  What­ever you heard from the gos­sip­mon­gers, I did not have a fancy man in Chicago. Or any other place, come to that.”


  “Truly? ”


  “Henry. I wouldn’t come back from the dead to tell you a petty lit­tle lie, would I? ”


  “No, I guess not.” He ex­pelled a con­tented sigh. “As a mat­ter of in­ter­est,” he went on, “why did you come back? ”


  “First, Henry Murkitt, to do this. “


  Dia­manda walked over to Henry and laid a light kiss on his lips.


  Then an­other six, for good mea­sure. It was the first hu­man con­tact he’d been able to feel in many years.


  “Oh my Lord, I’ve missed that …” he said. “So we’re just two ghosts now, huh? ”


  “As you say: just two ghosts.”


  “How did it hap­pen to you? That you died, I mean.”


  “I was try­ing to pro­tect a girl from your world, Henry, a run­away called—”


  “Candy Quack­en­bush.”


  “So you’ve heard of her? ”


  “She was here in this very room, just a few weeks ago, work­ing on some school project. A charm­ing enough girl, she seemed.”


  “Miss Quack­en­bush turns out to be a very pow­er­ful young woman.”


  Henry looked puz­zled. “Re­ally? You sur­prise me. She seemed pleas­ant but quite or­di­nary. Where did you two meet? ”


  “In a world we have never spo­ken about till now,” Dia­manda said. “The Abarat.”


  “Ah! The fa­bled Abarat. I may have been locked up here for the past half cen­tury or so, but even I heard a lit­tle about that place. If there’s more, tell me.”


  “There’s al­ways more where the Abarat’s con­cerned. It’s a world with­out lim­its.”


  He looked mys­ti­fied, so Dia­manda at­tempted to ex­plain, keep­ing the de­scrip­tion sim­ple. But the more she told him, the more he wanted to know, and she was soon ex­plain­ing the whole tale to him.


  How she’d gone off to voy­age the Abarat; how she’d first met a woman of the Fan­tomaya, and been taken, af­ter much prepa­ra­tion, to Odom’s Spire, the Twenty-Fifth Hour, to be ini­ti­ated into the mys­ter­ies of Time out of Time. Though it was an ex­tra­or­di­nary story that she told, he didn’t once doubt her truth­ful­ness. He knew her too well. If she was telling him that there was an ar­chi­pel­ago where ev­ery is­land ex­isted at a dif­fer­ent hour of the day, then he was obliged to be­lieve her. It was only to­ward the end of her ac­count, when she spoke about her in­volve­ment with magic, that he grew more cau­tious.


  “You know what the Good Book has to say about witch­craft,” he said. “Thou shall not suf­fer a witch to live. “


  “Those old hyp­ocrites. They talk about killing witches but the Good Book’s full of magic. Turn­ing the Nile to blood and part­ing the Red Sea. What’s that if it’s not good old-fash­ioned magic? Want a lit­tle wa­ter into wine? No trou­ble! How about rais­ing that dead man Lazarus? Just say the word!”


  “You’re walk­ing on thin ice, Dia­manda!”


  “No, I’m not. I’m just telling the truth. And any­one who loves the Good Word loves the Truth, right? ”


  Poor Henry looked thor­oughly con­founded. In a mat­ter of sec­onds Dia­manda had run the­o­log­i­cal cir­cles around him. She saw the puz­zle­ment on his face and fi­nally took pity on him.


  “Think of it this way,” she said. “Magic is about con­nect­ing things. See­ing how the power runs through the world. From you to that crack in the wall, to the spi­der in the crack, to the song in the spi­der’s head, singing praise to God—”


  “Spi­ders don’t sing.”


  “Ev­ery­thing sings its praises in its own way, Henry. That’s what magic is. The singing of praises. And the verses all con­nect­ing up, till the power Flows … I’m go­ing to have you lis­ten one of these times, Henry Murkitt, and I swear you will hear such a mag­i­cal hal­lelu­jah.


  …”


  Henry shook his head. “I don’t know who’s the cra­zi­est. You for say­ing this stuff, or me for half be­liev­ing it.” The ten­ta­tive smile that had come onto his face now fell away, and he said: “I’ve been hav­ing dreams. Ter­ri­ble dreams.”


  “About what?


  “I guess they’re about the end of the world. At least, the end of Chick­en­town.”


  “You be­lieve them? ”


  “Yes, of course I be­lieve them! I even tried to warn folks about what was hap­pen­ing.” He pointed to the wall where his mes­sage re­mained scratched in the plas­ter.


  “Higher Ground? ” Dia­manda read.


  “I know it’s sort of vague,” Henry said. “But it was the only thing I could think of at the time. Un­for­tu­nately, these peo­ple don’t want to lis­ten.”


  “Maybe we can make them lis­ten, be­tween the two of us.”


  “I hope so.”


  “I must say, Henry, you’ve changed your tune. I thought you hated Chick­en­town.”


  “I guess when I lost you I didn’t have any­thing else to love. It was Chick­en­town or noth­ing.”


  “Lis­ten to your­self. You sound so sad.”


  “Well, I am. I should have spent my life with you.”


  “Well, now you can make up for lost time. We’ve found each other again. You’re a good man, Henry Murkitt. You de­serve some hap­pi­ness. Some free­dom. How of­ten do you get out of this darn room, any­way? ”


  “Ac­tu­ally …I’ve never left it.”


  “You’re kid­ding me!”


  “No. I felt I sinned when I took my own life. I guess I thought I de­served to be in here un­til the Last Judg­ment.”


  “Well, that’s ut­ter bull poop, Henry. And I think you know it.


  So we are gonna go out to­gether. Out into the sun.”


  “We are? When? ”


  “Now, Henry! We are go­ing right now!”


  So out they went to­gether: the Phan­tom of Room Nine­teen and Dia­manda Murkitt, the love of his life, walk­ing hand in hand. They weren’t vis­i­ble to most of the eyes that ca­su­ally turned in their di­rec­tion, ex­cept per­haps as vague shad­ows or a sub­tle dis­tur­bance of the air that might have nudged peo­ple as they passed.


  Their voices, how­ever, were an­other mat­ter. They weren’t as clear as or­di­nary voices, but they were still per­fectly au­di­ble. They sounded like whis­per­ers, ex­chang­ing gos­sip at a nearby cor­ner. It was the sub­ject un­der de­bate—the im­mi­nent de­struc­tion of the town—that made peo­ple lis­ten more closely. Sev­eral times as they walked and talked, they caught sight of peo­ple look­ing back at the spot where they stood, with puz­zled ex­pres­sions on their faces.


  “Do you think our mes­sage is get­ting through? ” Henry asked Dia­manda as they stood be­neath the pi­geon-be­spat­tered statue of his great-grand­fa­ther, the town’s founder.


  “Well, they can cer­tainly hear us,” Dia­manda said. “But whether that means they’re ac­tu­ally pay­ing at­ten­tion is any­body’s guess. I mean: what are we to them? We’re just some voices mut­ter­ing at the back of their heads.” Henry didn’t re­ply. He just stared at Dia­manda as she talked. “It’s in­ter­est­ing. Have you no­ticed how the ba­bies and the dogs seem to be quite happy to ac­cept our pres­ence?


  I think Chick­en­town’s fu­ture would be per­fectly safe if it were left with the ba­bies and the dogs.” She paused, re­turn­ing Henry’s stare.


  “What are you look­ing at? ” she said.


  “You. I’m look­ing at you. You’re still very lovely.”


  “This is no time for flir­ta­tion, Henry.”


  “If not now, then when? Af­ter the time we’ve waited … don’t we de­serve to tell each other the deep­est se­crets of our hearts? ”


  “You old sen­ti­men­tal­ist,” Dia­manda replied fondly.


  “And very proud to be one!” Henry said. “Lord, Dia­manda, the world might end at any mo­ment. We should speak our minds. You are lovely. There. It’s said.” He smiled, and shield­ing his eyes from the sun, he looked off down the length of Main Street. “What do you think will be the first sign? ” he said. “I mean, of what’s on its way:


  “Rain in the wind,” Dia­manda said. “Salt rain.”


  “It sounds like you’ve been through some­thing like this be­fore.”


  “Some­thing sim­i­lar. And let me tell you, it will not be pretty.


  The more we can do to get peo­ple up and out of this town, the less weep­ing and wail­ing there’s go­ing to be when it’s all over.”


  “Any sug­ges­tions? ” Henry won­dered.


  “Well, to speed things along we ought to split up. Keep to the ma­jor thor­ough­fares. And while we go, talk to peo­ple. Drop our warn­ings into their ears. Tell them to get out of town. Only do it so sub­tly they don’t even know it’s us. Let them think these are their own thoughts.”


  “Clever,” Henry said.


  “Tell them not to pack any­thing. They just need to leave. “


  “How long do we have? ” Henry said.


  Dia­manda looked up at the sky, study­ing it for clues. She ap­par­ently failed to find any, be­cause fi­nally she said: “I don’t know.


  Hours, not days.” She re­turned her gaze to Henry. “We must do what­ever we can to save these peo­ple, Henry, or we’re go­ing to have a lot of an­gry spir­its point­ing fin­gers.”


  “Well, we don’t want that,” Henry said. “Not when we just found each other again.”


  Dia­manda smiled. “I must say, it is good to see you, Henry. Very good. Now let’s get back to work.”


  “Spread­ing the word,” he said.


  “Spread­ing the word,” she replied.


   


  


  


  36. THE BRIDE­GROOM UN­EARTHED

  



   


  HE VOICE THE COM­PANY had lo­cated be­neath the fer­tile dirt of the Nonce grew louder some­times, some­times fainter. But there was no doubt­ing the strength in it, and the rage.


  “Spread out!” Geneva said. “Look for some way down into the ground.”


  “But be care­ful,” Mis­chief said. “Who­ever it is down there, he sounds a lit­tle crazy.”


  Walk­ing cau­tiously so as not to fur­ther anger or dis­turb the man be­neath them, they fanned out, look­ing for a route down into the tun­nels.


  “I’ve found some­thing!” Tria said.


  She had in­deed: the tun­nel was op­pres­sively nar­row, lined with roots and alive with a lot of many-legged dirt dwellers, quil­limedes and yard lice and scor­pits. The sight of it brought a va­ri­ety of re­sponses.


  “It’s sui­cide to go down there,” John Moot stated bluntly. “If we don’t get bit­ten to death, the tun­nel will al­most cer­tainly col­lapse on us.”


  “And any­way, we’ll frighten the Lordy Lou out of who­ever’s down there,” said John Drowze.


  “But this is what we came to do,” Geneva pointed out.


  “Not to get buried alive, we didn’t,” Ser­pent replied.


  “All right,” Tom said to the broth­ers. “You lot stand out here and guard the en­trance and the rest of us will go in.” He made a move to­ward the en­trance.


  “Wait!” said Tria. “I’m the small­est. I should go first.”


  “Be­fore any­one gets too en­thu­si­as­tic about go­ing down there,”


  John Mis­chief said, “Shouldn’t we con­sider the sit­u­a­tion a lit­tle more closely? Let’s as­sume it is Finnegan Hob, the great dragon hunter, down there in the ground. Let’s ask our­selves why he’s down there.”


  There was si­lence by way of re­sponse. Ev­ery­one ex­changed grim looks.


  “Yes, that’s right, ladies and gen­tle­men, he’s prob­a­bly down there with a dragon.”


  “Well, if it’s as vul­ner­a­ble as the beast we killed at sea,” said Tom, “then I don’t think we’ve got a great deal to fear from the thing.”


  “Don’t get too con­fi­dent,” Geneva said. “Seago­ing drag­ons have del­i­cate con­sti­tu­tions. A lot of things can kill them. But your earth­worm, on the other hand, is a good deal stronger. They live to be a thou­sand years old, some of them, and their skins just get tougher each time they shed.”


  “I heard the same thing,” said John Moot.


  “Hush,” said Mis­chief.


  “Don’t shush me!” Moot protested.


  “No, Moot,” said John Fil­let, who was look­ing the other way.


  “It’s for your own good.”


  “What? ”


  “Ev­ery­body …” Geneva said to the Johns. “Duck down.”


  “Why? ” Mis­chief mut­tered.


  Geneva took the dag­ger she’d been pol­ish­ing in her grip and spoke two syl­la­bles: “DRAGON.”


  “Where? ” said Tom.


  Stand­ing on the same spot, Geneva turned fully through three hun­dred and sixty de­grees, point­ing out­ward with her sword as she did so. “All. Around. Us,” she said.


  “Oh Lordy Lou,” Mis­chief breathed.


  “An ouroboros,” said Tria.


  “What’s that mean? ” John Mis­chief wanted to know.


  “The ser­pent that eats its own tail,” Tria whis­pered.


  “That’s why it’s all around us,” Geneva said, her voice so soft ev­ery­one had to strain to hear it.


  “I don’t see it,” said Tom.


  “Yes, you do,” said Tria.


  Her voice had a cu­ri­ous clar­ity to it de­spite the tiny vol­ume.


  “It’s there.” She pointed to a gold-green slope. “And there.” To a ridge which seemed to be in­fested with cacti. “And there. That blue-green rock …”


  “It’s breath­ing…”said Tom, his tone more as­ton­ish­ment than fear. “I hear it.”


  “Does it know we’re here? ” said John Ser­pent.


  “Why don’t you tell us that? ” Moot re­marked. “Ser­pent to ser­pent.”


  “Ha, ha,” said Ser­pent, very un­a­mused.


  “In other words, you don’t know.”


  “At a guess,” Ser­pent replied, “it knows. It’s just try­ing to work out how many of us there are.”


  As he prof­fered this re­ply there was a fresh out­burst of shout­ing from un­der­ground.


  “I think the earth­worm has cor­nered him down there ,” Tria said grimly.


  “That’s why he’s mak­ing such a din,” said Two-Toed Tom. “He’s try­ing to draw its at­ten­tion. Try­ing to stop it from com­ing af­ter us He’d no sooner spo­ken than the ground around them shook vi­o­lently, and great walls of dirt and plant life flew up into the air. Ten, twenty feet it flew, and then came down again in a rat­tling rain.


  “She’s right!” John Ser­pent yelled. “It’s all around us!”


  Geneva was no longer whis­per­ing. She was yelling at the top of her voice. “Arm your­selves!” she hollered. “It knows we’re here!


  Get ready to fight!”


  Those who had small weapons wielded them in readi­ness, while the rest searched on the ground for some­thing—any­thing—to fight with. Even as they did so the earth lurched, and the worm’s head shaped like a gi­ant shovel, flat and wide and fe­ro­cious—rose up out of the ground. Its head was of such size that its neck had dif­fi­culty bear­ing it up. There was noth­ing el­e­gant or beau­ti­ful about it. A great mass of plant life sprouted from its skull, and a mud-clogged beard of roots hung from its lower jaw. It gave off a rot­ted smell as though its body had gone to cor­rup­tion from ly­ing in the wet earth for so long. Clumps of mat­ter fell from the un­der­side of its body as it raised it­self up, but it was im­pos­si­ble to dis­cern whether it was the dragon it­self that was fall­ing to pieces, or whether it was sim­ply bits of dirt and de­cay that were drop­ping to the ground.


  “Dis­tract it!” Geneva yelled, and while Tom and McBean at­tacked the dragon’s forelegs, Geneva went for the snout with the lit­tle dag­ger she had, pierc­ing it as deeply as she was able. The blade barely pen­e­trated the scales, how­ever, and there was no sign that she was do­ing the beast much harm. Still, it knew it was un­der at­tack, and it fought back, open­ing its ragged mouth as though to swal­low her. With a born war­rior’s speed, Geneva feinted to the left, then struck to the right, dig­ging her blade into the ten­der flesh around the dragon’s nos­tril and pulling down, open­ing a long wound. Vis­cous blood spat from the place, giv­ing off a fierce heat along with the eye-sting­ing stench of ex­cre­ment.


  The worm was hurt, no doubt of that. It reeled back, let­ting out some­thing that sounded not un­like a sob. But the sound was its own kind of feint, for it had no sooner made the com­plaint than it came back at its wounder with sur­pris­ing sud­den­ness, land­ing on the ground with such force that it cracked the earth open. Dirt and rock dust rose up into the air in a chok­ing cloud. For a few mo­ments the dirt oblit­er­ated ev­ery­thing: all any­body could do was stand and wait for it to clear.


  And then, dis­as­ter. From some­where in the dirt cloud came a noise of rush­ing earth, and then a cry from Tria.


  “Where are you? ” Tom yelled.


  “I see her!” John Mis­chief called out, and pointed through the clear­ing air. The ground had given way be­neath poor Tria, and she was slip­ping down into the dark­ness.


  Wounded though it was, the dragon quickly re­al­ized it had been of­fered a vic­tim. The crea­ture nosed to­ward Tria, growl­ing in its throat, sud­denly mov­ing like a snake, belly to the ground.


  Tom threw him­self in its path, but it ca­su­ally bat­ted him away with its snout and went on with its weav­ing pur­suit of Tria.


  “It’ll get the child,” John Mis­chief said, sit­ting down on the edge of the slope and pre­par­ing to launch him­self down at it.


  “John? ” said Moot. “Are you crazy? ”


  “We don’t even know what’s down there!” Ser­pent protested.


  “ Tria’s down there!” Mis­chief replied.


  “Oh, spare me the hero­ism!” Ser­pent said. “She’s dead for cer­tain—”


  Mis­chief didn’t waste time ar­gu­ing. He sim­ply pitched him­self and his broth­ers down the slope where Tria had gone, and into the murk.


  The dragon raised its hu­mon­gous head on its gnarled neck and scanned the scene, its eyes burn­ing in its mud-caked vis­age. It had fixed its gaze upon McBean now. The Cap­tain had fallen badly when the earth gave way, and now he was hav­ing dif­fi­culty get­ting up again. He was sit­ting a lit­tle dis­tance from the hole, rub­bing his leg, ob­vi­ously in con­sid­er­able pain.


  “McBean …” said John Drowze. “Be care­ful.”


  “I know, I know. It’s my leg—”


  “No, Cap’n, I’m not wor­ried about—”


  Be­fore Drowze could fin­ish speak­ing, the dragon opened its mouth like a tun­nel and rushed at McBean, ap­proach­ing him so quickly that he had no time to de­fend him­self. The dragon’s lower jaw pushed be­neath the Cap­tain, who fell back­ward into the throat of the thing. He cried out as he fell, a small boy’s cry that echoed against the roof of the beast’s mouth.


  “Njtha­ganius Pe­jo­rius!” some­body yelled.


  The dragon paused in midswal­low. Tom, Tria, Geneva and the Johns looked down into the ground, from which di­rec­tion the voice that had named the beast had come. There was a young man stand­ing at the bot­tom of the fis­sure, his skin dark, his eyes a lu­mi­nous green, his hair, a mass of dread­locks, bright red.


  “Do you see me, Nytha­ganius Pe­jo­rius? ”


  The worm cocked her head like an ir­ri­tated par­rot, and her pupils di­lated as she sought out her namer.


  “Yes, I see you,” the worm said, petals be­ing shaken off the flow­ers around her mouth as she spoke.


  “Do you see also what I have un­der my foot, Njtha­ganius Pe­jo­rius? ”


  The man with the red dread­locks lifted his bare foot a lit­tle higher, so that the worm would be in no doubt as to what she was look­ing at.


  “Yes, I see …” she said with an icy rage in her voice.


  “Then speak what you see.”


  “Finnegan, why do you in­fu­ri­ate me? ”


  “I said speak. “


  “It’s an egg, Finnegan Hob. It’s my egg.”


  “Your only egg.”


  ‘ “Yes! Yes! My only egg!”


  “I could crush it.”


  “No! You wouldn’t. Not my egg.”


  “Then spit out the man you just ate.”


  “Me? ” said the worm, at­tempt­ing a look of piti­ful in­no­cence. “I didn’t “


  Finnegan raised his long, bare foot above the egg and made it twitch and quiver as if he were barely pre­vent­ing him­self from bring­ing it down.


  “Mon­ster!” the dragon roared.


  “Re­gur­gi­tate, worm. I’m count­ing to three. One


  “God­less mon­ster!”


  Two


  “All right! All right! Have it your way.”


  The worm made a re­peated scoop­ing mo­tion with her head, and a retch­ing sound emerged from her throat. So, sec­onds later, did Cap­tain McBean. He slid down the dragon’s tongue and out of her mouth, land­ing with an undig­ni­fied thump in the dirt that all this com­mo­tion had stirred up. He was cov­ered in a thick layer of dragon spit­tle, but other than that he looked un­harmed.


  “Now, Finnegan Hob,” the dragon said. “Keep your side of the bar­gain.”


  “Geneva Peachtree,” Finnegan yelled. “That is you, isn’t it? ”


  “Yes, it’s me!”


  “Then I want you to get your friends, in­clud­ing him”—he pointed to McBean—”out of here. This re­gur­gi­tat­ing worm and I have busi­ness to fin­ish. And it will end with the death of one of us; that is for cer­tain. So please … Go!”


  And so say­ing, he broke his prom­ise and drove his foot down on the dragon’s egg.


   


  


  


  37. THE OWNER OF THE DEAD MAN’S HOUSE

  



   


  MIS­TER MASPER WAS AL­MOST cer­tainly the most nor­mal per­son Candy had en­coun­tered dur­ing her whole jour­ney in the Abarat. In fact, he vaguely re­sem­bled a man called Mr. Wip­pel, who worked at the drug­store back in Chick­en­town: both meek look­ing, with pale, rather sad faces and round spec­ta­cles. Like Wip­pel, Mis­ter Masper was los­ing his hair (the last few strands of which were plas­tered to his pate from ear to ear). He wore a dark, rather shabby suit and there were food stains on his gray tie; all in all, he was a for­lorn sight. But his very or­di­nary ap­pear­ance was in fact rather wel­come af­ter the wild ride Candy had just taken through Mara­pozsa Street.


  “I’m glad to see you back,” he said to her.


  “What is that thing? It felt like I was trapped in it.”


  “Oh, it’s just an an­tique, called a mo­men­tary. I re­ally should put it un­der lock and key, where it can’t do any harm.”


  “Is the place in­side it real? ”


  Masper took off his spec­ta­cles, and teas­ing a white hand­ker­chief from the breast pocket of his jacket, he cleaned the lenses as he spoke. “To be hon­est, I don’t know whether it’s real or not. I’ve al­ways been of the opin­ion that such things are of lit­tle im­por­tance.


  What mat­ters is the ef­fect it has upon you.”


  “Well, I didn’t like it. Ev­ery­body was ask­ing me where my dreams were.”


  “Well, it was all per­fectly harm­less,”


  Masper said. “You look fine.”


  “Well, I’m not!” said Candy with a sud­den flash of anger. “I lost my friend Dia­manda out­side this hor­ri­ble house of yours. And you had Letheo kid­nap me to get me here. I don’t like that!”


  “Well, aren’t we di­rect? ” Masper said, the first sub­tle hint of dis­cour­tesy creep­ing into his voice. As he spoke, he went to one of the ab­surdly tall and nar­row win­dows and stared out at the bleak land­scape of Efreet. The snow was com­ing down heav­ily now, the wind blow­ing the flakes so hard they burst against the win­dow.


  “I had to get you here some­how. I apol­o­gize if the method was a lit­tle crude.”


  “Why did you need to get me here? I don’t know you.”


  “But I know you, Candy. Was Letheo cruel to you? ”


  No.


  “Be­cause if he was—”


  “I said no,” she replied. “Now when can I get out of here? ”


  “Well, it wouldn’t be wise to try right now. It’s very cold out there, as you can see.” He went to the door and called out: “Letheo!


  Come in here, please.”


  A few sec­onds later Letheo ap­peared. He looked en­tirely changed. Though his head wound was still raw, he had cleaned his face and combed his hair and was now wear­ing a black jacket and trousers; the jacket set off with shiny sil­ver but­tons, which held it closed all the way up to his Adam’s ap­ple. He stood at the thresh­old and clicked the heels of his shiny black boots to­gether.


  “Look at him,” Masper said proudly. “The first sol­dier in a new army.”


  “Whose? ”


  Masper gave her a tiny smile. “I think we should leave that dis­cus­sion for an­other Day, Candy, don’t you? Or bet­ter, an­other Night.”


  “May I have a mo­ment of your time, sir? ” Letheo said. “Alone.”


  “What, now? ”


  “Yes. It’s ur­gent.”


  The mask of be­nign in­dif­fer­ence slipped from Masper’s face for a mo­ment, and anger flared there briefly. “Don’t be wast­ing my time,” Masper said.


  “Of course not, sir.”


  “Then quickly …” Masper said. He turned back to Candy: “Stay here, will you? This will only take a mo­ment.” He walked past Letheo and out into the cor­ri­dor. As soon as he’d gone, Letheo whis­pered: “Get out. “


  “What? ”


  “Trust me—just get out. Break the win­dow if you have to, but go. He means to kill you—”


  “Letheo …” Masper called from the hall­way.


  “I’m com­ing”.


  Masper re­turned to the door­way with a faintly amused look on his face. “What do you think you’re do­ing, boy? Mak­ing a sui­cide pact? ”


  He stepped back into the room, and to Candy’s eyes he seemed to shake, as though he were stand­ing in the mid­dle of a heat haze.


  “Was just…”


  “I know what you were do­ing, Letheo.” He shook his head. “You re­ally are go­ing to have to learn: you can’t be on both sides at the same time.” He shook his head. “Enough of these games” he said. “I thought I might get your dreams from you the easy way. But I see af­ter our lit­tle con­ver­sa­tion that you’re too will­ful to be per­suaded and too clever to be tricked. So we’ll have to do it the hard way.”


  As he spoke, it seemed to Candy that Masper’s eyes were deep­en­ing, dark­en­ing, and his mouth was grow­ing wider. His hand went up to his face, and he took off his spec­ta­cles, which melted in his hand and ran off, be­tween his fin­gers, the mat­ter from which they’d been made evap­o­rat­ing into noth­ing­ness.


  “What’s hap­pen­ing to him? ” Candy said to Letheo.


  “Just go …” Letheo replied.


  “Just a few dreams,” the man-who-used-to-be-Masper said.


  “Was that so much to ask? Just to see what’s go­ing on in that head of yours? But no. No.” He reeled around on Letheo, jab­bing his fin­ger at him. “As for you—” he said, “—I warned you what would hap­pen if you be­trayed me. Didn’t I? Well, didn’t? ”


  The haze in­ten­si­fied as he spoke. His shape wa­vered, and the il­lu­sion that was Mis­ter Masper be­gan to fall away around him. The plain jacket dis­solved, re­veal­ing robes of black and gold. His fea­tures which had flick­ered, as though there were light­ning be­hind his face—be­gan to dis­solve and on the third or fourth flash dis­ap­peared com­pletely, re­veal­ing a very dif­fer­ent man. Ris­ing from his shoul­ders was a kind of translu­cent col­lar, which cov­ered the lower half of his face. It was a reser­voir for a dark fluid, which he in­haled as eas­ily as a fish might breathe wa­ter. Some­thing moved in the fluid. No, not moved, seethed, like a con­gre­ga­tion of an­gry eels.


  They flashed with elec­tric­ity in­ter­mit­tently—that was the light­ning she’d seen flicker—and threw an un­char­i­ta­ble light on his face.


  And oh, that face! He was a por­trait of liv­ing death. The mus­cles had half with­ered away, leav­ing his bones to jut through his parch­ment skin. His eyes had sunk into his sock­ets, and the flesh around them had be­come translu­cent and was filled with tiny tics.


  When he turned a lit­tle, she saw that the fluid in his col­lar (or else the crea­tures that lived in it) was be­ing si­phoned out of the back of his nearly hair­less skull. It was hor­ri­ble to see. And even more hor­ri­ble, she saw, to live in, to pass ev­ery mo­ment of ev­ery Day and Night trapped in­side!


  The rest of his body was strong, as if in com­pen­sa­tion for the frailty of his head; the suit of black and gold so de­signed that it seemed to am­plify the anatomy be­neath. His hands were bare, but huge: long fin­gered and pale. He wore a ring of elab­o­rate de­sign upon ev­ery fin­ger—and upon his thumbs—and the mid­dle fin­ger of each hand was cov­ered in exquisitely wrought sil­ver sheaths, with needle­points for nails.


  She did not need him to tell her his name. She knew it the in­stant the mi­rage of in­no­cence was dis­solved. This was Christo­pher Car­rion, the Lord of Mid­night. She had been in his com­pany with­out know­ing it; he’d al­most charmed her, in his way. But never again. Not now that she saw him clearly, never, she swore to her­self, never again.


  “Take hold of her, Letheo,” Car­rion said. “I want to ask her some ques­tions.”


  There was a mo­ment of hes­i­ta­tion, when it seemed Letheo might not do as he’d been or­dered, and Candy seized her op­por­tu­nity.


  She made a dash for the door, her shadow thrown up against the wall by the flick­er­ing beasts in Car­rion’s col­lar.


  “Don’t waste our time try­ing to get out of here,” the Mid­night Lord said to her. “Even if you did get out of the house, which is very un­likely, what’s wait­ing for you out­side? Death by snow? Eaten by a Waztrill or a San­guinius? And ask your­self: why are you run­ning?


  I’m not even hurt­ing you, am I? ”


  “I’d still pre­fer to take my chances out there, thank you very much.”


  “Stupid, stupid girl,” Car­rion said. “Letheo, for the last time.


  Take hold of her. “


  Letheo looked away from Car­rion and glanced at Candy. She saw the sig­nal in his eyes. He was telling her to go.


  She did just that. She ran.


  “STOP HER!” Car­rion roared.


  For the briefest of mo­ments she glanced back and saw that Letheo was step­ping into his mas­ter’s way as Car­rion moved to­ward the door. With one mighty back­handed blow, Car­rion knocked Letheo across the room. Letheo struck the win­dow, which shat­tered, and in a hail of glass shards he dis­ap­peared from sight.


  “Now, “Car­rion said, call­ing af­ter Candy. He lifted his hand and clenched his fist, which caused all the lamps in the room and cor­ri­dor to go out at once. The only source of light was now the crea­tures in Car­rion’s col­lar. Their ghastly lu­mi­nes­cence threw his shadow up against the walls.


  The Lord of Mid­night shook his head and prof­fered an in­dul­gent lit­tle smile. “Enough, lady,” he said. “Come here. Come.”


  As he spoke he lifted his arms, as if to sum­mon Candy into an em­brace.


  “All I want to know is a lit­tle about your dreams,” he said.


  “So you trap me in that thing—”


  “The mo­men­tary? It’s usu­ally quite pain­less. But you? You’re quite a piece of work, Candy Quack­en­bush. I hear all kinds of sto­ries.


  Ev­ery­where you go you seem to cause trou­ble.” He ad­vanced to­ward her, his eyes trans­fix­ing her, as though he had the ca­pac­ity to hold her with his gaze. “Well, you’re not go­ing to cause trou­ble to me.”


  “No? ”


  “No. You’ve done all the trav­el­ing you’re go­ing to do, Candy Quack­en­bush. The only place you’re go­ing now is a hole in the ground. Be­lieve me, I’m be­ing kind. You wouldn’t want to be here when Mid­night comes—”


  “Mid­night? ”


  “Ab­so­lute Mid­night. The last great dark, cov­er­ing the is­lands from dawn to dusk, and through the Hours of dark­ness an even deeper dark­ness. No moon. No stars.” He smiled, and his smile was a death’s smile. “You’re bet­ter off in the ground. There’ll be no ter­rors there. Just worms.”


  Candy tried to put out of her thoughts the hor­ri­ble im­ages his words laid in her head. If she sur­vived this en­counter, she’d want to try and make sense of what he’d said; pass his words onto oth­ers; warn them about his plans. So the more she knew about those plans, the bet­ter. She just had to find a tech­nique for get­ting the in­for­ma­tion out of him.


  “I don’t see how you could ever put the stars out,” she said, feign­ing a dis­mis­sive tone. “That’s just ridicu­lous.”


  “Not if you have the right al­lies,” he said. “An in­no­cent like you wouldn’t have heard of the sacbrood, of course—”


  “Sacbrood. No. What are they? ”


  “You’ll never know,” he said.


  She shrugged. “Fine.”


  “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re try­ing to do, girl. I’m not stupid.” Again, that smile. Hor­ri­ble be­yond words.


  “Oh? ” Candy said. “What am I try­ing to do? ”


  “Goad me. So I’ll say, in an un­guarded mo­ment, some­thing you can re­port to your friends. Ex­cept … who are you go­ing to tell?


  No­body. You are alone. Ut­terly alone.”


  It was strange, but for some rea­son this idea—that she was alone—sud­denly seemed so wrong, so stupid, that all she could do was laugh. Which she did.


  “What’s so funny? ”


  “I’m not alone,” she said, not even re­ally un­der­stand­ing what she meant by this, but know­ing more cer­tainly than she’d known any­thing in her life that it was true.


  Her laugh­ter in­fu­ri­ated him. “Shut up,” Car­rion said.


  She kept laugh­ing.


  “SHUT UP! HOW DARE YOU LAUGH AT ME? ”


  For just a mo­ment his rage seemed to erupt in him, and the crea­tures around his head spat claws of light­ning against the con­fines of his col­lar. Their bright­ness ap­par­ently took him by sur­prise, be­cause he closed his eyes against them.


  She took her chance. Turned from him and ran, the flick­er­ing bril­liance that spilled from her en­emy light­ing her way. She slammed the door be­hind her and turned the key in the lock. Then she plunged into the dark­ness of the cor­ri­dor, not car­ing that she bumped into things as she went.


  There was a lamp burn­ing ahead, be­yond the lim­its of Car­rion’s dark­en­ing reach. It il­lu­mi­nated a stair­well: a spi­ral­ing stair­case that ei­ther led down into an­other inky black­ness or up to­ward the roof.


  Once, at the very be­gin­ning of these ad­ven­tures, she’d climbed a spi­ral stair­case and es­caped death. Per­haps it would work a sec­ond time. Be­hind her, Car­rion tore at the locked door, and off its hinges it came.


  Candy didn’t look back. She just climbed.


   


  


  


  38. MID­NIGHT’S HEART

  



   


  SHE TOOK THE STAIRS two, some­times three at a time un­til she reached the third floor. Here the flight ap­peared to stop, though she guessed that the house had five sto­ries at the very least. So where were the stairs that led on and up? The land­ing she’d come to had a num­ber of paint­ings hung on the walls, none of them pretty, and three doors. She did her best to ig­nore the paint­ings—one of them, de­pict­ing a crea­ture eat­ing an­other crea­ture, that was eat­ing a third, which was eat­ing a fourth, and so on, in a vile se­ries of de­vour­ings, was par­tic­u­larly dis­tress­ing—and went to the doors, open­ing them one af­ter the other un­til she found the con­nect­ing stair­case.


  She glanced back over her shoul­der. Car­rion was on the land­ing be­low, watch­ing her from be­hind his col­lar of glass, his eyes turned up in his sock­ets to watch her, al­most as though he were dead. She shud­dered, silently swear­ing that she would die rather than let him lay his clammy hands on her.


  “Just leave me alone!” she yelled down at him, though of course she knew it wouldn’t drive him away.


  Then she turned and con­tin­ued to climb, her lungs and legs burn­ing. The stairs got nar­rower as they spi­raled up­ward, and more un­sta­ble with ev­ery step she took. She was re­minded again of the climb that had be­gun this cy­cle of ad­ven­tures: how she’d stum­bled up the spi­ral stair­case in the light­house, with the pu­trid Mendel­son Shape com­ing in spi­der-limbed pur­suit of her.


  “Slow jour step, child, “Car­rion yelled af­ter her. “You’re not go­ing any­where”.


  “I’m not afraid of you!” she yelled back.


  “Are you not? ” he said. Then again, more slowly and softly:


  “‘Are …you … not? ”


  As he spoke, the lights that il­lu­mi­nated the stair­case flick­ered once, and then sud­denly went out. For a few heart­beats she was in to­tal dark­ness, then—and this was in some ways worse than the dark­ness—shafts of icy light came dart­ing up the stairs from be­low.


  She felt their touch, as though Car­rion was reach­ing out through their bright­ness and ca­ress­ing her skin. The con­tact re­volted her.


  She tried to avoid it by press­ing her­self against the wall while she con­tin­ued to as­cend.


  “I don’t want very much from you,” Car­rion said as he came up af­ter her. “I just want to see what your dreams are like. Is that so much to ask? I feel if I knew your dreams then it’d be like hav­ing you close by me all the time.”


  “Why would you care? ” Candy replied. “You don’t even know who I am.”


  “You’re Candy Quack­en­bush from Chick­en­town. But there’s more to you than that. You know there is.”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “Oh, come now … all the things you’ve done, the trou­ble you’ve caused, the lives you’ve de­stroyed—”


  “I didn’t—”


  “Don’t waste your time protest­ing your in­no­cence,” Car­rion said. She glanced back down the stairs and there he was, his face float­ing in dark­ness, lit by the sickly glamor of his night­mares. “We both know there’s more to you than meets the eye. Why don’t you tell me what’s go­ing on in your head? ”


  “Tell you what,” Candy coun­tered. “Why don’t you stop chas­ing me first? ”


  “Agreed,” Car­rion said, much to Candy’s sur­prise. He stopped on the stairs. “Lis­ten to me,” he went on, his tone calm. “You must have re­al­ized by now that you’re not here by ac­ci­dent. For some rea­son or other, your life is bound up with the des­tiny of these is­lands. Don’t ask me why. I don’t un­der­stand any­thing about you, ex­cept that from the first mo­ment I knew of your ex­is­tence I also knew that some part of who I am is tied up with some part of who you are. And un­til I un­der­stand why, I can­not let you go.”


  “But if you did solve the mys­tery, I’d never have to look at you again? ”


  “Don’t sound so happy about it,” he said, sound­ing hurt.


  “Then ask me your ques­tions,” Candy said. “Just don’t come any closer.”


  “Thank you,” Car­rion replied, smil­ing his death’s-head smile.


  “Well, where shall we be­gin? What are your first mem­o­ries? The first sky you re­mem­ber see­ing? The first song you heard? ”


  It al­most made her laugh, to hear him ask­ing such sim­ple things.


  Was there any harm in an­swer­ing them? She could see none. “I re­mem­ber a very cold wind,” she said. “I think … it smelled of the sea. But that’s not re­ally pos­si­ble,” she added, half to her­self.


  “There’s no sea in Min­ne­sota.”


  “But there is,” Car­rion re­minded her. “You sum­moned it just a few weeks ago. Shape told me.”


  “I’d al­most for­got­ten Shape,” Candy said. “What hap­pened to him? ”


  “He died,” Car­rion re­marked ca­su­ally. “He fell down some stairs, ac­tu­ally. The miss­ing foot, you know, it made him—wait, wait! What am I do­ing talk­ing about Shape? Ha! You’re a clever one, girl. Go on with your mem­o­ries. Tell me about your life.”


  “It was bor­ing. At least un­til I came here.”


  “There must have been signs. Clues. Morn­ings when you woke up think­ing: one day I’ll be in a dif­fer­ent world.”


  No.


  “You’re hold­ing some­thing back from me.”


  “I’m not, re­ally.”


  “Well, this is no good. You said you’d talk” He raised his hands, show­ing his palms in a kind of mock sur­ren­der. “You know you have noth­ing to fear from me. Re­ally. I’m sure there are a lot of peo­ple who’ve told you ter­ri­ble things about me. …” He let the ob­ser­va­tion hang, wait­ing for her to agree or con­tra­dict. Candy did nei­ther.


  “Well, they may be right,” Car­rion said fi­nally. “I had no one to show me a bet­ter way, a kinder way. To in­spire me, if you like. All I had was my grand­mother, Mater Mot­ley. Not the kind­est of women.”


  “Where is the rest of your fam­ily? ”


  “No­body ever told you the story? ”


  “About what? ”


  “The Car­rion Night Man­sion? ” Candy shook her head. “I had twenty-six broth­ers and one sis­ter. And we had a huge man­sion on Pyon, with a great or­chard of smyrion trees on one side of it. My sis­ter, Theridia, was very fond of the fruit. She was for­ever sneak­ing out into the or­chard and steal­ing it.”


  “Pyon is a Night is­land.”


  “So? ”


  “There were fruit trees there? ”


  “Of course! In the Here­after it al­ways takes the sun to ripen fruit, yes? ”


  “Yes.”


  “But some of the finest fruit in the Abarat is moon ripened.


  Smyrion fruit, for in­stance. Any­way, Theridia ate one fruit too many. The stone in the fruit caught in her throat. She choked on it and died there in the or­chard.”


  “Oh, God …” Candy breathed.


  “There’s more. Do you want to hear the rest? ”


  “Yes …” Candy said softly.


  “My fa­ther had a ter­ri­ble tem­per. We were all deadly afraid of him. He didn’t stop to mourn for my sis­ter. His first thought was to pun­ish the cul­prit. In this case, a tree. He sent all of us chil­dren into the man­sion and then he went out with the ser­vants and set fire to the or­chard….” Car­rion halted, and took a deep breath. The night­mares coiled in the wa­ters of his col­lar had re­treated now, their bright­ness dim­ming. “There isn’t much rain on Pyon,” Car­rion went on. “At least there wasn’t in those days. I be­lieve Pixler has a weather ma­chine that brings rain to clean Com­mexo City once ev­ery twenty-five hours. But back then it was very dry. Once my fa­ther had started the fire, the flames quickly spread from branch to branch, tree to tree. My fa­ther, in his fury, didn’t see that the sparks flew up into the air and were car­ried to the man­sion. He had locked the doors, to keep his chil­dren from get­ting too close to the fire.


  He never imag­ined that the fire would come to us. The man­sion went up in a mat­ter of min­utes! Only two of us es­caped. Me and my grand­mother. I was just a baby. She snatched me out of the cra­dle and car­ried me to safety.”


  “But your mother and your sib­lings? ”


  “All dead.”


  “What about your fa­ther? ”


  “He dis­ap­peared af­ter the fu­ner­als, and we never saw him again.


  I sup­pose he may still be alive some­where. Who knows? ” . “That’s so sad… .”


  “Life goes on. You try to make sense of it, but in the end you think: why bother? There is no sense in it. Life. Death. None of it means any­thing.” He paused. “And then, out of nowhere, some­thing re­mark­able hap­pens. You meet some­body who could help you make sense of your sad­ness, if you could only have that per­son at your side….” He had dropped his gaze from Candy, but now he looked at her again, and his eyes were full of such feel­ing it was hard for Candy to meet them. “Maybe, you think, she could help you stop the night­mares. Do you un­der­stand what I’m say­ing? ”


  “I don’t think …”


  “It was her, at first. The Princess Boa. She was the first one who I thought might save me. She was so good, you know? So gen­tle. So full of love.” His voice sud­denly trans­formed. It grew harsh, and his eyes burned with fury. “But she didn’t care about me. All she wanted was her pretty boy Finnegan, her dar­ling with the dread­locks.


  I begged her. I said: I need you more than he does. My pain is deeper. And of course when the time comes for changes to be made in these is­lands—and it will come, very soon now—I would have put her on a throne be­side me.


  “But no, no, no. It had to be Finnegan, al­ways Finnegan. I wasn’t hand­some enough for her. I wasn’t princely enough for her. I wasn’t heroic enough. Fi­nally she tired of my im­por­tun­ing and cast me aside.” His voice dropped to a gray growl. “I think she prob­a­bly lived long enough to re­gret her de­ci­sion.”


  “She was killed, yes? ”


  “Yes. A ter­ri­ble ac­ci­dent. On her wed­ding day, of all times. A dragon mur­dered her!” He drew a deep breath. “So in the end we both lost her. Finnegan and me. And when she was gone, I thought I would never again feel the hope that be­ing with her had brought into my life.” He frowned deeply, as though puz­zled by his own words, his own thoughts. “But I was wrong,” he said. “I feel that hope again. Thanks to you.”


   


  


  


  39. DRAGON BONES

  



   


  HE EGG BE­NEATH FINNEGAN’S foot was not full of dragon yolk; the in­fant in­side it was fully de­vel­oped and quite ca­pa­ble of de­fend­ing him­self against his at­tacker. Sleek as a snake he wove his way up Finnegan’s leg in two or three sec­onds, and then bit down on his flank. Finnegan let out a yelp of pain and pinched hold of the in­fant at the base of his skull, wrench­ing him left and right to un­seat his grip.


  While he was do­ing so, the adult rose up on her mas­sive body, and spoke.


  “You should know bet­ter, Hob. We drag­ons are born with the ca­pac­ity to kill a man! Bite down, child! Suck out his guts!”


  Nytha­ganius Pe­jo­rius was too in­ter­ested in her off­spring’s labors to take note of what her other as­sailants were do­ing. Geneva lev­elled her sword and ran at the worm as though the blade were a very short lance. It en­tered Pe­jo­rius’ belly, and Geneva thrust it all the way to the hilt. A red fury erupted. The worm thrashed and con­vulsed and spasmed and shrieked, her vi­o­lence caus­ing earth to slide down into the hole where Tria had tum­bled.


  See­ing Tria’s jeop­ardy, Mis­chief went to her aid, throw­ing him­self and his broth­ers deeper into the hole.


  “Slow down!” John Moot hollered.


  “You’ll get us all killed,” Ser­pent com­plained.


  “And watch out for that baby worm!” John Drowze put in.


  The baby was in­deed a dan­ger to them, be­cause Finnegan had now suc­ceeded in wrestling his jaws from his flank and had thrown him down among the frag­ments of the shell. With the taste of hu­man blood in his throat, the in­fant was now nos­ing around for fresh meat.


  He fixed his hun­gry gaze on Tria, and with the fear­less aban­don of a new­born thing he flung him­self down into the hole be­side her.


  “We’ve got to dis­tract him!” John Mis­chief said.


  “I know!” John Drowze said. “The Pug­wit song! All of you! Same or­der as al­ways! Go!”


  And with that Drowze broke out into a ridicu­lous song.


  “Zoomit! Zeemit!


  Kila Kala Ku­umit!”


  The non­sense words were taken up by John Slop af­ter two lines, but he be­gan at the be­gin­ning, while Drowze sang on.


  “Shamshu! Sheshu!


  Sha­lat Shorn!”


  And now John Ser­pent and John Fil­let started to sing, be­gin­ning the song afresh, while Drowze con­tin­ued.


  “Pug­wit! Wug­wit!


  Wila Wola Wag­mit!


  Chumshu! Chashu!


  Cholat Chom!”


  By this time all the broth­ers were singing this ab­surd round, and the re­sult was the most wretched ca­coph­ony. It did the trick, how­ever.


  The in­fant dragon was thor­oughly con­fused by the noise. He for­got Tria, at least for the mo­ment, and watched as the broth­ers sang their hearts out, mak­ing a threat­en­ing growl in the back of the throat.


  Un­for­tu­nately the sides of the pit were be­com­ing un­sta­ble what with all this singing and danc­ing, and the earth now be­gan to slide down into the hole.


  “We’re in trou­ble!” Moot yelled.


  “I know! I know!” John Mis­chief replied.


  “Girl!” John Drowze yelled to Tria. “Hold on!”


  Tria took the broth­ers’ hand, and with her free hand caught hold of Finnegan. Then they all strug­gled up the fast-col­laps­ing wall of the hole, with only sec­onds to spare.


  “You’re wounded,” Geneva said to Finnegan.


  “It’s noth­ing that will slow me!” he said. “But I’ve dropped my sword. Do you have one? ”


  “It’s there,” Geneva said, point­ing to the place in Pe­jo­rius’ belly where she had been obliged to leave the short blade.


  “I need that— ” Finnegan said, stum­bling back to­ward the thrash­ing worm.


  “Don’t” Geneva yelled.


  Pe­jo­rius re­al­ized what Finnegan was up to and curled back her rot­ted lips, bar­ing her fear­ful teeth.


  “You ridicu­lous clown” she hissed, her rage deep­ened by the agony Geneva’s blade was caus­ing her. “Come here! I dare you! I’ll swal­low you up and keep you alive in my belly for a year or two, dis­solv­ing you by de­grees. How’s that for a death, Finnegan Hob?


  You can die in the dark, slowly, slowly, slowly….”


  If Finnegan heard any of this loath­some speech, he made no sign of it. He crossed the churned earth zigzag­ging and bent dou­ble, like a sol­dier un­der fire, so as to con­found the dragon’s mur­der­ous eyes; and so do­ing he reached Pe­jo­rius’ belly and seized hold of the hilt of the sword. He be­gan to pull im­me­di­ately, but most of the hard work was done by the dragon, who with­drew her body from the skew­er­ing blade with a roar louder than any din she had so far made. It dis­turbed a dunce-headed juf­fet bird in the red-and-pur­ple thicket, and it rose up com­plain­ing: “Juf­fetju­jfetju­jfetjuf­fet


  “Did you hear that, Deaux-Deaux? ” Cap­tain Ma­lingo said.


  They were stand­ing on a road of yel­low-white rock, which snaked off up into the in­te­rior of the Nonce.


  “I think it was a juf­fet bird,” Deaux-Deaux replied.


  “No, just be­fore the bird,” Ma­lingo said. “There was a roar. It came from some­where along this road, Deaux-Deaux. We should in­ves­ti­gate.”


  “Shouldn’t we go back and get some help? ” the Sea-Skip­per said.


  “There’s no time. You did hear that roar, didn’t you? ”


  “Maybe.”


  “It was a dragon, wasn’t it? ”


  “Um … maybe.”


  “A very ir­ri­tated dragon? And please don’t say maybe!”


  “Pos­si­bly.”


  “Then let’s go. Where there are drag­ons, we’ll prob­a­bly find Finnegan Hob. And hope­fully he won’t be alone.”


  “All right,” said Deaux-Deaux. “Just give me a mo­ment.” He went into the thicket and picked two very large thine nuts, which he cracked to­gether. “This is hot weather for a Sea-Skip­per to be with­out a lit­tle wet-down now and again.”


  The nuts driz­zled their cool clear milk on his face and shoul­ders.


  “That’s bet­ter!” he said.


  And he was off down the road, with Ma­lingo fol­low­ing him.


  “What a pe­cu­liar road,”


  Ma­lingo re­marked as they leaped. “These stones are—”


  “Beg­ging your par­don, Cap’n, but I don’t think these are stones.”


  “What are they then? ” hey re bones.


  “Dragon bones? ” said Ma­lingo.


  “Of course. You’ve heard, surely, of the Dragon Road? It’s the skele­ton of the enor­mous worm that mur­dered the Princess Boa. Its head lies no more than fif­teen yards from the door where it had gained en­try to the cathe­dral and un­rav­eled its tongue


  “How was it that no­body saw it? ” Ma­lingo said.


  Both he and Deaux Deaux were gasp­ing now, from the ef­fort of leap­ing from ver­te­bra to ver­te­bra, but Ma­lingo wanted an­swers.


  “A lot of peo­ple have won­dered about that over the years. I think the peo­ple out­side the cathe­dral were mur­dered by as­sas­sins so they could not raise the alarm when the dragon ap­proached. As for the deed it­self, the dragon was very sly. It didn’t en­ter the cathe­dral, you see. It pushed its snout against the door, and then its tongue, which was the true weapon in this mur­der, slid up the aisle. It was fully thirty foot long “


  “A tongue thirty feet long? Why didn’t it choke it­self on the thing? ”


  “Who knows how these beasts live? Or why they do what they do? The point is that the crea­ture was well in­formed. It knew that the Princess’ train reached to the door and that it could weave its tongue up through its folds, thread­ing it­self through the bows and the flow­ers. No­body was look­ing down at the ground, you see.


  Ev­ery­body was watch­ing Boa and Finnegan. They were just get­ting ready to ex­change their vows.”


  “Which they never got to do.”


  “No. The crea­ture waited un­til the very last mo­ment—just be­fore the Princess said: I do. The words were on her lips. But be­fore she could speak, the dragon’s tongue slipped around her throat and—”


  “Yes, yes. I can do with­out the de­tails,” Ma­lingo said.


  “Sorry. You asked.”


  “Tell me who was re­spon­si­ble for this. Some­body trained the dragon, pre­sum­ably? ”


  “No doubt,” said Deaux-Deaux.


  “So who? ”


  “No­body knows. It would have taken a crea­ture of great cru­elty.


  Drag­ons only re­spond to hurt in their train­ing, or so I’ve heard.”


  “Huh. Af­ter all these years … no­body knows? Amaz­ing. And what about the dragon? Was it in­ter­ro­gated? ”


  “No. Finnegan killed it in a fit of fury. Caught it be­fore it could get ten yards.”


  “How did he kill such a mon­ster? ”


  “Oh, he was fear­less. He leaped into the dragon’s throat and al­lowed him­self to be swal­lowed. Then he stabbed all its vi­tal or­gans from the in­side and hacked a hole in its flank and ex­ited the corpse that way! There was a lot of talk about what to do with the body, I be­lieve, but in the end it was de­cided to leave it here to be picked clean. In time it be­came a road. And a kind of mon­u­ment.”


  “And no­body was ever brought to jus­tice? ”


  “There was never proof enough to ac­cuse any­one,” Deaux Deaux said. “Though I don’t think there was ever much doubt of where the true guilt lay.”


  “Where? ”


  “In the House of Car­rion,” Deaux-Deaux replied. “The old woman, Mater Mot­ley, was prob­a­bly the chief cul­prit.”


  “But she was never ques­tioned? ”


  “No. And there wasn’t a judge on the Great Coun­cil who would dare stand up against Mater Mot­ley. They’d be too afraid of wak­ing up in the mid­dle of the night and find­ing a stitch­ling sit­ting at the bot­tom of the bed, sharp­en­ing its tail.”


  They were al­most at the end of the Dragon Road now. Climb­ing a shal­low ridge, they came in sight of the great mass of churned earth where Pe­jo­rius had ap­peared out of the ground and the pit, over which a pall of dirt hung.


  “Well, well,” said Ma­lingo. “Look at this. We’ve found who we were look­ing for. Now all we’ve got to do is stop them from be­ing eaten alive.”


  Deaux-Deaux drew a long, slim knife.


  “Have you ever fought a dragon be­fore? ” Ma­lingo asked him.


  “No,” said Deaux-Deaux. “You? ”


  Ma­lingo shook his head.


  “But there’s a first time for ev­ery­thing,” he said, and let­ting out a blood­cur­dling cry, he raced down the in­cline to­ward the pit and what­ever had come up out of it.


   


  


  


  40. A TALE OF END­LESS PART­INGS

  



   


  THE DRAGON, THOUGH HOR­RI­BLY wounded, had not fin­ished with her mis­chief. She con­tin­ued to knot and un­knot her body in its fi­nal con­vul­sions, spit­ting out an in­sane cat­a­logue of non­senses, in­ter­spersed with eerie pe­ri­ods of lu­natic laugh­ter and speak­ing in tongues. Then, sud­denly, she would re­cover her lu­cid­ity and lunge out at who­ever was within range of her jaws.


  Mis­chief was the next vic­tim. She snatched hold of the broth­ers and threw back her head so as to swal­low them in a sin­gle gulp. But Mis­chief was in no mood to be swal­lowed. He braced his feet against the an­i­mal’s lower jaw and his hands against her up­per, nick­ing fin­gers and toes on the teeth of the thing as he did so. Then, mak­ing his body as stiff as a board, he sim­ply re­fused to let the dragon close her mouth.


  Had Pe­jo­rius been com­pletely healthy, this ma­neu­ver would not have car­ried the day. The worm would sim­ply have snapped her mouth closed, crack­ing Mis­chief’s spine and swal­low­ing him bent back in two. But the wound she had sus­tained from Geneva’s sword was weak­en­ing her. Now that the blade was no longer in the wound, the dragon’s blood ran freely from the hole, into which they had now all pitched them­selves. The bit­ter stench of sin and cor­rup­tion filled the air.


  “We can’t hold on here for­ever!” Mis­chief hollered. “Will some­body please…”


  The last word was ut­tered by Fil­let, Drowze, Moot, Slop,


  Ser­pent, Sal­low and Pluckitt at the same time as Mis­chief, a broth­erly cho­rus of: “HELP!”


  As they loosed this shout, Deaux-Deaux ap­peared at the edge of the pit, with Ma­lingo at his side.


  “Who are you? ” Finnegan said to them.


  “The Fan­tomaya sent us!”


  “Then HELP US!” the broth­ers yelled again.


  “Let’s just fin­ish the beast!” Finnegan hollered. He waved to the new­com­ers. “If you’ve got a weapon, use it!”


  Deaux-Deaux un­sheathed his dag­ger and jumped down into the pit, and on a cue from Finnegan, the Sea-Skip­per, Tom, Geneva and Hob pitched them­selves at the dragon, thrust­ing their knives into her throat at the same time. There was no shriek, not even a sigh.


  The dragon’s eyes sim­ply emp­tied of life, and she sank down on the ground in her own blood.


  “Gone,” said Tria, very qui­etly.


  Mis­chief’s body—which was still wedged be­tween Pe­jo­rius’ lower and up­per jaw—sud­denly slipped, and for two or three fear­ful sec­onds it seemed the broth­ers would slip down the dragon’s dead throat. A cho­rus of cries came from the Johns. McBean was the first to their aid.


  “Hold on, hold on!” he yelled, reach­ing down to catch hold of John Mis­chief’s arm. There was a sec­ond cho­rus (this of grat­i­tude) from the broth­ers, and then ap­plause from ev­ery­body when Mis­chief fi­nally jumped down onto the ground.


  “That was en­tirely too close for com­fort,” John Moot re­marked.


  “What hap­pened to the in­fant? ” Finnegan said, look­ing around.


  “He slith­ered away,” said John Fil­let.


  “You saw him go? ” Finnegan went on. “Why didn’t you stop him? ”


  “We were in the jaws of his par­ent at the time,” Fil­let replied.


  “He won’t get far,” Ma­lingo replied. “Be­sides, what harm can he do? He’s alone.”


  Finnegan looked grim. “I’ll tell you what he can do. He can make more of his species, when he comes to breed­ing age,” he said.


  “Drag­ons are her­maph­ro­dite. As long as there’s one, there will be many again in time. What’s your name, by the way? ”


  “Ma­lingo,” said the geshrat; so be­gan a round of in­tro­duc­tions and ex­pla­na­tions and thanks and wel­com­ings. By the time it was all over, the dust of con­flict was be­gin­ning to set­tle. As it did so, a sprightly melody rose from some­where in the thicket, which was picked up quickly from other places. The an­i­mal life in the vicin­ity was singing for joy, it seemed, now that the reign of Nytha­ganius Pe­jo­rius was over.


  In fact, the real rea­son for this sud­den cho­rus was rather more prag­matic; it was a sum­mons to a feast of dragon flesh. In a mat­ter of half a minute, birds came fly­ing in from ev­ery di­rec­tion: some as small as hum­ming­birds, some the size of vul­tures, some as el­e­gant as herons, some as un­gainly as pen­guins. Dozens at first, then hun­dreds, un­til there was a chat­ter­ing as­sem­bly of sev­eral thou­sand birds cov­er­ing the car­cass of Pe­jo­rius from snout to tail; push­ing their beaks un­der the scales of the beast to first fetch out the mites and lice which thrived upon the dragon’s body, and then peck­ing through the skin to get to the rich, gamy meat be­neath.


  The noise of their din­ner­time con­ver­sa­tion was so loud that it drowned out all pos­si­bil­ity of any ex­changes be­tween the com­pany, so at Finnegan’s sug­ges­tion they left the flocks to their glut­tony and fol­lowed him to a small house made of white stone, which had been his res­i­dence while he was search­ing for the dragon. It was a spar­tan dwelling: a mat­tress on the floor, with a thread­bare blan­ket and a com­fort­less pil­low; a fire gut­ter­ing in the grate with the re­mains of a pot of stew left on the hearth. A map of the Nonce was pinned up on the wall, with an ex­ten­sive net­work of lines upon it, track­ing Finnegan’s var­i­ous jour­neys around the Hour. And in pride of place above that un­com­fort­able bed, a sim­ple paint­ing of a pale-skinned, dark-haired young woman in a turquoise and or­ange tu­nic, roughly nailed to the cracked plas­ter.


  “Who is the lady? ” said Deaux-Deaux. The ques­tion earned him a dig in the ribs from Ma­lingo. “What did I say? ” Deaux-Deaux asked.


  “That’s my lady,” Finnegan replied, star­ing up at the pic­ture. “My Princess Boa.”


  “Oh … yes … of course,” said Deaux-Deaux.


  “She’s beau­ti­ful,” said Tria.


  “The paint­ing shows noth­ing of her true beauty. It’s just an echo of an echo. She changed the air she breathed; she changed the earth she walked upon. She changed ev­ery­thing she saw, so that the world be­came new.” Finnegan looked away from the pic­ture and out through the win­dow, though the view was par­tially ob­scured by a mass of plant life that had sprung up af­ter the last rains. “The only way I can make sense of her pass­ing is to be the de­stroyer of the race that mur­dered her. Only when ev­ery dragon is dead will I let my life go.”


  “Let your life go? ” said Geneva, hor­ri­fied at what Finnegan was im­ply­ing. “How could you ever do such a thing; even think of it? ”


  “Be­cause my life isn’t here, in the Hours. It’s with her. I want to be wher­ever my Princess is. I’m im­pa­tient to be gone, away, for­ever.


  But not un­til all the worms are cold.”


  “Well, there can’t be many left,” said John Mis­chief brightly.


  “You’re right,” said Finnegan, with some­thing like plea­sure com­ing into his voice. “The job’s al­most done. I re­gret los­ing that in­fant … that was my stu­pid­ity. I should have known he would slip away. But if I go now, and quickly, the crea­ture will not have grown too big.”


  “But you’re in­jured,” said Geneva.


  “I heal fast. And I’ve been dealt worse wounds than this and sur­vived, be­lieve me. There’s no time to be wasted. When drag­ons are high up the royal line, as that in­fant is, they grow fast. If they have the right nour­ish­ment, they can dou­ble their size in an hour.”


  “You’re jok­ing.”


  “I don’t joke a lot any longer,” Finnegan said with a tone of re­gret in his voice. “Cer­tainly not about worms.” He turned his sad eyes on the rest of the com­pany. “Please rest here if you would like,” he said. “There’s food, which the Ka­dosh tribe who live here­abouts bring me: michel­mas cake and cur­ried mee­jab, in the pot. Plenty for all. You’ll for­give me if I do not play host.”


  “Please wait a mo­ment,” Ma­lingo said as Finnegan went to the door. “I was given strict in­struc­tions to fetch ev­ery­body, in­clud­ing you, Mis­ter Hob. The women of the Fan­tomaya led me to be­lieve that you are vi­tal to how things will go if war is de­clared.”


  “I have al­ready de­clared my war, Mis­ter Ma­lingo,” Hob said.


  “And I’ve been fight­ing it for the bet­ter part of fif­teen years. I spent a year on the slopes of Mount Gali­gali, track­ing the drag­ons that live in the Laval Rivers. That was a dif­fi­cult cam­paign. I was al­most fried on sev­eral oc­ca­sions when the vol­cano vented its fury. But I killed the worms. Six­teen of them. And then at Spake, which is a green and beau­ti­ful place—like the Nonce with­out the strange evo­lu­tions ev­ery time it rains—I hunted the five mem­bers of the Kazi­amia clan, wretched, mur­der­ous things. Small for drag­ons, but vi­cious. That took more than a year. On Aut­land there was only one, but it had taken pos­ses­sion of the ru­ins of a palace, and it was wor­shipped by the lo­cal peas­ants, who swore a drop of its blood cured just about ev­ery kind of sick­ness. All non­sense, of course. But they can be very clever, very de­ceit­ful….”


  “I should have thought by now you would have made your point,” said John Drowze.


  There was a long si­lence. Very, very slowly Finnegan looked at the broth­ers.


  “My point? ” he said. “My point? And what, pray, do you imag­ine that might be? Would I have made it with ten worms dead? Ten times ten? Or would the death of one have suf­ficed, in your opin­ion, to make my point? ’


  Drowze opened his mouth to re­ply, but John Mis­chief qui­etly put his fore­fin­ger to his brother’s lips and very qui­etly said: “Be quiet, John.”


  Geneva now stepped into the mid­dle of the con­ver­sa­tion.


  “Mis­ter Hob,” she said with great re­spect. “I think what we want you to hear is that we need you. Right now, there’s only us, and the women of the Fan­tomaya—”


  “And Candy,” said Ma­lingo.


  “Well, per­haps,” Geneva said. “But we’re few, that’s my point.


  And Car­rion is very strong.”


  All eyes were on Finnegan, ev­ery­one wait­ing for him to give them an an­swer. He stared out of the win­dow.


  “Let me go and think on this for a lit­tle while,” Finnegan said.


  “Please, help your­self to the mee­jab and michel­mas cake….”


  So say­ing, he in­clined his head slightly, and left.


  “Strange fel­low,” John Moot re­marked.


  “He’s not go­ing to come,” Tria said.


  “He must” Ma­lingo said. “Dia­manda was very in­sis­tent. I think she be­lieves he’s the key to ev­ery­thing, for some rea­son.”


  “Oh, look,” Tom said. “More rain.”


  He was right. A few fat spots of rain were burst­ing on the win­dowsill, and the down­pour could be heard on the roof as well.


  Ma­lingo went over to Geneva. “Do you think I should talk to him? ” he said.


  “To Finnegan? ”


  “Yes.”


  “You could try. But I wouldn’t hope too hard.”


  Ma­lingo stepped out into the warm rain. Finnegan was stand­ing sev­eral yards from the house, his face turned up to the down­pour.


  He glanced around at Ma­lingo for a mo­ment, then went back to his rain bath.


  “Do you know the leg­end of this Hour? ” he said.


  “No, I don’t be­lieve I do,” Ma­lingo replied.


  “Ap­par­ently, some­where on the Nonce (though I’ve never seen them) is a tribe of winged crea­tures called the Fathathai. A gen­tle, shy peo­ple: al­most like an­gels. There are very few of them on the is­land be­cause”—he looked at his feet—”be­cause they don’t find love very eas­ily, and so a Fathathai wed­ding is a rare event. But any­way, the leg­end goes that there was one of these crea­tures by the name of Numa Child, who did fall in love.”


  “Lucky him.”


  “Well, yes and no. You see, he fell in love with a woman he met here on the Nonce, called Elathuria. She was, he thought, the most beau­ti­ful woman he had ever set eyes on. There was only one prob­lem.


  “What was that? ”


  “She wasn’t flesh and blood as he was.”


  “What was she? ”


  “As you know, this is­land is home to some very strange life forms.


  And Elathuria was one of these strangenesses.” He paused, then looked up at Ma­lingo as he said: “She was a plant.”


  Ma­lingo only man­aged to sup­press a laugh be­cause there was such a look of deadly se­ri­ous­ness on the dragon killer’s weary face.


  And though he did man­age to sup­press it, Finnegan nev­er­the­less said: “You think I’m jok­ing.”


  “No …”


  “I’ve learned only two things in my life. One, that love is the be­gin­ning and end of all mean­ing. And two, that it is the same thing what­ever shape our souls have taken on this jour­ney. Love is love. Is love.”


  Ma­lingo nod­ded. “I’ve had no … per­sonal ex­pe­ri­ence of this,” he said to Finnegan. “But …I’ve read books. And all the great ones agree with you.” Finnegan nod­ded, and for the first time since they’d met, Ma­lingo saw some­thing re­sem­bling a smile come onto the man’s face. “Please tell me the rest of the story,” the geshrat said.


  “Well, when Numa Child first met Elathuria she was in full bloom. She was per­fec­tion. No other word for it.”


  “Ex­tra­or­di­nary.”


  “It gets stranger still, be­lieve me. Did I tell you Numa Child fell in love in a heart­beat? I mean, lit­er­ally, it was that fast. He saw Elathuria, and that was it. His fate was sealed.”


  “Love at first sight.”


  “Ab­so­lutely.”


  “Do you be­lieve in that? ”


  “Oh, cer­tainly. It hap­pened to me. The very mo­ment I set eyes on the Princess Boa, I knew that there was no other soul I could ever love. No other, to the end of the Hours.” Finnegan looked up at the rain, which was be­gin­ning to ease. He licked some of the rain­drops off his lips, then he went on telling the story.


  “So Numa Child told Elathuria in­stantly. ‘Lady,’ he said. I will never love any­one the way I love you.’ And much to his sur­prise, Elathuria in­vited him to kiss her.


  “‘Quickly,’ she said. ‘Be­cause the sun is hot and the hour is pass­ing.’


  “Numa didn’t think very much about the sig­nif­i­cance of this. He was sim­ply happy to be in­vited to kiss his beloved. And as they kissed and talked and kissed again, the hour of the Nonce ticked away….”


  “This isn’t go­ing to end hap­pily, is it? ” Ma­lingo said.


  Finnegan didn’t an­swer. He just went on with his story. “When Numa Child kissed her again, there was a lit­tle bit­ter­ness on her lips.


  “What’s hap­pen­ing? ” he said to her.


  “She told him: ‘Time is pass­ing, my beloved.’


  “And to his hor­ror, he saw that her blos­soms, which had been so bright and beau­ti­ful when he’d first set eyes on her, were now be­gin­ning to lose that bright­ness, and her green leaves were be­gin­ning to turn gold and brown.”


  Finnegan’s voice, as he told this part of the story, grew soft and full of sad­ness.


  “Fi­nally she said to him: ‘Don’t leave me, love. Prom­ise me you’ll never leave. Find me again, wher­ever I go. Find me’.


  “Of course, Numa didn’t un­der­stand what she was telling him.


  ‘What do you mean? ’ he asked her.


  “But it soon be­came clear. She was leav­ing him. The wind had risen, and it was shak­ing her, the way it would shake a tree, so that its blos­soms and leaves fall, and its beauty is car­ried away. That was what was hap­pen­ing to Elathuria. She was los­ing her very be­ing, right in front of his eyes. It was ter­ri­ble.”


  Ma­lingo heard the catch in Finnegan’s throat as he spoke and looked up to see that there were tears run­ning down Finnegan’s cheeks.


  “Elathuria was still strong enough to speak to Numa. ‘Look for me wher­ever the wind comes,’ she said, her voice get­ting more and more hushed. It will grow again from the seed that is car­ried away from this place.’


  “Numa was, of course, happy to hear this, but his mind was filled with ques­tions and doubts.


  “‘Will it re­ally be you? ” he said to her.


  “Yes,” she told him. “It will be me in ev­ery par­tic­u­lar­ity. Ex­cept one!”


  “And what’s that? ” Numa asked her.


  “I won’t re­mem­ber you,’ she replied.


  “Even as she spoke these words, a breath of harsh wind sprang up and shook her vi­o­lently, so that she was en­tirely shaken apart


  “No!” Ma­lingo said. “Had she gone? ”


  “Well … yes and no. The wind had scat­tered the seeds over a con­sid­er­able dis­tance, but Numa was de­ter­mined to find some trace of her—any trace—so he searched like a wild man, not rest­ing un­til his search was re­warded.


  “At last, af­ter a long time search­ing for her, he fi­nally found her, rooted in a new place. She was still grow­ing, but he knew her im­me­di­ately, and fell in love with her again, just as he had the first time.”


  “And she with him? ”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Even though she didn’t re­mem­ber him? ”


  “Yes. She was still the same soul, af­ter all. And so was he….”


  Now Ma­lingo be­gan to see the sig­nif­i­cance of what he was be­ing told. It was no ac­ci­dent that Finnegan was the bearer of this story; he was, af­ter all, here on this is­land be­cause he had lost the love of his life. It stood to rea­son that this leg­end would cap­ture his imag­i­na­tion as it so clearly did.


  “So his­tory re­peated it­self? ” Ma­lingo said.


  “In­deed it did. Not once, but over and over. Though Numa Child swore his undy­ing de­vo­tion to Elathuria, the hour would al­ways pass, and the wind would al­ways come and she would be car­ried away to some new place. Some­times he would find her quickly.


  Some­times not.”


  “And so do you re­ally think they’re still out there, lov­ing each other, and then be­ing sep­a­rated, and him find­ing her again, only to be sep­a­rated again? ”


  “Yes. I do,” Finnegan said.


  “What a ter­ri­ble way to live.”


  Finnegan con­sid­ered this for a mo­ment. “Love makes its de­mands, and you lis­ten. You can’t bar­gain with it. You can’t fight it.


  Not if it’s re­ally love.”


  “Are you still talk­ing about Numa Child and Elathuria? ” Ma­lingo said.


  Finnegan looked up at him. “I’m talk­ing about all lovers,” he said.


  “Ah,” said Ma­lingo. “I see. This is your way of telling me that you won’t be join­ing us on our voy­age.”


  “No, no. You mis­un­der­stand me. It’s my way of telling you I will.


  But that I must come back here to the Nonce when our work is done.”


  “To kill what’s left of the drag­ons? ”


  “To keep search­ing,” Finnegan said. “Let’s leave it at that, shall we? Just to keep search­ing.”


   


  


  


  41. AN AM­BI­TIOUS CON­JU­RA­TION

  



   


  HAVE TO GO ! ” Tria said when Ma­lingo and Finnegan came in­side.


  “What’s the hurry? ”


  “She had a vi­sion!” said Deaux-Deaux.


  “It was very im­pres­sive,” John Drowze ob­served.


  “One of the women of the Fan­tomaya,” Geneva said. “The old woman, Dia­manda. She’s dead, Ma­lingo.”


  “By whose hand? ” Ma­lingo asked grimly. “Surely the war hasn’t al­ready be­gun? ”


  “No, no. Ap­par­ently she went to the aid of Candy Quack­en­bush and was killed by one of the Beasts of Efreet. Not a happy death.”


  “So she wants us to kill the beast that killed her? ” Finnegan said, his blood­lust roused.


  “No!” said Tria with more ag­i­ta­tion in her voice than any­one had heard be­fore. “This isn’t about aveng­ing Dia­manda. It’s Candy we have to save. She’s in the Dead Man’s House, on Efreet.”


  “What’s it do­ing there? ” John Mis­chief said.


  “The Lord of Mid­night brought it there,” Tria re­ported.


  “As a trap? ” said Mis­chief.


  “Yes.”


  “Which the Quack­en­bush girl, of course, fell into,” said John Ser­pent.


  “How was she to know? ” said John Moot.


  Ser­pent made a moan. “Why does ev­ery­body al­ways de­fend her?


  I’m telling you, that girl is trou­ble. She was trou­ble right from the very be­gin­ning, and she will—”


  “Shut up!”said Tria. Her vol­ume, not to men­tion the un­char­ac­ter­is­tic ve­he­mence in her words, in­stantly si­lenced Ser­pent.


  “Yes,” said Ma­lingo a lit­tle more qui­etly. “Well, that’s you told.


  Now we have to do some­thing about get­ting Candy out of the Dead Man’s House be­fore Car­rion …” He shook his head, un­able to voice the worst.


  “It’s a long way down to the ship,” Deaux-Deaux said grimly.


  “And when we get there, we have to plan a course—” said McBean.


  “Pray for a fa­vor­able wind—” said Tom.


  “There’s no time for ships!” Ma­lingo said.


  “What do you have in mind? ” said Geneva.


  There was a lit­tle si­lence into which Ma­lingo gen­tly lobbed two words.


  “A glyph.”


  The rip­ple ef­fect spread across the room, bring­ing to each face its own com­bi­na­tion of doubt, con­fu­sion and a tiny breath of hope.


  “Where would we get such an un­likely means of trans­port? ”


  John Mis­chief asked Ma­lingo.


  “It takes magic, surely,” said McBean.


  “Big magic,” said Geneva.


  “But it can be done,” Ma­lingo said. Then, with a show of con­fi­dence he didn’t ex­actly feel, he added: “I can do it.”


  “You can? ” said Geneva.


  “I did it be­fore. Just once.”


  “And did the glyph fly? ” said Finnegan.


  “Yes. It flew. Of course it was only a two-seater. This one would need to be much big­ger.”


  “We’ll help,” said Tria. “All of us can work to­gether.”


  “I think it’s our only choice,” said Finnegan. “If get­ting this girl is such an ur­gent busi­ness, then the ship’s not go­ing to get us there in time.”


  “Well then,” said Tom. “We should start.”


  “First we need to clear a space out­side,” Ma­lingo said.


  This be­ing the Nonce, of course, there was green­ery ev­ery­where.


  But Tom quickly took charge and or­ga­nized the clear­ing of an area of ground about twenty yards wide. It was hard, hot work in the eter­nal Af­ter­noon of the Nonce, but they got the job done quickly, Finnegan and Tom la­bor­ing with par­tic­u­lar gusto.


  Ma­lingo, mean­while, took him­self off a lit­tle dis­tance from the clear­ing and med­i­tated on the task that he was about to un­der­take.


  When he came back, John Mis­chief said: “How does this con­ju­ra­tion ac­tu­ally work? I’ve seen a few pieces of big magic in my time, but I’ve never ac­tu­ally un­der­stood the prin­ci­ple of it.”


  “Nei­ther do I,” Ma­lingo ad­mit­ted. “It’s a spell I first read in one of Kas­par Wolf­swinkel’s books.”


  “So if some­thing goes wrong …”


  “We just have to pray that it won’t.”


  The ground had now been cleared, and ev­ery­body was wait­ing not look­ing at Ma­lingo nec­es­sar­ily (well, per­haps from the cor­ners of their eyes)—and won­der­ing when he was go­ing to be­gin the con­ju­ra­tion. As for Ma­lingo, he was jig­gling from foot to foot as though he were in need of a toi­let.


  “Are you all right? ” Deaux-Deaux said.


  “Yeah … just a bit ner­vous, that’s all.”


  “You’ll do just fine,” the Sea-Skip­per re­as­sured him. “We’re in this to­gether, right? ”


  “Right.”


  “But we should start, my friend. Time’s a-wastin’.”


  Ma­lingo nod­ded. “I know. I know,” he said. “I was just get­ting lim­bered up.” He wiped the beads of golden geshrat sweat from his brow with his arm and went to stand in the mid­dle of the cleared ground.


  “I’m go­ing to need all your con­cen­tra­tion,” Ma­lingo said. “We need to act as one mind. All pull to­gether.”


  “To do what? ” said John Moot.


  “There’s a sum­mon­ing chant, which I will start recit­ing. I want ev­ery­one to join in with me.”


  “And this helps the con­ju­ra­tion? ” Mis­chief said.


  “No, I’m just em­bar­rassed to do it on my own,” Ma­lingo said with a big grin. “Yes, Mis­chief, it would help greatly. When I start cir­cling and throw­ing air—”


  “Do­ing what? ” said Tom.


  “You’ll see,” said Ma­lingo. “You just fall in step and copy what I’m do­ing. Now, ev­ery­one spread out in a rough cir­cle. That’s it.


  There’s noth­ing to be wor­ried about. If the con­ju­ra­tion doesn’t work, we sim­ply won’t get a glyph.”


  “And Candy’s left there to the ten­der mer­cies of Christo­pher Car­rion—” said Mis­chief. “No. ” He looked in­tently from one per­son to the next un­til he’d com­pleted the cir­cle. “This has to work.”


  “Let’s do it,” said Ma­lingo, and closed his eyes. In his mind’s eye he saw the scene on Nin­ny­ham­mer when he and Candy had per­formed this rit­ual to­gether. It was won­der­fully clear in his head. He took a deep breath, raised his hands over his head and clapped three times.


  Then he be­gan to re­cite the words of the spell.


  “Ithni asme ata, Ithni man­amee, Drutha lota­cata, Come thou glyph to me.


  Ithni, ithni, Asme ata:


  Come thou glyph to me”


  The syl­la­bles came eas­ily to his lips, and once he’d es­tab­lished their rhythm, he opened his eyes and be­gan to walk around the cir­cle snatch­ing at the air out­side it and toss­ing it in.


  “Ah,” Two-Toed Tom mur­mured. “So that’s throw­ing air?


  Geneva was the first to join in with what Ma­lingo was doin­gadding her own pow­er­ful voice to that of the geshrat. Then, one by one, the rest picked up on the process and added their voices and ges­tures to the con­ju­ra­tion: all cir­cling as they spoke the words and caught the air.


  “When will we know whether it’s work­ing or not? ” McBean whis­pered to Mis­chief some­where be­tween the fourth rep­e­ti­tion and the fifth.


  “Oh, I think we’ll know,” Mis­chief said.


  He had no sooner replied than a few sparks ig­nited in their midst, their col­ors in­tense, even in the bright­ness of midafter­noon.


  They weren’t just red and blue, as the sparks had been the first time Ma­lingo had per­formed this rit­ual. Now they were also vi­o­let and lime and gold. They wove around and around like deliri­ous fire­flies, leav­ing trails of color be­hind them as they quick­ened.


  “Yes!” Ma­lingo said. “It’s hap­pen­ing. Don’t stop, ev­ery­one. Keep the rit­ual go­ing.”


  The beauty of this dis­play gave the novice ma­gi­cians con­fi­dence.


  Their voices be­came stronger, their snatch­ing at the air more rhyth­mi­cal.


  And in turn, as their con­fi­dence grew, so did its ef­fect. The dance of light be­came more am­bi­tious, the col­ors be­gin­ning to weave an elab­o­rate shape in the Non­cian air. Ma­lingo let out a whoop of plea­sure, see­ing his am­bi­tions for his sec­ond glyph were go­ing to be re­al­ized. He could al­ready rec­og­nize the im­mense curve of its bow, and the back­ward sweep of its cabin.


  And still the num­ber of fire­flies grew, and their el­e­gant dance be­came more elab­o­rate, so that ev­ery­one in the cir­cle of con­jurors (even the res­o­lutely unim­pressed John Ser­pent) wore ex­pres­sions of plea­sure, see­ing word be­come fact in front of them.


  “We can stop now,” Ma­lingo said af­ter a cer­tain point. “It will fin­ish it­self.”


  The novices stood back and watched in de­light as the glyph did as Ma­lingo had pre­dicted. The points of light ap­par­ently knew their own way from here on, weav­ing them­selves an in­vis­i­ble loom, back and forth and around and around, un­til the shim­mer­ing ve­hi­cle stood com­pleted, shin­ing in the af­ter­noon sun and steam­ing ever so slightly from the heat of its com­ing into be­ing.


  “I dreamed this once….” Finnegan said to him­self as he stared in amaze­ment at the craft. “Long ago … I dreamed it flew down from an­other gal­axy.”


  “We should get go­ing,” said Tria.


  “In­deed we should,” Ma­lingo chimed. “Candy needs us.”


  “Does any­one have a map? ” said McBean.


  “I’ve got an old copy of the Al­me­nak” Tom vol­un­teered.


  “We won’t need a map, ac­tu­ally,” Ma­lingo said. “The glyph will take di­rec­tion from our thoughts.”


  “Clever piece of work,” Deaux-Deaux re­marked.


  “It re­ally is, ” Geneva said. “Amaz­ing.”


  She opened the door and ducked her head down to step in­side.


  She was not eas­ily im­pressed, but the iri­des­cent gleam of the glyph, con­trived from air and syl­la­bles, had her smil­ing. “Con­grat­u­la­tions, Ma­lingo,” she said. “It’s a fine thing.”


  “Don’t go con­grat­u­lat­ing me too soon,” Ma­lingo replied cau­tiously.


  “We haven’t got it fly­ing yet.”


  But there was lit­tle doubt that the glyph was ready for its du­ties.


  It looked vis­i­bly ex­cited at the prospect of its maiden flight.


  Thou­sands of tiny motes of en­ergy flick­ered through its form, start­ing at the nose of the craft and surg­ing through its frame in schools of flick­er­ing par­ti­cles, which then as­sem­bled at the other end of the glyph in what was ap­par­ently the en­gine: a ball of light and force, which was in con­stant chaotic mo­tion. As ev­ery­body climbed into the craft, the en­gine picked up power. It gave off a noise like a choir of sev­eral thou­sand peo­ple all whis­per­ing a poem in some se­cret lan­guage. The glyph vi­brated slightly. The doors closed with a soft sigh.


  “Are we ready? ” Ma­lingo said.


  “No!” said John Mis­chief. “I don’t like this thing!” He started to pull at the door. “It’s go­ing to kill us all!”


  “Calm down!” said Deaux-Deaux. “We’re quite safe.”


  “No, we’re not! We’re not! I want to get out!”


  “Well, I don’t,” said John Moot.


  “Nei­ther do I,” said John Fil­let.


  In two sec­onds a chaotic ar­gu­ment erupted, with all the Johns throw­ing in their opin­ions at the same time.


  “It’s too late to leave,” Geneva yelled over the din of an­gry voices. “We’re mov­ing!”


  “She’s right!” said Tom. “We’re off!”


  “Hold on!” Ma­lingo yelled.


  Be­fore he could fin­ish speak­ing, the ve­hi­cle rose straight up into the air.


  “Yowza!” yelled John Moot.


  “I’m warn­ing you all,” John Ser­pent said. “I’m go­ing to be sick!”


  The glyph came to a halt about thirty feet off the ground and be­gan to spin around, point­ing its nose first at Noon, then to the Twenty-Fifth Hour, then Mid­night.


  Half­way through all of this, John Ser­pent opened the door and made good on his prom­ise.


  “Be care­ful, son …” McBean said, speak­ing with a cap­tain’s cau­tion.


  “Slowly does it.”


  “I don’t have any more con­trol over it,” Ma­lingo said. “I think it senses how im­pa­tient we are. It wants to get us there! Dou­ble quick!”


  “Well, let’s go then!” said Finnegan, stand­ing up to peer out of the front win­dow. “I’m sud­denly look­ing for­ward to this fight with Car­rion!” He turned to Ma­lingo. “Does it hear me, geshrat? ”


  Ma­lingo didn’t need to sup­ply an an­swer. The glyph did so. Its whole struc­ture seemed sud­denly to erupt with lar­val waves of iri­des­cence.


  “This is it!”said Dcaux-Deaux.


  With that the glyph took off to­ward Efreet, leav­ing the sky above the Nonce with such speed that it caused a spon­ta­neous mon­soon in the air above its cre­ation space, which filled the ground they had worked to clear with a steamy lit­tle jun­gle of new birds and blos­soms.


   


  


  


  42. THE HIGH MAZE

  



   


  FALL THE SHOCKS and amaze­ments of her jour­neys in the Abarat, surely this meet­ing on the nar­row stairs was the strangest! Stand­ing on the steps be­low her was the Lord of Mid­night, the ter­ror of the is­lands. She had heard him talked of as though he were the very Devil made flesh. But now she wasn’t so sure. He was ugly, cer­tainly, and dan­ger­ous too. But there was also some­thing piti­ful about him. She did not doubt that be­hind that bro­ken face of his there was suf­fer­ing and sor­row.


  He stared up at her, his eyes drained of color. “You know, of course, that I’m sup­posed to kill you in this house? ” he said. “My grand­mother be­lieves you are a dis­rup­tive force in the Abarat. She be­lieves that un­less you’re stopped you’ll cause our plans to be … in­con­ve­nienced.”


  “Your grand­mother hasn’t even met me.”


  “Oh. Are you sug­gest­ing diat if she did, she’d change her opin­ion? ”


  “Look at me,” Candy said. “I’m no dan­ger to you, or any­one. I’m just a girl from Chick­en­town who got lost here by ac­ci­dent.”


  (“Is any­thing re­ally an ac­ci­dent? ” he said.


  “Of course. Things hap­pen all the time that …” She was go­ing to say weren’t sup­posed to hap­pen, but she re­al­ized as she was about to say it that she no longer en­tirely be­lieved it to be true. The words trailed away.


  “Fin­ish your thought.”


  “It doesn’t mat­ter.”


  “Well, if it’s any com­fort, I’m lost too. Lost and alone.”


  “What about your grand­mother? ”


  “She’s not much of a com­fort to me,” he replied, with a thin smile. “Nor I to her, I sup­pose. Though we are the last of our line; you’d think we’d have learned to take so­lace wher­ever it can be found.” He fell silent for sev­eral mo­ments, the crea­tures in his col­lar slow­ing their mo­tion as if match­ing his melan­choly mood. “But no,” he said fi­nally. “I have looked and looked for some­one who would un­der­stand me. Just a lit­tle. That’s all. Just un­der­stand, a lit­tle. The night is very dark some­times. And in Gor­gos­sium, of course, it’s end­less.”


  Was the sor­row in his voice and ex­pres­sion just an act, Candy won­dered? Some­how she didn’t think so. The crea­ture stand­ing on the stairs was con­fess­ing some­thing true here. But why? She had her an­swer in his next words.


  “Per­haps you would un­der­stand …”


  “Me? ”


  “You said you were lost. Per­haps we have more in com­mon than it might seem.”


  She wanted to tell him he was crazy, that there was no­body ei­ther in this world or the Here­after she could imag­ine hav­ing less in com­mon with. But she kept her thoughts to her­self. It was safer that way. In­stead she tried to re­turn the con­ver­sa­tion to the sub­ject of Mater Mot­ley.


  “I thought you said your grand­mother wanted me dead.”


  “I’ll change her mind for her,” he replied con­fi­dently. “I’ll show her that we’ve noth­ing to fear from you. That we un­der­stand each other.”


  It was strange to hear the Lord of Mid­night talk­ing about her as the one peo­ple might have rea­son to fear, not him­self.


  “You look per­plexed,” Car­rion said.


  “Yes … well, I guess I am,” Candy ad­mit­ted. “I just don’t know what it is your grand­mother—or you, come to that—see in me.


  But what­ever it is I’m sup­posed to be … I’m not.”


  “No? ” he said, very softly.


  He smiled and reached up to take hold of her hand. No doubt it was a per­fectly in­no­cent ges­ture, but there was some­thing about the way that the smile made his face look—like a death’s head, grin­ning in its rot—that made Candy pull her hand away so that he couldn’t catch hold of it.


  His re­sponse to her re­jec­tion was in­stant, and ter­ri­fy­ing.


  The night­mares that had been qui­eted in his col­lar sud­denly be­came bright as light­ning, and he reached for her with a burst of speed. This time she wasn’t fast enough to out­ma­neu­ver him. His fin­gers knit­ted with hers. And the mo­ment they did so, all was changed.


  The hor­rors she’d thought she’d glimpsed when he was slough­ing off the face of Pius Masper (and which she’d con­vinced her­self she had not seen) ap­peared in all their re­pul­sive glory around her. A pro­ces­sion of mon­strosi­ties—all gloat­ing, glar­ing, gap­ing—rose around her the mo­ment Car­rion locked his fin­gers with hers: it was as though the Devil had un­leashed ev­ery beast in the asy­lums of hell and put them to dance around her.


  “No!” she yelled, and mus­ter­ing more strength than she thought she pos­sessed, she pulled her hand free.


  For a ter­ri­ble in­stant it seemed their sep­a­ra­tion would not free her from the in­fer­nal dance, and the crea­tures con­tin­ued to lope and ca­per around her. Then the sick­en­ing spec­ta­cle be­gan to gut­ter like a dy­ing fire­work, and fi­nally it went out.


  She was stand­ing on the stairs again, as though noth­ing had hap­pened.


  But of course it had.


  Now she knew the truth. She had just been granted a glimpse of the real Christo­pher Car­rion. Not with her eyes, but with her mind.


  Car­rion knew per­fectly well what had hap­pened. His bluff had been called; the rot in his soul had been laid out for Candy in all its vile de­tail.


  “I… am … ashamed, “he said.


  “Yes …” Candy replied, slowly back­ing away from him. “I don’t blame you. I’d feel pretty bad if that was what I re­ally looked like.”


  He had one last ma­nip­u­la­tion to try.


  “It’s ter­ri­ble,” he said. “To live with this … this … grotes­querie in me. Un­til I saw you, I had given up on the hope of ever be­ing healed. But per­haps you can help mc change.”


  It didn’t take Candy long to sum­mon up an an­swer.


  “I’m sorry about that, what­ever you called it


  “Grotes­querie.”


  “Yes, that. But I can’t help you.” She kept her tone as rea­son­able as pos­si­ble, all the while re­treat­ing from him slowly, afraid that he’d sud­denly rush her, sud­denly catch hold of her again, and the pa­rade would re­turn to flood her mind. She couldn’t bear it. Not again.


  Be­hind her, how­ever, was a closed door. This house seemed to have so many of them. She’d had her back to a locked door when she’d tried to get into the house, and now here was an­other when she wanted to get out.


  “Lis­ten to me, Candy,” Car­rion said, his tone all com­fort and sweet rea­son. “I know what you’re afraid of. And I swear, I swear, you’ll never again see what you saw a few mo­ments ago. That was un­for­giv­able. And yet—know­ing that it was un­for­giv­able—I ask you nev­er­the­less to for­give me. Can you do that? No, I know that you can. The ques­tion is: will you? ”


  She didn’t an­swer him. She sim­ply turned and put her shoul­der to the door. The lock was rusty, but the wood around it was dark with rot, which gave her the tiny hope that she might still es­cape him.


  “What are you do­ing? ” he asked her, as if he gen­uinely didn’t know.


  Candy didn’t waste her breath on re­ply­ing. In­stead she threw her body against the door. There was a crack­ing sound as the rot­ted wood around the lock be­gan to give out.


  “Think, please,” Car­rion whis­pered. “Even if you open that door there’s nowhere for you to go. There’s just snow up there. You’ll freeze to death in a mat­ter of min­utes.”


  “There are worse things,” Candy said. Then, with one last heave, she threw the door open. The wind car­ried a sting­ing wall of ice shards and snow against her face.


  She glanced back at the Lord of Mid­night one fi­nal time—just long enough to meet his de­spair­ing gaze. He looked as though he was about to say some­thing to her, to make one last ap­peal, but she didn’t give him the op­por­tu­nity. Squint­ing against the chilly blast, she stepped out onto the roof and she slammed the door be­hind her, though she knew of course that it wasn’t go­ing to keep Car­rion from fol­low­ing her for more than ten sec­onds.


  It was even less than that.


  A mere heart­beat later, the door was shoved open, and the foul light that pulsed from his night­mares came pour­ing out across the snow, catch­ing her in its vivid spill.


  “Candy!” he shouted to her. “Stop this fool­ish­ness! You’ll fall and break your neck!”


  She looked ahead. The steeply gabled roof was slick with wet snow. No easy es­cape route pre­sented it­self.


  “Come back here, “said Car­rion. “I’m not go­ing to hurt you. On my life, Candy. I would never hurt you. Don’t you see: you’re my sal­va­tion? Don’t you un­der­stand? My sal­va­tion”


  Candy ig­nored his con­tra­dic­tions and pushed on through the snow. It be­came thicker the far­ther from the door she ran. Soon she was up to her an­kles in it. And apart from the spill of light from the night­mares, which bright­ened and dimmed de­pend­ing on how far ahead of her pur­suer Candy was able to get, there was no il­lu­mi­na­tion to guide her over the treach­er­ous maze of slates and gar­goyles and gut­ter­ing. But what choice did she have? If she stopped for a mo­ment, he’d catch up with her. She had to move, risk­ing her life with ev­ery be­nighted step.


  Car­rion con­tin­ued to call to her, of course; con­tin­ued to try and bring her back to him. He’d given up talk­ing about sal­va­tion now.


  He had moved on to naked threats.


  “You want me to leave you out here? ” Car­rion called to her.


  “There’s an­other storm front mov­ing in from the north­west. The snow will be ten feet deep in an hour or two. And you’ll be buried un­der­neath the snow, small and blue and dead. Is that the way you want your life to end, Candy? You, who could have been so much? ”


  Still she didn’t re­ply to him. She wouldn’t give him the sat­is­fac­tion of glanc­ing back over her shoul­der at him. Noth­ing he could say—not the threats, not the flat­tery, not the ap­peals to sen­ti­ment could put the im­ages she’d seen of his true self out of her head. How­ever civ­i­lized his talk might be, he was a mon­ster down to the depths of his soul.


  So she kept run­ning. The roof was like an enor­mous labyrinth, ris­ing dark against the sky to cither side of her, the pas­sage­ways be­tween them zigzag­ging crazily. At ev­ery other turn she would en­counter one of the stone gar­goyles, its shape hor­ri­ble. The gar­goyles seemed to watch her as she passed them by, as though at any mo­ment they might pounce on her. It was when she came upon the same gar­goyle, its head split open and lined with teeth, that she re­al­ized she was run­ning in cir­cles.


  She had hoped that her foot­prints would keep her from mov­ing in cir­cles, but the snow was com­ing down so fast now it erased her steps.


  She might have wept with frus­tra­tion if she’d had the en­ergy, but she didn’t. It was all used up. Her legs were numb with cold. So were her hands and her face. All she could do was stum­ble on, look­ing for some way out, with Car­rion’s threat—you’ll be un­der­neath the snow, small and blue and dead—echo­ing in her head.


  A gust of wind raised a strangely bright­ened cloud of snow, and she was mo­men­tar­ily blinded. She wiped the sting­ing par­ti­cles from her eyes and sud­denly—there was Car­rion! Some­how he’d out­ma­neu­vered her in the dark­ness, got­ten ahead of her or climbed over one of the roofs.


  “The chase is over,” he said. “Come here.” He opened his arms.


  “Look at you! You’re frozen. I said: come here. “


  He reached out for her again. She had so lit­tle strength left in her she could barely draw breath to speak. But she found it some­where.


  “Once … and for all … LEAVE ME ALONE!”


  Her voice echoed off the roofs and came back to meet her sound­ing un­like her­self: thin with ex­haus­tion and shrill with fear.


  The strange­ness of the sound saved her from his grip at least for a mo­ment longer. He stared at her in that mo­ment, as though there was some­thing in­side her that he wanted to pry out be­fore he put an end to her. There was time, in his hes­i­ta­tion, for Candy to turn from him and look back the way she’d come for some last route of es­cape.


  There was only one pos­si­bil­ity. Off to her left there was a steep roof, with a nar­row metal lad­der, al­most con­cealed in the snow, laid against it. She called up the fi­nal dregs of strength from her numb limbs and made a stum­bling run for the lad­der, throw­ing one quick look over her shoul­der at Car­rion to see if he was giv­ing chase. He was. In des­per­a­tion she threw her­self to­ward the roof, and seized hold of the iron rungs. Then—try­ing not to think of what pur­sued her, or of what choices awaited her when she reached the apex of the roof she started to climb the frozen lad­der.


   


  


  


  43. THE DARK DE­NIED

  



  “MY GRAND­MOTHER WAS RIGHT!” Car­rion yelled up at her as she as­cended. “You are crazy! Crazy and dan­ger­ous! Why are you putting off the in­evitable? Give in, lit­tle girl. This is just adding pain to pain. I’ve told you over and over: there’s nowhere left to run!”


  Candy was a lit­tle more than half­way up the lad­der, and she could see from here that Car­rion was right: once she got to the top, she would have nowhere left to go. All Car­rion would have to do was catch hold of her and un­leash that ghastly pa­rade of mon­strosi­ties so it could in­vade her head.


  “Are you lis­ten­ing to me, Candy Quack­en­bush? ” Car­rion yelled.


  Candy glanced back down at him. From this cu­ri­ous an­gle, his head looked as though it was float­ing in a pot of some kind. He stared up at her from the fluid that bub­bled around his face like the prize serv­ing in a can­ni­bal’s stew. Ex­er­tion, or rage, or a com­bi­na­tion of the two, had turned the whites of his eyes a dark pur­plish color. His irises, by con­trast, had be­come nearly col­or­less.


  “Give it up, girl,” Car­rion said. “You just cause trou­ble wher­ever you go. Un­hap­pi­ness. Suf­fer­ing. Death. It’s time it ended. You’re bet­ter gone, for ev­ery­body’s sake.”


  The words stung Candy more sharply than the ice-pricked wind.


  There was too much truth in them; that was why they hurt so much.


  Back in Chick­en­town she’d lived a bor­ing but blame­less life. She’d done no harm to those she came in con­tact with, but then nei­ther had she im­proved their lives in any way. Whereas here in the Abarat, for some rea­son, what­ever she did seemed to carry more sig­nif­i­cance.


  Wher­ever she’d gone on her jour­ney—to the Yebba Dim Day, which stood at Eight in the Evening, to Nin­ny­ham­mer, to the Time Out of Time at the Twenty-Fifth Hour, to Ba­bilo­nium, to Sco­riae and even Efreet—the ef­fect of her pres­ence had had some real in­flu­ence on the lives she had touched. She had no idea why, but things hap­pened in her vicin­ity: strange, un­pre­dictable things. The es­tab­lished rules of the world into which she’d come were over­turned.


  It wasn’t al­ways dis­as­trous. Some­times she’d helped peo­ple, Ma­lingo, for in­stance. But she feared it was only a mat­ter of time be­fore some­thing truly tragic hap­pened. Not to her, most likely, but to some in­no­cent whose path she had crossed.


  All this went through her head at light­ning speed in the time it took Car­rion to climb per­haps three rungs of the lad­der. He would be able to reach her in a mat­ter of sec­onds. She could no longer climb with her back to him, she de­cided. Mov­ing slowly, for fear of los­ing her foot­ing on the icy rungs, she care­fully turned around on the lad­der, so that she could as­cend the rest of the way with her eyes on her pur­suer. If he got too close, she could still kick at him, she thought. In fact, his face looked vul­ner­a­ble right now star­ing up at her, de­spite all she knew about the hor­rors that lay in wait be­hind it.


  Yes, damn him, she would kick hard, if it was the last thing she did.


  He watched her watch­ing him.


  “What are you think­ing? ” he won­dered aloud. “You’re a mys­tery, girl.


  She climbed as he talked to her, her feet con­stantly threat­en­ing to slide on the rungs of the lad­der. But her cau­tion paid off. She reached the apex of the roof with­out in­ci­dent, and looked down the other side. It was her last frail hope that there’d be some way to get back into the house on this side of the roof. But no. The news was bad, all bad. There was just a steep roof await­ing her; and off the roof, straight down to ice-hard­ened ground be­low. It would be a quick death, she sup­posed. But death it would be.


  “What did I tell you? ” Car­rion said, see­ing any re­main­ing glim­mer of hope fade from Candy’s face. “Nowhere left to go.”


  He reached up to her. “Come. I’ll make it quick. I prom­ise.”


  “Wait—”


  “What? ”


  Sup­pose


  “What? ”


  “Sup­pose I promised I’d go? ”


  “Go where? ”


  “Home,” she said. “Back to the Here­after.”


  “Bar­gains now? ”


  “You don’t want to kill me.”


  “How would you know what I want? ”


  “I don’t know how I know, but I do. Maybe you’re right. Maybe we do un­der­stand each other some­how. I know you don’t want to kill me, what­ever Mater Mot­ley says. You don’t want it on your con­science.”


  “Ha! Lis­ten to her! I’m a Car­rion, girl. I don’t have a con­science.”


  “I don’t be­lieve you,” Candy replied with steady cer­tainty.


  “Well then, let me prove it to you,” Car­rion said, his face knot­ted up with so many con­flict­ing emo­tions Candy couldn’t read it clearly.


  He started up the lad­der to­ward her, but as he did so a gust of wind came sweep­ing up the roof be­hind him, gath­er­ing a freight of ice shards as it came. It flew in Candy’s face, and for a mo­ment she was blinded. She flailed, at­tempt­ing to keep her bal­ance, but the lad­der was too slick be­neath her feet. Her hold slipped and she started to top­ple back­ward. For just a few sec­onds, she al­most man­aged to re­gain her equi­lib­rium, but it was a short re­prieve. Her left heel slid off the top of the roof, and back she went.


  For a long ter­ri­fy­ing mo­ment she fell through empty air, not know­ing sky from ground. Then she hit the roof, face up. The thump knocked the breath from her, and she started to slide down the slates head­first. Some­where high above her, she thought she saw some­thing pass­ing be­tween the snow-laden clouds—a bright shape that ap­peared for no more than a heart­beat and was then ob­scured again, its com­ing and go­ing so swift she was not en­tirely cer­tain that she’d even seen it.


  The moon, was it? No, the moon didn’t move so fast. An in­stant later she hit a waste pipe that had been run across the roof, and the im­pact swung her around. Her body moved faster than her mind. With­out even think­ing about it, she reached up and caught hold of the pipe. It creaked, but it didn’t give way. She clung there for sev­eral sec­onds, des­per­ately try­ing to catch her breath. It was hard to do, stretched out on the roof as she was, hang­ing on for dear life. And then, as if she didn’t have enough to trou­ble her, she heard the sound of mo­tion be­hind and above her, and looked up to see that Car­rion had clam­bered up the lad­der onto the apex of the roof and was stand­ing there, his arms spread, as if wel­com­ing the snow­storm in all its killing fury.


  “What a view!” he said. “The sky. You. The drop.”


  He squat­ted down, bal­anc­ing on the top of the roof with un­canny ease. Then he reached down to­ward her.


  “I could prac­ti­cally push you from here,” he said.


  “There!” said Finnegan. “Down there!”


  “I see her!” Ma­lingo yelled.


  The glyph re­sponded in­stantly to their thoughts. It swooped out of the clouds to­ward the roof of the Dead Man’s House.


  “We’re not go­ing to make it!” John Slop yelled. “She’s go­ing to fall!”


  “I can’t look,” said John Drowze. “Mis­chief! Cover my eyes!”


  “Down!” Finnegan willed the de­scend­ing ve­hi­cle. “Down!”


  The glyph im­me­di­ately did as it was in­structed, but dropped with such sud­den­ness that it slipped past Candy.


  “Up! Up!” Finnegan was now yelling. He beat his fist against the roof of the cabin. “Damn ma­chine!”


  The glyph rose again, reel­ing. The trav­el­ers were buf­feted around, knocked from one side of the glyph to the other, but no­body com­plained, not even John Ser­pent. Ev­ery­one was con­cen­trat­ing on the sight now com­ing into view: Candy cling­ing by her fin­ger­tips to the pipe on the roof.


  Finnegan opened up the top of the ve­hi­cle so as to be ready to catch hold of Candy as soon as she was in reach. Deaux-Deaux went one step fur­ther and ac­tu­ally clam­bered past Finnegan and stood on the roof. He was un­con­cerned by the glyph’s mo­tion. He was a Sea Skip­per, af­ter all; he was used to walk­ing on the sides of waves. He bal­anced on the rolling glyph like a surfer on a tilt­ing board.


  “Candy!” he yelled.


  She chanced a quick look over her shoul­der. Even man­aged a smile.


  “You’re go­ing to have to let go, lady!” Finnegan said.


  “I’ll fall!”


  “We’ll be here to catch you!”


  “Trust us!” the John broth­ers yelled.


  Candy looked up at Car­rion one last time. What­ever hap­pens next, she thought, I hope I never see his face again.


  Then she let go of the pipe.


  “Catch me!” Deaux-Deaux yelled to Finnegan, then threw him­self for­ward, catch­ing hold of her hand. It was an act of pure trust.


  If Finnegan hadn’t been fast enough to grab hold of Deaux-Deaux’s foot and arm, both Candy and the Sea-Skip­per would have fallen to their deaths. For a few per­ilous mo­ments, they clung to one an­other while the glyph tipped and rolled.


  Mean­while, up on the roof, Car­rion was point­ing to­ward the glyph, mut­ter­ing some­thing. Ma­lingo let out a low moan, but no­body re­ally heard him in the con­fu­sion of the mo­ment.


  “Lend a hand here!” the Cap­tain yelled to Tom, and to­gether they hauled Finnegan back into the glyph, while Geneva helped Deaux-Deaux and Candy. There were a few gasp­ing mo­ments of laugh­ter and re­lief. Then Ma­lingo moaned again, his hands go­ing up to his face, and a heart­beat later, the glyph went crazy, pitch­ing it­self from side to side with in­cred­i­ble vi­o­lence.


  “Close the roof!” McBean yelled. “Be­fore some­body falls out!”


  Finnegan slammed the roof closed, and just in time. The glyph flipped over, and over again; and again, re­duc­ing ev­ery­body in­side to sick­ened and bruised con­fu­sion.


  “What’s hap­pen­ing? ” Mis­chief yelled to Ma­lingo. “Can’t you stop this? ” He man­aged to keep the geshrat in view long enough to see the cause of the prob­lem. “Ma­lingo looks re­ally sick,” he yelled.


  Geneva caught hold of Ma­lingo’s arm. He was rigid, his eyes glazed.


  “It’s Car­rion,” Tria said. “He’s got Ma­lingo un­der his con­trol.”


  Ma­lingo was ob­vi­ously at­tempt­ing to fight Car­rion’s hold on him, but it was caus­ing him pain to do so. His teeth were clenched, and a drib­ble of blood ran from each nos­tril.


  The glyph now be­gan a se­ries of sui­ci­dal ma­neu­vers, pitch­ing and spin­ning and flip­ping like a plate in the hands of a mad jug­gler.


  In­side, ev­ery­one held on as best they could as the craft moved away from the house, shear­ing off branches as it sped through the trees.


  On the roof be­low, Car­rion fol­lowed its chaotic path with hands out­stretched. Clearly he still had pos­ses­sion of the glyph. Nor was there any doubt of his in­ten­tions. He steadily lifted his hands, in­struct­ing the glyph to climb and climb, un­til it was per­haps two hun­dred feet above the ground. There, for a few tor­ment­ing sec­onds, he let it hang, giv­ing ev­ery­one in­side time to fear the worst.


  Then it hap­pened. Car­rion dropped his hands, and the glyph obeyed his in­struc­tion. It fell out of the sky like a stone.


  “Oh, dear …”John Mis­chief re­marked.


  As they fell, Candy slipped her arms around the geshrat from be­hind and clung to him.


  “Ma­lingo,” she said. “It’s me.”


  She couldn’t see his face from her present po­si­tion, but Geneva could, and her look was grim.


  “You have to fight him,” Candy said.


  She glanced at Geneva, who shook her head. “Fight him, please,” she said. “For me. For all of us!”


  Fi­nally Ma­lingo seemed to hear her. His head swung lazily around.


  “Candy … ? ” he said.


  “Yes!” she said, and smiled at him. At that in­stant the glyph struck the top of the branches and pitched side­ways, its de­scent slowed by the im­pact. There was no time for any­one to re­di­rect it. The ve­hi­cle hit the ground, smash­ing into a drift of snow, and sped on for an­other thirty or forty yards. With each yard its speed slowed, and it fi­nally came to a jud­der­ing halt with its nose lodged be­tween the sprawl­ing roots of a tree.


  Sev­eral sec­onds passed filled only with gasps and grunts and groans. Fi­nally all the John broth­ers spoke at the same time: “Is ev­ery­one alive? ”


  There was a cho­rus of af­fir­ma­tion from all cor­ners.


  “Candy? ” said Mis­chief.


  “Yes. I’m alive!”


  Her re­ply was fol­lowed by an out­burst of joy­ful wel­come from Mis­chief and his broth­ers, even John Ser­pent.


  “Alive! Alive! Candy’s alive!”


  “Hug us!”


  “Tighter!”


  “Tighter!”


  “Oh, we’ve missed you!”


  “I’ve missed you! All of you! Thank you so much, ev­ery­one, for get­ting me out of there!” She turned her at­ten­tion to Ma­lingo, who was still in the pi­lot’s chair. “How are you do­ing? ”


  The leath­ery fans on ei­ther side of his head were spread wide and shak­ing. “I’m okav …” he said, ” … I think. I’m sorry, ev­ery­one.


  He got con­trol of me, and I couldn’t shake him off.”


  “He was in your head? ” Geneva said.


  “Yes,” Ma­lingo replied. “It was hor­ri­ble.”


  Why, Candy won­dered, had Car­rion not tried to do the same thing to her? It would cer­tainly have brought a quick halt to their chase if he’d sim­ply or­dered her to give up. But then per­haps he’d tried, and failed. Per­haps her hu­man mind pre­sented a dif­fer­ent kind of chal­lenge to him than that of the geshrat.


  “Uh-oh,” said John Fil­let. “Car­rion’s not fin­ished with us.”


  Candy looked up.


  “There,” said Geneva.


  She pointed through the cracked win­dow at the back of the glyph. The elab­o­rately carved front door of the Dead Man’s House stood open, and out over the thresh­old strode the Lord of Mid­night.


  He had put on an enor­mous black coat of sleek fur. The mum­mi­fied heads of the an­i­mals that had sup­plied their skins for this gar­ment were ar­ranged in a col­lar (all gaz­ing up at him in sight­less ado­ra­tion).


  In his left hand he car­ried a staff that was fully half as big again as he was, and on top of it squat­ted the skele­tal re­mains of a huge winged toad. Light burned in its eye sock­ets and shed a de­monic glow into die snow-filled air.


  “Here comes a man with mur­der on his mind,” said Finnegan very qui­etly.


  “Who’s the brat in the uni­form be­hind him? ” said Mis­chief.


  “His name’s Letheo,” Candy said.


  The last time she’d seen Letheo, he’d been knocked through a win­dow by his fu­ri­ous mas­ter. But he had ap­par­ently been for­given his tres­passes against Car­rion, be­cause he was back in Mid­night’s shadow.


  “You know him? ” said Tom.


  “He’s the one who brought me here. Car­rion’s got him un­der his thumb.”


  “Well, Car­rion looks as if he’s spoil­ing for a fight,” said Finnegan, tak­ing his short sword out of its sheath. “So let’s give him one.”


  “He means to kill us, Finnegan,” said Geneva.


  “He can try.”


  “This isn’t the time or the place.”


  “She’s right,” Candy said.


  “Well, what do you sug­gest? ” Finnegan said, turn­ing on Candy with rage in his eyes. “We run away? No. I’m not afraid of him.”


  “Nor am I,” Two-Toed Tom said, rolling up his sleeves as though he was plan­ning a round of bare-fisted box­ing.


  “Nor me,” said Dcaux-Deaux. “Just be­cause he’s the King of the Dark Hours or what­ever he calls him­self these days.” He shoved open the door and started to clam­ber out of the craft. “You want a fight? ” he yelled to Car­rion.


  Candy caught hold of him.


  “Don’t,” she cried.


  “It’s time some­body stood up to him.”


  “Deaux-Deaux, please” Candy begged. “Dia­manda was al­ready killed here, right in front of me. I don’t want to be re­spon­si­ble for any­body else get­ting hurt.”


  “Candy’s right,” said Tria. “This place smells of death, Deaux Deaux. We don’t want to be here.”


  “We don’t have any other choice,” Finnegan said. “What are we go­ing to do? Lock our­selves in the glyph and hope Car­rion goes away? He’s not go­ing to do that.”


  “I can get the glyph mov­ing,” Ma­lingo said, wip­ing the blood from his nose with the back of his hand.


  “Then do it!” said Mis­chief. “But be quick about it.”


  In fact, Car­rion wasn’t in any great hurry. He seemed to be­lieve—why would he not? —that he had them all trapped, and he could take his time to de­liver the killing blow. But Candy, who had been so close to the en­emy min­utes be­fore, could al­ready feel his prox­im­ity. The air in the glyph had a bit­ter tang to it.


  “He’s ten strides away,” Candy mur­mured.


  “Don’t worry,” Ma­lingo said. “We’re go­ing. Pull the Sea-Skip­per back in­side.”


  “Finnegan!” Candy said. “Will you get Deaux-Deaux down from there? ”


  Finnegan threw Candy a look of frus­tra­tion. He ob­vi­ously wanted to face Car­rion now, what­ever the dan­gers or con­se­quences.


  But he also re­al­ized that the weight of opin­ion was against him and put up no fur­ther protest. In­stead he reached out and grabbed Deaux-Deaux around the waist, say­ing:


  “An­other time, Skip­per! We’re leav­ing!”


  He’d no sooner spo­ken than a surge of en­ergy passed through the glyph, though it was by no means as smooth as it had been be­fore the crash. The en­gine sounded more gut­tural now, and the lu­mi­nes­cence that passed through the craft flick­ered like a lamp that was on the verge of fail­ing.


  Candy kept her eye on Car­rion. She knew he’d re­spond the mo­ment he saw Deaux-Deaux get pulled back into the glyph, and she was right. He in­stantly picked up his pace, yelling some­thing back to Letheo as he did so. The beast-boy be­gan to run, pro­duc­ing a long-bladed knife as he did so.


  Ma­lingo reached out and caught hold of Candy’s hand.


  “Help me do this!” he said. She put her arm around him. “We need to put our thoughts to­gether,” he said. “And get this thing fly­ing.”


  He leaned close to her, so as to speak to her more con­fi­den­tially.


  “He mud­dled all my thoughts up and now I can’t quite think straight.”


  “Don’t worry, I’m here with you.”


  He smiled at her. “I know.”


  “Let’s get this thing fly­ing. Ev­ery­body hold on”


  Again Candy glanced back at Car­rion. He was four, five strides from the glyph, mut­ter­ing some­thing as he came. A spell, was it? A few words to undo by magic a thing that had been made by magic?


  “Are you ready? ” Ma­lingo said to Candy.


  “As I’ll ever be.”


  “Rise,” Ma­lingo mur­mured.


  She saw the word in her mind’s eye.


  “Rise, “she said.


  Noth­ing hap­pened.


  “Why isn’t it mov­ing? ” Tria said. “Candy. Make it fly!”


  The Lord of Mid­night was al­most upon them, his hand ex­tended to­ward the craft as though he in­tended to sim­ply hold it in its place, while in his other hand he lifted his staff in prepa­ra­tion for strik­ing the glyph like an egg


  “We have to do this to­gether,” Ma­lingo said.


  “Yes,” she said. “One breath—”, They in­haled to­gether, and let the word out in the same breath.


  “RISE”


  This time the glyph obeyed, lift­ing into the air with sur­pris­ing smooth­ness de­spite its wounded con­di­tion. Car­rion struck it with his staff, but he was too late. The glyph was al­ready as­cend­ing. The trav­el­ers were given a jolt, but the glyph was un­fazed. It rose up be­yond Car­rion’s reach, crack­ing the branches as it cleared the trees.


  The moon was wait­ing for them. The bliz­zard had moved off north­ward, and the sky was wide and bright.


  “I can’t be­lieve it,” Candy said, her voice raw.


  “What, the moon? ” said John Mis­chief.


  “No. Be­ing alive. I’m alive! Thank you, thank you; thank you all:


  I’m alive! We’re all alive!”


   


  


  


  44. THE PRINCE AND THE BEAST-BOY

  



   


  CAR­RION RE­TURNED TO THE Dead Man’s House in a blind fury.


  “Letheo!” Car­rion yelled. “Come here! NOW!”


  Letheo had seen the Prince of Mid­night’s tem­per tantrums be­fore. They were un­pleas­ant in the ex­treme. But he couldn’t run away. For one thing, there was nowhere to run, and for an­other, he felt sick and weak. The sick­ness in his blood had taken a pow­er­ful hold on him now; and his only hope of a cure, how­ever tem­po­rary, was the medicine that Car­rion pos­sessed. With­out it, Letheo would be re­duced to a blood-hun­gry, rep­til­ian thing.


  He had no choice, there­fore, but to an­swer his Lord and mas­ter’s sum­mons. He found Car­rion climb­ing the stairs, trail­ing his great coat of can­dle­mas skins. His staff was smok­ing, giv­ing off an acrid stench that filled the hall­way. Sens­ing that his ser­vant boy had ap­peared at the bot­tom of the stairs, Car­rion glanced back over his shoul­der.


  “This is a con­spir­acy,” he growled. “How did they know she was here? Who told them? And who were they any­way, be­sides Finnegan. He bared his teeth as he spoke the man’s name. “Did you see him strik­ing poses? Al­ways the per­fect Prince. So hand­some, so brave. No doubt she thinks he’s flaw­less.”


  “You mean Candy? ”


  “Yes, Candy. Who else? ”


  Ex­hausted and trem­bling, Letheo leaned against the wall.


  “Just for­get her,” he said. “She’s noth­ing.”


  “Noth­ing? ”


  Car­rion slammed his staff on the stairs. The flames in all the lamps gut­tered, and for a mo­ment Letheo was afraid that they would all be ex­tin­guished and he’d be left with only his mas­ter’s night­mares for light. But the mo­ment passed. The flames bright­ened again.


  “Don’t be so stupid. That girl can be our un­do­ing. I see that now. The Hag was right. There’s some­thing pow­er­ful in the girl.”


  “What, Lord? ”


  “I don’t know what it is, and I don’t care to know. I just want her dead. I must have her dead, Letheo, be­fore I can sleep again. “


  “Yes, Prince.”


  “I know what you’re think­ing, beast-boy.”


  “Do you, Prince? ”


  “You’re think­ing she can some­how save you No


  “Shut up!” Car­rion said. “I saw the look in your eyes when you came back from the Twi­light Palace. You thought you’d seen your sal­va­tion. You’d heard the sto­ries about how she’d saved Wolf­swinkel’s lit­tle geshrat, and you thought maybe you’d be the next soul marked for lib­erty. But I have my eye on you, beast-boy.


  The change is upon you again, isn’t it? ” Re­luc­tantly, Letheo nod­ded.


  “Soon you’ll be a mon­ster, with a mon­ster’s ap­petites.”


  “Please, Lord, I don’t want this in me.”


  “No, I dare­say you don’t,” said Car­rion, slowly de­scend­ing the stairs. “You want this, in­stead.” He dug in the deep re­cesses of his robes and brought forth a vial of the medicine, called green thuaz, which would re­verse the in­evitable process of Letheo’s sick­ness.


  The youth’s breath quick­ened at the sight of it. The sickly sweat of need bloomed on his brow and cheek and chest. “Well, say it,”


  Car­rion in­structed him. “Tell me this is what you want.”


  “It is, Lord. You know it is.”


  “And what if I gave it to you, Letheo. What if your bes­tial­ity re­treated for a time? What would you dream of then, boy? ”


  “Of serv­ing you, Prince.”


  Car­rion de­scended the rest of the flight in two strides and struck the beast-boy on the shoul­der with his staff.


  “Liar!”


  Letheo slid down the wall.


  “Why does ev­ery­body he to me? Ev­ery­body turns their hearts away!


  Even that girl. I tried to show her some sights her nar­row lit­tle head could not have con­ceived of, but she fled from me. Fled! From! Me!”


  Again the staff came slam­ming down, this time an inch or two from Letheo’s nose. “You will not let her es­cape again, will you? ”


  “No, Prince,” said Letheo. “She is to be yours and yours alone.”


  His voice had be­come raw and ugly in the space of this brief ex­change. There was less and less of the dark-eyed boy left in Letheo’s scrawny face, and more of the mon­ster. “Now, Prince, may I have—”


  “This? ” Car­rion said, twist­ing off the tip of the vial of green thuaz with his thumb.


  “Please. Please.”


  “A drop, only,” Car­rion said. “Just enough to keep you ca­pa­ble of ra­tio­nal thought.”


  “But it hurts me.”


  “Well, you’ll have more when the Quack­en­bush girl is dead. Do you un­der­stand? ”


  “Yes, Lord. When the girl is—is dead …” Letheo’s voice was barely com­pre­hen­si­ble now.


  “Roll, boy.”


  Letheo obe­di­ently rolled onto his back.


  “Open wide.”


  Letheo put his hand to his mouth and opened it. Car­rion care­fully al­lowed a drop of the thick fluid to fall from the bot­tle onto the youth’s tongue. Letheo’s re­sponse was in­stan­ta­neous. He curled up into a lit­tle ball, gasp­ing, sob­bing.


  “Grat­i­tude, grat­i­tude,” Car­rion said.


  “Th … th … thank you. Lord.”


  “Bet­ter.”


  The spasm fi­nally passed, and Letheo lay still.


  “Now lis­ten to me, boy,” Car­rion said.


  Letheo made a soft, pained sound, which was al­most yes.


  “We Car­rions have a war­ship, called the Worm­wood. I have or­dered it to meet us at the coast. We will pur­sue Candy Quack­en­bush un­til we catch up with her. If she is given safe haven in any place, that place will be de­stroyed.” He reached down and caught a hand­ful of the boy’s hair, haul­ing him to his feet. “Now stop look­ing piti­ful, boy. This is go­ing to be amus­ing. We’re go­ing to take lives. Isn’t that what you came into my em­ploy to do? ”


  Letheo nod­ded, tears of agony and re­lief in equal mea­sure pour­ing down his face.


  “Good. Maybe I’ll even let you take the life of Candy Quack­en­bush her­self, if I am feel­ing gen­er­ous. Would you like that, Letheo? Well? WOULD YOU LIKE THAT? ”


  Again, that pained af­fir­ma­tion.


  “Then we un­der­stand each other. Go pack my books.”


  He pushed Letheo to­ward the door.


  “Oh, and boy”


  “Yes, Lord? ”


  “Never con­tem­plate be­trayal again. If you ever do—look at me, Letheo The boy turned at the door and stared with a strange de­fi­ance at his Lord.


  “If it ever passes through your head for a mo­ment to be­tray me—” Car­rion said, “that mo­ment will be your last.”


   


  


  


  45. A DE­CI­SION

  



   


  WITH CANDY AND MA­LINGO pi­lot­ing the glyph, the craft quickly moved away from the snow-blan­keted land­scape of Efreet and out over the Iz­abella. There was a glim­mer of the morn­ing in the east, but above the trav­el­ers’ heads the stars were still bright. For a lit­tle time no one said any­thing: each was lost in their own lit­tle sphere of med­i­ta­tion.


  At last Candy felt a pres­ence at her side and glanced around to see a hand­some but tired young man with dark skin, bright green eyes and bright red dread­locks stand­ing be­side her.


  “We weren’t prop­erly in­tro­duced,” he said, very qui­etly, so as not to dis­rupt the con­tem­pla­tions of their fel­low trav­el­ers. “I’m Finnegan Hob.”


  “It’s nice to meet you,” Candy said. “I’m Candy Quack­en­bush.”


  “Thank you for what you did back there,” Finnegan said. “You saved all our lives.”


  “You saved mine,” Candy replied. “Thankyou. “


  “What were you do­ing on the roof of the Dead Man’s House? ”


  “Try­ing to avoid be­ing killed by Christo­pher Car­rion.”


  Finnegan shook his head heav­ily, as though he was tired of the whole mon­strous, mur­der­ous world. “Did he tell you why he wanted to kill you? ”


  “He thinks I’m go­ing to up­set all his plans.”


  “Plans to do what? ” Finnegan asked.


  Candy thought hard, try­ing to re­mem­ber pre­cisely what Car­rion had said to her.


  “He told me he was go­ing to bring—what were the words? oh yes: the great dark. Ab­so­lute Mid­night. And he talked about sacbrood. They were go­ing to help him, he said. No moon. No stars.”


  “Sacbrood? ” said Finnegan. “They’re ex­tinct.”


  “I beg to dif­fer,” said Two-Toed Tom. “There were sacbrood nests found when Pixler dug the foun­da­tions for Com­mexo City.”


  “Re­ally. Did he kill them? ”


  “No. I heard he sold them to Car­rion. For his pri­vate zoo.”


  Finnegan shook his head. “Well, that was clever of him. Pixler likes profit. Doesn’t care where he makes it.”


  “But I don’t see how the sacbrood would help him put out the stars,” Finnegan said.


  “No,” said Mis­chief. “He’s crazy.”


  “You agree? ” Finnegan said to Candy. “Car­rion’s crazy? ”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure.”


  “What about the way he came af­ter you? ” said McBean. “That seemed like in­san­ity to me. You’re not even a real threat to him.”


  “Well, even if he thinks I am, I won’t be a threat for long,”


  Candy replied.


  “What do you mean? ”


  Candy gazed out over the ex­quis­ite patch­work laid be­low: light and dark, land­scape and sea. Af­ter a few sec­onds she said: “Be­cause I won’t be here.”


  Feel­ing the strange in­ten­sity of Finnegan’s stare, Candy looked back at him again. The light from the east had found its way into his eyes; their green had flecks of gold in it. For a mo­ment they held each other’s gazes. There was some­thing fa­mil­iar about him, she thought. About the green and gold. Was it pos­si­ble that some­how they’d met be­fore? Had she passed him on the street in Taz­magor, or in the Yebba Dim Day, and met his gaze, as she was meet­ing it now, if only for a mo­ment? She wanted to ask him, but she didn’t know how to say it with­out sound­ing strange.


  “Hey, watch the road, will you? ” said John Mis­chief, wav­ing his hand be­tween Candy and Finnegan as though to stir them from a trance.


  Blush­ing, Candy re­turned her at­ten­tions to pi­lot­ing.


  “So tell us,” John Moot said chat­tily. “Where have you been since last we met? ”


  “All over the place,” Candy told him. “Ba­bilo­nium, Sco­riae


  “What were you do­ing on Sco­riae? ”


  “It’s a long story,” Candy replied. “I’m go­ing to write it all down when I get home. I’ll find a way of send­ing you a copy.”


  “When you get home? ” said Ma­lingo. “What do you mean? ”


  “I’ve been do­ing some think­ing,” Candy said. “And I’ve de­cided to go back to the Here­after.”


  “In the name of Lordy Lou, why? ”


  “Be­cause wher­ever I go in the Abarat, things hap­pen that prob­a­bly shouldn’t. Peo­ple get crazy. Peo­ple get hurt. I think it would be … safer, I guess … if I just went home.”


  There was si­lence in the glyph for sev­eral sec­onds. Fi­nally Ma­lingo said: “You don’t mean that. You can’t.”


  “Yes, I do. I re­ally do. I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I’m not go­ing to change my mind, Ma­lingo, so please don’t try.”


  She heard a deep, sad sigh from Ma­lingo, and he slipped into the seat be­side her. “Of course you must do what­ever you think’s best,” he said softly. “It’s your life. But I’m go­ing to miss you so much.”


  “And I’m go­ing to miss you. But didn’t we both know I’d have to go back one day? I miss my fam­ily, Ma­lingo. Well … at least I miss my mom. And I’ve got a life back there, be­lieve it or not.”


  “Not like this life, surely,” said Two-Toed Tom.


  “No. Noth­ing like this life. I don’t have magic in me. Or if I do I don’t know that I do. No­body tries to kill me. I sup­pose you’d say it’s a very bor­ing life com­pared with this. But I can’t run away from it for­ever.”


  “Maybe you weren’t run­ning away” Finnegan said. “Maybe when you came here, you were run­ning to­ward some­thing. Have you thought of that? ”


  Candy shook her head wearily. “Maybe I was. I don’t know any­more.


  It’s too much. It’s all too much.”


  “Let me pi­lot for a while,” Ma­lingo said gen­tly. “You’re tired.”


  “Yes,” Candy said. “Thank you. I am tired.”


  “You have ev­ery right,” Ma­lingo replied. “The things you’ve done in the last eight weeks …”


  “You’d bet­ter take us back to the Lud Limbo” Cap­tain McBean said to Ma­lingo. “If the young lady feels that it’s time to go, we should honor her wishes.”


  Candy said noth­ing. She just stared out of the win­dow at the stars, re­mem­ber­ing her as­ton­ish­ment when she’d first dis­cov­ered that the con­stel­la­tions here were dif­fer­ent from those that hung over Min­ne­sota. I’m in an­other world, she’d thought, and her heart had been filled to brim­ming with all kinds of con­tra­dic­tory feel­ings: awe and fear, ex­cite­ment and be­wil­der­ment. But it was time to let it go. Time to go back to 34 Fol­low­ell Street and be an or­di­nary girl again (if that was pos­si­ble); to get up and go to school ev­ery week­day, and on the week­ends do her best to stay out of her fa­ther’s way.


  In truth, some part of her was a lit­tle afraid of be­ing here in the Abarat, afraid that stay­ing would be the death of her, sooner or later. And y e t … and yet … there were so many peo­ple here who’d be­come dear to her; it made her heart ache al­ready to think of be­ing parted from them.


  “You’re sad,” said John Mis­chief.


  Candy nod­ded. “I guess in my heart of hearts I don’t re­ally want to go,” she ad­mit­ted.


  “Then don’t,” said Finnegan. “If it hurts to leave, then stay.”


  “I think if I do that I’ll end up hurt­ing even more.”


  “But why? ” said Geneva. “You’ve made quite a name for your­self here. Back in the Here­after, what would you be? ”


  “Not much,” Candy ad­mit­ted.


  A star fell over­head, silently arc­ing across the pur­ple dark­ness.


  Candy watched as it hit the wa­ter, its bright­ness con­tin­u­ing to burn as it coursed its way into the depths.


  “So many won­der­ful things …” Candy said softly, “…so many new friends …” She drew a deep breath. “But if I stay, and any of you were to be hurt … or worse …I’d never for­give my­self.”


  There was no ar­gu­ing with this, of course, and no­body tried.


  Ex­cept for lit­tle Tria, who had not piped up un­til this mo­ment.


  “I just want to say that I think you were born to be here,” she said. “And I think if you were to stay you would some­how change the Abarat for­ever.”


  Candy an­swered in a near whis­per.


  “Maybe that’s a part of what I’m afraid of,” Candy said. “I think I should leave things the way they are, in­stead of get­ting mixed up in Abara­tian life.”


  “Too late,” said John Drowze with a fond smile.


  “In the end it’s your de­ci­sion,” said John Moot. “But for the record, we broth­ers are of the same opin­ion as young Tria. You should stay. If there are risks to take, we’ll all take them to­gether.”


  Candy was ut­terly be­wil­dered now, her thoughts in tur­moil.


  There was so much love for her here. But then, wasn’t that why she couldn’t risk stay­ing?


  Fi­nally she said: “My mind’s made up.”


  “In which di­rec­tion? ” said Mis­chief.


  “I need to go back.”


  “If that’s your de­ci­sion—” Geneva said, her tone sud­denly busi­nesslike.


  I t IS.


  “Then the least we can do is es­cort you to the shores of the Here­after.”


  “The Iz­abella doesn’t flow that far,” Two-Toed Tom said.


  “There’s a con­ju­ra­tion for the tide,” McBean said. “It opens the way be­tween the Abarat and the Here­after.”


  “We know that one.” Mis­chief grinned.


  “The mariners used it in the old days,” McBean went on, “when ships used to go over all the time. My grand­fa­ther taught it to me.”


  “You know some magic? ” Tom said. “You as­ton­ish me.”


  “Oh, you’d be sur­prised what I know,” McBean said with a chuckle.


  “How long will it take us to get there? ” Candy asked him.


  “Once we get to the Nonce and on board the Lud Limbo? Eight hours. Per­haps nine. As long as there are no storms to­ward dawn.”


  While he was talk­ing, Candy glanced in Finnegan’s di­rec­tion.


  He was still watch­ing her, frown­ing slightly, as though he was try­ing to solve some puz­zle. He smiled at her, and the smile made her heart ache more than ever, to think that some­where in his head he had an an­swer to the ques­tion that she had only be­gun to ask once she came into the Abarat, and would never solve, she knew, once she left. It was the hard­est puz­zle that any­body had to solve:


  Who am I?


   


  


  


  PART FOUR

  



   


  THE SEA COMES TO CHICK­EN­TOWN

  



  Do not blame the wind.


  It car­ries what­ever freight


  It is laden with, fair or foul.


  It brings gos­sip,


  It brings laugh­ter,


  It brings prayers


  And songs of love.


  It brings the chat­ter


  Of mad­men and chil­dren,


  Not know­ing one from the other.


  Do not blame the wind.

  



  by Za­osha­ran, poet of the Totemix


   


  


  


  46. DE­PAR­TURES

  



   


  THE GLYPH TRAV­EL­ERS REACHED the north­ern shores of the Nonce with only a short time to spare. The craft they’d con­jured to­gether un­der Ma­lingo’s tute­lage was be­gin­ning to de­te­ri­o­rate rapidly, and they had barely landed on the dunes close to the Lud Limbo’s an­chor­age when the craft shud­dered, its en­gine ceas­ing.


  They all got out of the ve­hi­cle and stood back to watch their mag­i­cal cre­ation un­knit it­self. It was a melan­choly spec­ta­cle: like watch­ing a bon­fire that had once blazed high and mighty re­duced to gut­ter­ing, and then dy­ing out al­to­gether. But they kept watch­ing, to the very end, out of a strange loy­alty to the thing they’d made. Only when the last of the once-bright motes had faded into the air did they leave the spot and head over the dunes and across the beach to the lit­tle row­ing boat that would carry them to the Lud Limbo.


  Candy was the last to get into the boat. She lin­gered on the shore for a minute or two, know­ing that once she for­sook Abara­tian earth she would not step onto it again. She took the mo­ment to re­mem­ber all the places she’d been in her trav­els: the Yebba Dim Day, the is­land of Nin­ny­ham­mer, Odom’s Spire and the won­ders of the Twenty-Fifth Hour; the cold ter­rors of Efreet and the wild Car­ni­val of Ba­bilo­nium; Sco­riae and the beauty of the Twi­light Palace; the Nonce and its end­less vi­sions and mys­ter­ies. In all she’d vis­ited twelve of the twenty-five is­lands; not a bad piece of voy­ag­ing for less than eight weeks of travel. But she knew she had only scratched the sur­face of what the Abarat might have shown her.


  There was so much that she hadn’t seen, even on the is­lands that she’d vis­ited. There were the ru­ined cities on the lower slopes of Mount Gali­gali, which she would have loved to have ex­plored; and the mir­a­cles of evo­lu­tion on the Nonce, which were glo­ries unto them­selves; not to men­tion the end­less pos­si­bil­i­ties that were con­cealed be­hind the mi­rages of the Twenty-Fifth Hour. And of course there were thir­teen is­lands that she had not even stepped upon, nor now ever would. Her heart was heavy at the thought. So many won­ders she was leav­ing un­wit­nessed.


  There was a gray rain cloud tak­ing shape over a patch of dense jun­gle not far from the beach, the con­di­tions for its for­ma­tion so per­fect that it swelled up even as Candy watched it, and then un­leashed a mon­soonal rain. The tree­tops swayed and churned like a great, green sea, and watch­ing it churn she was filled up with a great grat­i­tude for all that she had been given a chance to see.


  “Are you com­ing? ” said Finnegan.


  He had climbed back out of the boat and was stand­ing just be­hind her.


  “Yes,” she replied re­luc­tantly. “I just wanted to watch the storm a lit­tle longer.”


  “There are no storms in Min­ne­sota? ”


  “Oh yes,” she said. “There are enor­mous storms. But noth­ing quite like that. Look at it!”


  “You know, you could still change your mind,” Finnegan said.


  “We could go ad­ven­tur­ing to­gether. I’d keep you safe.”


  “I know you would. And thank you. But I’ve made up my mind.


  It’s funny; back home peo­ple used to say I never made up my mind about things. I guess I didn’t care one way or an­other about any­thing.


  But I think maybe I’ve changed. Be­ing here has changed me.


  I found …” She halted, search­ing for the right words. “… some­thing to care about.”


  The thought sud­denly caught her heart, and she felt tears ris­ing up in her.


  “We should go,” she said, do­ing her best to keep the tears from com­ing. “You folks have more im­por­tant things to do than wait around for me.”


  Finnegan nod­ded. “If you’re ready.”


  They waded out through the warm shal­lows, their feet mak­ing slow ex­plo­sions of sand in the pris­tine wa­ter. Tria and Geneva had taken the oars and McBean the tiller. The boat breasted the waves with lit­tle dif­fi­culty, and they were soon be­yond the surf and mov­ing swiftly across the calmer wa­ters that lay be­tween the break­ing waves and the spot where the Lud Limbo was an­chored.


  They were no more than a few yards from the red hull of the ves­sel when Tria stood up in the boat and pointed back to­ward the shore.


  “Look! Look!” she yelled, her voice shrill with ex­cite­ment.


  All eyes fol­lowed the line of Tria’s gaze. The cloud that had un­leashed the mon­soon had now thinned and had be­come a ris­ing spi­ral shape, through which the bright sun poured un­hin­dered. It wasn’t the sun that was draw­ing Tria’s at­ten­tion, how­ever: it was what that light fell upon. There, on a ridge on the shore­ward side of the for­est, a shape that was green and glis­ten­ing—as though just born out of the rain-drenched ground—was swelling and shift­ing.


  It was a hu­man form, no doubt of that. A woman, her dress lush and full and dec­o­rated with ei­ther dew­drops or jew­els.


  “Does any­body see what I see? ” Tom said.


  “A woman,” Candy replied.


  “Not just any woman,” John Mis­chief said. “That’s Elathuria.”


  “It is” Finnegan mur­mured. “By all the di­vini­ties of love, it is!


  Elathuria!”


  “But where’s Numa Child? ” said Ma­lingo.


  “Who? ” Candy wanted to know.


  “The soul who loved her. Who would fol­low her around the is­land, wait­ing for her to be—”


  “There!” said Candy, with a big smile ap­pear­ing on her face. “I see him!”


  And in­deed there he was, climb­ing up the ridge, with his pur­ple blue wings folded neatly against his broad back.


  “Numa Child,” Candy said, turn­ing the words over on her tongue to see how they sounded. “He’s re­ally an an­gel? I mean, from heaven? ”


  “Who knows? ” Finnc­gan said. “But there they are, united again.”


  “Again? ” said Candy, not know­ing the story.


  “It’s a sad tale,” Finnegan said. “And I think you’re sad enough.”


  “Maybe an­other time,” Ma­lingo said, then re­al­ized that there would not be an­other time and fell into gloomy si­lence.


  They all watched the scene play out on the now dis­tant shore, Elathuria and Numa Child re­united for a brief time. Then the rain clouds broke a sec­ond time, and a veil of wa­ter con­cealed the re­union from sight.


  Car­rion went down to Faith­less Har­bor on the south-west­ern penin­sula of Efreet to find that news of the Worm­wood’s im­mi­nent ar­rival had spread through the is­lands and that large num­bers of peo­ple had as­sem­bled there to wit­ness the ar­rival of the no­to­ri­ous war­ship.


  “What piti­ful lives they must lead,” he said to Letheo as he scanned the crowds—rich men and women warm in their car­riages, the la­bor­ing classes dressed in what­ever pro­tec­tion their mea­gre earn­ings would pro­vide (ratty old goatskins or ro­dent skins sewn to­gether; straw coats on some, rope coats on oth­ers, and ev­ery­one wear­ing wooden clogs).


  Car­rion had no wish to go among this stink­ing mul­ti­tude, even in some sort of guise that would pre­vent them from pe­ti­tion­ing him. So he found a place a lit­tle way above the har­bor, where he could sit and wait for the ar­rival of the Worm­wood.


  He didn’t have to wait long. Af­ter just a few mo­ments the sur­face of the sea — which had been placid up un­til now — be­came ag­i­tated, and fish be­gan to ap­pear in the waves: not the schools of melk and wretchen fish which would nor­mally have pop­u­lated these wa­ters, but crea­tures that usu­ally lived in deep sea trenches, called up from the dark­ness by some ur­gent sum­mons. They were bar­baric-look­ing crea­tures, some of them ar­mored and spiny, while oth­ers made sounds as they broke the sur­face, speak­ing in fishy tongues as they ca­vorted in the surf.


  And then out of the dark­ness came the sound of the ship that had sum­moned these scaly mul­ti­tudes: of ropes and boards creak­ing, and then—as the ves­sel came closer to land—the voice of the first mate as he called the wa­ter depths (six fath­oms! five fath­oms!) and the sound of the crew singing a haul­ing song as they la­bored to bring the Worm­wood into the har­bor. Fi­nally the ti­tanic form of the Worm­wood it­self ap­peared from the dark­ness. The ves­sel was so ter­ri­fy­ing a sight to some of those who’d as­sem­bled to wit­ness its ar­rival that they fled in con­fu­sion, of­fer­ing up pan­icked prayers of pro­tec­tion against its ap­pear­ance. They had rea­son for their ter­ror: it was in ev­ery way a hellish ves­sel. Smoke rose in col­umns of black and red from ports along its flanks and from its cen­tral tower. At the bow sat not one but two de­monic fig­ure­heads, one look­ing heav­en­ward, one into the depths of the Iz­abella. At the stern sat their broth­ers in grotes­querie, look­ing out to port and star­board. The smoke swirled around them, lend­ing them a ter­ri­ble live­li­ness, as though at any mo­ment they might un­root them­selves from the struc­ture of the ship and swim off to make some ter­ri­ble mis­chief.


  The Worm­wood had not one but two means of propul­sion. In the dark depths of its hold were slave gi­ants: crea­tures from the moun­tains of the Isle of the Black Egg, who would live out the rest of their long lives chained to their oars of the Worm­wood. But the greater power that pressed the Worm­wood for­ward was the wind; and the sails that cap­tured it were vast and pur­ple: the fi­nal proof, if any more were needed, that this was a ves­sel that traded in cru­elty and de­spair.


  It an­chored no more than a quar­ter mile from the shore. By the time Car­rion, fol­lowed by a limp­ing Letheo, had made his way down to the wa­ter’s edge, a mi­nor spell had cre­ated a path­way of solid wa­ter that al­lowed them to walk ca­su­ally to the ship, in the hull of which a door opened to re­ceive them. As they were about to en­ter, Lethco snatched hold of his mas­ter’s cloak.


  “She’s here,” he said. “Your grand­mother.”


  Car­rion’s pace au­to­mat­i­cally slowed. He scanned the im­pos­ing bulk of the ves­sel, search­ing for some sign of Mater Mot­ley.


  He’d no sooner spo­ken than a fig­ure did emerge from the dark­ness of the ship, ac­com­pa­nied by two mem­bers of the crew. It wasn’t Car­rion’s grand­mother, how­ever. It was a wiz­ard Car­rion knew of by rep­u­ta­tion: one Kas­par Wolf­swinkel. A ridicu­lous lit­tle man, he was dressed in a suit of bright yel­low, which could not have con­tra­dicted Car­rion’s mood more pro­foundly. The wiz­ard was all smiles, how­ever: “Wel­come! Wel­come! Wel­come!” He beamed.


  “Wolf­swinkel? ”


  “You re­mem­bered me,” Wolf­swinkel gushed. “How kind! How very kind! I had no rea­son to imag­ine you might know who I was, but still I hoped—”


  “What are you do­ing on the Worm­wood? ”


  “Your grand­mother in­vited me to come aboard,” Wolf­swinkel said.


  “So she is here.”


  “Oh yes, she’s here,” Wolf­swinkel went on. “And she in­sists you at­tend on her at your ear­li­est con­ve­nience.”


  “I’m sure she does,” Car­rion said sharply.


  They were by now in the dark bow­els of the ship. From some­place nearby, one of the gi­ants was weep­ing in his chains, the sound re­ver­ber­at­ing in the boards of the ship. It made Car­rion smile.


  “May I show you to your quar­ters, my Lord? ” Wolf­swinkel of­fered.


  “I’ll find my own way,” Car­rion replied abruptly. “Take Letheo and get him some­thing to cat.”


  “I was in­structed to at­tend upon you, my Lord, not on this boy. “


  “And I’m or­der­ing you to make my ser­vant com­fort­able, wiz­ard.


  Feed him and get him some fresh clothes. Those are my or­ders,”


  “As you wish!’Wolf­swinkel said, do­ing his best to put a po­lite face on his ill tem­per. “But if you should need any­thing, Prince, please call for me. I am at your beck and call.”


  He pro­ceeded to bow, deeply and flam­boy­antly. But Car­rion had al­ready gone off to ex­plore the ship. He had very sel­dom had oc­ca­sion to travel in the Worm­wood, and he had for­got­ten what a mas­ter­piece it was. The ship­wright had been a man called Dyther Selt; and he had given his life, lit­er­ally, for the cre­ation of the Worm­wood, the task­ing of con­ceiv­ing, de­sign­ing and build­ing the great war­ship so over­whelm­ing that it had fa­tally ex­hausted him.


  His death was not the end of his pres­ence on the Worm­wood, how­ever.


  Some­times, Car­rion had heard, sailors claimed they saw Selt’s ghost on the deck close to where he had fallen, star­ing up at the wind-fat­tened sails.


  “Wel­come aboard,” said a voice from the shad­ows. The :- night­mares in which his head swam grew sud­denly ag­i­tated.


  “Grand­mother …” Car­rion said.


  The old woman stepped into view.


  “Alone? ” Car­rion asked.


  “No, no. I brought my sewing cir­cle with me, so not a mo­ment would be lost: we’ll con­tinue to make an army of stitch­lin’s while we hunt the girl.”


  “I could have hap­pily done it with­out you.”


  “Hap­pily? You? When was the last time you did any­thing hap­pily?


  Car­rion raised an eye­brow. “Did you come here to con­tra­dict ev­ery­thing I say, or is there some other rea­son? ”


  “Oh, there’s an­other rea­son.”


  “And what is that? ”


  “I don’t trust you.”


  “Ah.”


  “You’re too used to do­ing things your own way. Well, of course you are. You’re a man. You think you’re near as dammit per­fect.”


  “What’s your point? ” Car­rion said, his lip curl­ing.


  “We can’t af­ford to let this girl live.”


  “It wasn’t my in­ten­tion


  “Don’t em­bar­rass your­self with a lie,” Mater Mot­ley said. “You don’t know what you would have done if she’d truly been at your mercy.”


  “What are you sug­gest­ing? ”


  “That you might have let her slip, for sen­ti­ment’s sake.”


  “I’m not stupid!” Car­rion snapped. “And I’m cer­tainly not sen­ti­men­tal.


  So you go home, Grand­mother. Let me do my work. You do yours.”


  “I think not. I’m go­ing to stay. Sew. Watch.”


  “Then I’m dis­em­bark­ing,” Car­rion said. “If you won’t trust me, then you can go to hell!” He turned his back on the old woman, fu­ri­ous.


  Mater Mot­ley sud­denly reached for­ward and snatched hold of Car­rion’s robes. “Don’t you dare speak in that tone to me!” she raged.


  “I’ve al­ways pro­tected you! And now all you do is show me dis­re­spect! I won’t have it, Car­rion! Do you hear me? ”


  “And I will not be watched like an erring child, Grand­mother.


  Do you hear me? ” As he spoke he slowly raised his hand and dis­en­gaged the old woman’s fin­gers from the haunted fab­ric of his robes.


  “I’ve seen enough of what the girl can do to want her out of our way, be­lieve me.”


  “Then why did you let her slip in Efreet? ”


  “I was … dis­tracted,” Car­rion said ir­ri­ta­bly. “It won’t hap­pen again. I’ve made up my mind to kill Candy Quack­en­bush and she will die if I have to chase her be­yond the end of the sea. She will die.


  What do you want as proof? Her head? I’ll bring you her head if that’s what you want.”


  “No, thank you,” Mater Mot­ley said as though the very thought of such a gift nau­se­ated her be­yond words. Then: “Just the eyes.”


  “They are un­alike. You know that? Dif­fer­ent col­ors.”


  “Of course. They speak of her na­ture.”


  “If I bring you her eyes, you’ll leave me in peace? ”


  “Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll re­tire into the hold with my women and we’ll sew. I’ll leave you in the hands of Ad­mi­ral Bloat and the wiz­ard Wolf­swinkel. If you should need me, I’ll be close by. If not, I’ll be in­vis­i­ble to you. How’s that? Good enough? ”


  Car­rion con­tem­plated the com­pro­mise for a mo­ment, then nod­ded. “By the way,” he said. “Why did you free that damnable wiz­ard? ”


  “He knows the girl. She got into his house and lib­er­ated his slave. I thought he might be use­ful. He’s cer­tainly de­voted to her down­fall. Use him as you wish. Prom­ise him power if it helps. Then I’ll put him out of his mis­ery when the girl is dead.”


  “Do we know where she is? ”


  “She’s on board a ship called the Lud Limbo, last seen leav­ing the Nonce.”


  “In whose com­pany? ”


  “The usual sus­pects. The geshrat slave she freed from Wolf­swinkel, Ma­lingo. The rev­o­lu­tion­ary Geneva Peachtree, who was in­volved in sev­eral acts of ag­gres­sion against the in­sti­tu­tions of the Grand Coun­cil of the Is­lands. A com­rade of hers called Two-Toed Tom and an­other called Cap­tain McBean. Oh, and a young girl who would have made a fine mem­ber of my sis­ter­hood had she not sided with these fools. The Peachtree woman found her. Her name’s Tria. Then of course there’s Mis­chief and his broth­ers.”


  “And Hob. You’re for­get­ting Hob.”


  “No, I wasn’t for­get­ting. I would never make that er­ror. He’s the one to watch, if it gets per­sonal. He’d die for the girl. He doesn’t know why, of course—”


  “Well, we’ll put that to the test,” Car­rion said, al­low­ing him­self a lit­tle smile. “Maybe he won’t feel so brave when I have him in my night­mares.”


  “Maybe,” said Mater Mot­ley. “But I’d pre­fer not to fathom his de­vo­tion. Bet­ter just slaugh­ter them all and be done with it.”


  “Fi­nally, Grand­mother,” Car­rion said. “We agree on some­thing.”


  The winds were good and the cur­rents fa­vor­able; the war­ship, for all its size, quickly picked up speed as it wove be­tween the is­lands.


  Ad­mi­ral Bloat, who was an un­pleas­ant-look­ing man in a con­stant dull fury about that fact, pre­dicted that they would catch up with the es­capees in a mat­ter of an hour or so. “We’ll sim­ply ram them, if you like,” Bloat said to Car­rion. “That’ll sink them quick enough.


  Then when they’re go­ing un­der, we’ll pour a dozen buck­ets of goat’s blood into the wa­ter. That al­ways starts a feed­ing frenzy.


  They’ll be eaten alive in two min­utes.”


  “You speak from ex­pe­ri­ence? ”


  “You don’t be­come an ad­mi­ral in the Gor­gos­sian Navy by be­ing a great lover of peace and jus­tice, Lord,” Bloat replied.


  “No, I sup­pose not.”


  “Shall we have the goats slaugh­tered? ”


  “Yes. Why not? ” Car­rion said, faintly re­volted by the Ad­mi­ral’s flushed en­thu­si­asm for the com­ing cru­el­ties. “Let’s get this over and done with.”


  “The world will be a bet­ter place, Lord, with these felons dead.”


  “Will it in­deed? ” Car­rion said, turn­ing away from Bloat and los­ing his thoughts in dis­tance. “Will it in­deed? ”


   


  


  


  47. SOME­THING IN THE WIND

  



   


  CHICK­EN­TOWN WAS IN A strange mood that day. It had wo­ken af­ter a night of dis­turbed dreams: peo­ple up at two in the morn­ing, three in the morn­ing, sit­ting in their kitchens tak­ing com­fort from a bowl of ice cream or in their dens watch­ing some old movie, but in fact not re­ally tast­ing the ice cream, nor see­ing the movie, be­cause their thoughts were in other places en­tirely.


  Ru­mors had been spread­ing through town, whis­pers and warn­ings that Chick­en­town was in the most ter­ri­ble dan­ger.


  No­body, ex­cept the stone deaf, had been un­touched by this talk.


  School­child­ren had passed the ru­mors back and forth as they played; dog walk­ers had chat­ted lightly about it when they stopped to let their charges say hello to one an­other’s bot­toms; pa­tients sit­ting in den­tists’ wait­ing rooms had turned the con­ver­sa­tion to some­thing worse than the sub­ject of the drill, just for com­fort’s sake.


  In the aisles of su­per­mar­kets, on the cor­ners of streets, in the chicken fac­tory, where there had been a record-break­ing slaugh­ter the pre­vi­ous day, even in the less friendly parts of town, where folks lin­gered sus­pi­ciously in door­ways and there wasn’t a lot of ca­sual chat, peo­ple talked to­day; talked in ways they had per­haps never talked in their lives, nor ever would again. Talked of things they’d dreamed in re­cent nights, things that over­shad­owed ev­ery hope of to­mor­row, or the day af­ter to­mor­row. Things that made them think that per­haps they should put off what­ever they were go­ing to do with the rest of the day—how­ever press­ing it had once seemed to be—and leave town for a lit­tle while.


  And the more the whis­pers were re­peated, the more plau­si­ble they be­gan to sound. Folks be­gan to make plans. It was time to stop wor­ry­ing about what the neigh­bors might say (let them seek their own sal­va­tion) and sim­ply pack a small suit­case, gather up the fam­ily and pets and carry them off to some safe place.


  To Higher Ground.


  So the ex­o­dus from Chick­en­town be­gan. And the more peo­ple packed up and left, the more their neigh­bors took courage and did the same. Very soon Main Street was clogged for al­most a mile, and a lot of folks, see­ing that there was dif­fi­culty mak­ing progress up the street, had aban­doned their cars and were pro­ceed­ing on foot. Ev­ery­body was head­ing in more or less the same di­rec­tion. There was, af­ter all, only one piece of higher ground in the vicin­ity of the town, and that was the ridge that lay to the east of Chick­en­town, com­monly called the Rise. It was prob­a­bly no more than two hun­dred and fifty feet higher than street level, but ob­vi­ously peo­ple’s sus­pi­cious selves were telling them that this was a sig­nif­i­cant dis­tance, be­cause there were plenty of Chick­en­town­ers mak­ing the climb.


  A few, it should be said, had been there for quite some time: about two dozen had made a lit­tle camp on the top of the Rise, set­ting up a ring of tents with a bon­fire in its midst. It was a sim­ple ar­range­ment, but it seemed to serve its pur­pose; it be­came a fo­cus for ev­ery­one who was think­ing of do­ing the same thing. Come up the hill, the cir­cle of tents and the smoky fire seemed to say: come up the Rise onto Higher Ground.


  And as the day went on, more and more peo­ple came, for­sak­ing their of­fices and their stores, their cus­tomers, their bosses and their homes.


  “It’s work­ing,” said Henry Murkitt as he and Dia­manda wove through the town, as­sess­ing the ef­fect of their cam­paign of whis­pers.


  The seeds of doubt that they had metic­u­lously sown had come to fruition.


  “What’s go­ing on in the Abarat? ” Henry asked the in­can­ta­trix.


  “Oh, do shush, ” Dia­manda said ir­ri­ta­bly. “I al­most had a glimpse of Candy then, but it slipped away. She’s on a ship, I can see that much.” .


  “Alone? ”


  “No, no. She’s got peo­ple with her. But none of them look too happy—”


  Henry sighed. “I have a very bad feel­ing about all of this.”


  “You’re not the only one,” Dia­manda re­marked. “We’re at the very … edge of things, Henry. Noth­ing’s cer­tain af­ter this.” She caught hold of his hand. “Ex­cept love.”


  “Are you afraid? ” he said.


  “For us? No. But for these peo­ple—these poor, con­fused peo­ple who don’t be­lieve that their lives have the least mean­ing—yes, I’m afraid for them.”


  “Afraid they’re go­ing to die? ”


  “Worse than that. Afraid the end will come and they’ll be in ter­ror, be­cause they won’t be­lieve they have a heaven to go to.”


  “Maybe they’re right,” Henry said bluntly. “I mean, this is a cruel world. And I doubt the Abarat’s much bet­ter. What is there to be­lieve in, when you come down to it? ”


  Dia­manda slipped her hand out of Murkitt’s hand and turned to face him.


  “Henry Murkitt,” she said. “Lis­ten to your­self, you damn fool!


  Any­body can shrug and say life is just some ac­ci­dent of mud and light­ning. But Henry, it isn’t. And I mean to show you, in the time we have to­gether—whether it’s an hour or a day or what­ever it is I mean to show you that you just have to open your heart and look you hear me, look!—and you’ll see ev­ery minute a hun­dred rea­sons to be­lieve.”


  “Oh, will you? ” Henry said, ir­ri­tated by Dia­manda’s tone. “And where will I find these hun­dred rea­sons? ”


  “Ev­ery­where!” Dia­manda said. “Don’t you see we’re born into a pat­tern so huge and so beau­ti­ful and so full of mean­ing we can only hope to un­der­stand a tiny part of it in the sev­enty or eighty years we live with breath in our bod­ies? But one day, it will all come clear. And on that day I’d like to be stand­ing right be­side you and say­ing—”


  They spoke the rest to­gether:


  “I told you so!”


  And then they laughed, so loudly that for a mo­ment those liv­ing souls who were within earshot of them looked around, puz­zled, as though they had heard the laugh­ter plainly enough but could nei­ther see its source nor imag­ine what any­body would think was funny on this day of fear and whis­pers and unan­swered prayers.


  There had been no talk of leav­ing town at the Quack­en­bush house.


  Not since the ar­gu­ment over the meat loaf about the fam­ily re­lo­cat­ing to Col­orado. To­day, in fact, the house was un­usu­ally quiet.


  The tele­vi­sion was on, but muted; Bill was sit­ting in front of it star­ing with a vague ex­pres­sion of be­muse­ment at the bas­ket­ball.


  Melissa was in the bath­room ob­ses­sively clean­ing it, a rit­ual she al­ways per­formed when some­thing was trou­bling her. She felt strange; re­moved from ev­ery­thing, as though she hadn’t com­pletely wo­ken up from the dream con­ver­sa­tion she’d had with Candy. She’d heard none of the whis­pers about Higher Ground that were all over town: she was too busy lis­ten­ing for her daugh­ter’s voice, and get­ting the bath­room clean. The boys were at Howie Gage’s house, two blocks away, play­ing war games. Bill had let them go sev­eral hours ago. But now, with­out warn­ing, Melissa ap­peared at the door and an­nounced that she was go­ing to go and pick them up.


  “Why, for God’s sake? ” Bill said.


  “I just think we should all be to­gether as a fam­ily right now.”


  “Leave ‘em to play their shoot-‘em-ups,” Bill growled. “There’s no harm go­ing to come to them.”


  “We don’t know that,” Melissa said, snap­ping off her yel­low rub­ber gloves.


  “What are you talk­ing about now? ” Bill said, with the mar­tyred air of a man who thought his wife was prob­a­bly crazy, and that it wasn’t fair that he be left with the bur­den of her lu­nacy.


  “Never mind, Bill. I’m just go­ing to go over there and bring them back.”


  “Melissa—”


  She dis­missed any fur­ther de­bate with a shake of her head. Bill shrugged.


  “What­ever …” he mut­tered, turn­ing up the sound of the tele­vi­sion.


  Melissa didn’t at­tempt to ex­press her fears to him. She was just glad, for once, that he was play­ing the couch potato. She didn’t have to worry about where he was. He was a hard man to love, but love him she did, and she wanted no hurt or harm to come to him.


  She picked up the car keys from the kitchen ta­ble and went out the back door, down the side of the house to the street. As she came out of the shadow of the house and into the sun, two things hap­pened at more or less the same mo­ment: a gust of wind came from the di­rec­tion of the street, and Karen Porta­cio, who lived next door, called to her. She didn’t an­swer at first; her thoughts were on the wind and the smell it had brought to her nos­trils. But Karen was talk­ing at her in­sis­tently and plainly wanted a re­ply.


  “I’m sorry, what did you say? ” Melissa asked her.


  “If you’re think­ing of driv­ing some­where, don’t bother,” Karen replied. “I just tried to get out onto Lau­rel Street, and it’s im­pos­si­ble.


  I think there must have been an ac­ci­dent some­where, and ev­ery­thing’s backed up.”


  “Oh, thanks,” Melissa said. “I was go­ing to pick up the kids. I guess I’ll just walk.”


  With that she pock­eted the car keys and headed off down the street in the di­rec­tion of the Gage house. Af­ter a few strides, Karen called af­ter her: “Any news about Candy? ”


  As soon as Karen spoke Candy’s name, Melissa re­al­ized what the smell was on the wind.


  “The sea …” she said to her­self.


  “What did you say? ”


  But Melissa was al­ready hur­ry­ing off down the street—run­ning now, not walk­ing—de­ter­mined to have her boys back with her be­fore it was too late, and her fears came true.


   


  


  


  48. STIR­RING THE WA­TERS

  



  I HAD AL­WAYS SEEMED to Candy when she was younger that when she was go­ing on a trip the get­ting there took for­ever, while the com­ing back only seemed to take half the time. Now, of course, she was no longer a child, and the place she was leav­ing wasn’t some sum­mer camp or a theme park where she’d spent a happy, thought­less day. She was leav­ing her par­adise, her won­der­land, and the sense of loss she felt was tear­ing at her heart. She couldn’t re­mem­ber ever hav­ing a feel­ing like this be­fore. No, that wasn’t true. There had been one other time. Five years ago her ca­nary, Monty, whom she’d raised from an egg and hand-fed till he was old enough to feed him­self, had got­ten sick and died sud­denly.


  She’d found him ly­ing on the bot­tom of the cage, cold and stiff. She had not gone im­me­di­ately to tell her mom, want­ing to spend a quiet mo­ment say­ing good-bye to him be­fore the whole fam­ily came in. She laid him against her cheek and told him she loved him; told him to wait for her be­cause one day she would come to the place where he had gone, and they would start an­other life to­gether, which death would never in­ter­rupt. The feel­ings she’d had, talk­ing to him but know­ing he didn’t hear her, rub­bing the back of his head but know­ing he didn’t know that she was do­ing it: the ter­ri­ble twist­ing ache in her chest as she said her good-byes to him, had been a hint of what she was feel­ing now.


  The trou­ble was, you never keep mem­o­ries clear in your head for very long. Just as her mem­o­ries of Monty had dimmed as years passed, so, she knew, would her mem­o­ries of the Abarat.


  What did she have to keep them fresh? The pho­to­graph she and Ma­lingo had taken in Taz­magor? A copy of Klepp’s Al­me­nak? It wasn’t much. As soon as she got home, she de­cided, the first thing she would do was write down ev­ery­thing she re­mem­bered—ev­ery last de­tail about the con­ver­sa­tions she’d had and the things she’d seen and the food she’d eaten


  “What are you think­ing about? ” said John Mis­chief.


  “Writ­ing my mem­oirs,” Candy replied.


  “You’re a bit young to be do­ing that, aren’t you? ” said John Moot.


  “Well, this is a spe­cial sit­u­a­tion,” Candy replied. “I feel as though …” She stopped, be­cause she could feel tears ris­ing up in her again.


  “Go on,” said John Slop. “You feel as though … “


  “If I don’t re­mem­ber all this now then maybe I’ll lose it.”


  “You won’t lose it,” John Fil­let said.


  “Are you sure? ” Candy said. “My aunt Jes­sica got this dis­ease ^called Alzheimer’s. And bit by bit she for­got ev­ery­thing in her life.


  We had to put signs up all over her house, so she’d be re­minded to do even sim­ple things. Lock­ing the doors, turn­ing lights off. Then she started to for­get the names of her friends, and then her own Fam­ily. It was hor­ri­ble. For her, for ev­ery­body. Sup­pose the same thing hap­pened to me, only all the things I for­got were all the things about Abarat? ”


  “But this is dif­fer­ent, Candy. This is a two-way street.”


  “I don’t un­der­stand.”


  “It’s not just a ques­tion of you re­mem­ber­ing Abarat. Abarat is also go­ing to re­mem­ber you.”


  Now the tears did fill Candy’s eyes. “It will? ” she said.


  “Oh yes,” said Mis­chief. “Tell her, broth­ers.”


  “Yes!” the John broth­ers all said in cho­rus. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”


  The happy mo­ment was in­ter­rupted an in­stant later by a yell from Finnegan, who had climbed the mast of the Lud Limbo to the crow’s nest to get a bet­ter look at what lay ahead. It was not the vista that lay in front of the ves­sel that was mak­ing him raise the alarm, how­ever. It was a sight that was com­ing up from be­hind.


  “Ves­sel to stern!” he yelled down from the nest. “Ves­sel to stern!”


  Ev­ery­body on board fol­lowed Finnegan’s in­struc­tions and looked back. A patch of sickly yel­low fog had formed on the sur­face of the Iz­abella, and as they watched the fog churned and di­vided like a great cur­tain and a ves­sel, fully ten times the size of the Lud Limbo, came into view. It was mon­strous: in size, yes, but in de­tail too. There were cast-iron icons of mythic beasts ev­ery­where over its hull; the sails looked as though they’d been sewn to­gether from shrouds, some still bear­ing the stains of death, while from the bow­els of the ves­sel came the moans of ter­ri­ble suf­fer­ing.


  “It’s Car­rion’s ship!” Two-Toed Tom yelled.


  “The Worm­wood]” Cap­tain McBean hollered. “Lords and ladies save our souls, we are be­ing pur­sued by the Worm­wood.” He sounded al­most dis­be­liev­ing, as though his mind couldn’t en­tirely ac­cept what his eyes were show­ing him: that this, the most no­to­ri­ous war­ship that had ever sailed the Iz­abella, was right there be­hind them. “The Worm­wood]” he kept say­ing. “The Worm­wood] The Worm­wood]” as though by some para­dox­i­cal magic the call­ing of the beast’s name would un­make it.


  But still it came. And the closer the two ships got to each other, the more the crew of the Lud Limbo re­al­ized their jeop­ardy. The Worm­wood wasn’t just a fear­some ves­sel, it housed a ter­ri­fy­ing crew.


  Stitch­lings of ev­ery hor­ren­dous shape hung from the rig­ging and the rail­ings and skit­tered on the deck of the ves­sel. Some had been sewn to­gether in par­o­dies of name­able an­i­mals: a mon­strous spi­der, for in­stance, made of brightly col­ored patch­work; an­other beast that ap­peared to be dis­tantly re­lated to a pack of wild dogs, snap­ping and growl­ing as though ra­bid (which per­haps they were). In the rig­ging were stitch­ling birds that looked like a lu­natic ver­sion of the ptero­dactyl. They hopped on the cross­beams, shriek­ing and snap­ping at one an­other.


  Candy had spot­ted an ab­surdly over­dressed fig­ure, his cheeks rouged and his bald head tat­tooed, parad­ing on the poop deck.


  “Who is that? ” she asked.


  “That’s Ad­mi­ral H. H. Bloat,” said Cap­tain McBean.” One of the vilest men ever to set sail on the Iz­abella.”


  “And be­side him …” said Tria, her voice barely louder than a whis­per. “That’s him, isn’t it? ”


  It was Candy who replied. “Yes, that’s him,” she said. “That’s Christo­pher Car­rion.”


  Tria had seen him be­fore, of course, on Efrect; but he was no longer the omi­nous fig­ure in furs hung with mum­mi­fied heads.


  Now he wore mag­nif­i­cent dec­o­rated robes in black and gold and scar­let.


  “Look away …” said a voice at Candy’s side. It was Mis­chief.


  “Please. Look away.”


  “He can’t hurt me here,” Candy replied.


  “Don’t be so sure.”


  Even as Mis­chief spoke, Car­rion made a hook of the fin­ger of his left hand and beck­oned to Candy. Again she heard John Mis­chief at her side. But she re­fused to be in­tim­i­dated by Car­rion’s the­atrics.


  She just kept look­ing at him.


  “Lady …” Mis­chief said again.


  “I’m not go­ing to be fright­ened just be­cause he’s star­ing at me.”


  John Moot said, “It’s not Car­rion we’re wor­ried about.”


  “What then? ”


  “It’s the wave.”


  “What wave? ”


  “If you’d just unglue your eyes from the Prince of Dark­ness for a minute, you’d see,” said John Ser­pent.


  With more dif­fi­culty than she’d an­tic­i­pated, Candy took her gaze off Car­rion. There was no miss­ing what the Johns were talk­ing about. In the half minute or so that Candy had been meet­ing Car­rion’s stare, a great swell of wa­ter had ap­peared from be­neath the Worm­wood, lift­ing her up on its foamy back.


  “We’re in trou­ble,” Cap­tain McBean said grimly.


  The wave was grow­ing in size and speed by the mo­ment.


  Clearly it would soon pos­sess stag­ger­ing power, not only to carry the mon­strous ves­sel for­ward, but to de­stroy any­thing that lay in the wave’s path.


  “I didn’t re­al­ize Car­rion had el­e­men­tal pow­ers,” John Mis­chief yelled as he watched the Iz­abella be­come more and more fren­zied.


  “I don’t think it’s him,” said Finnegan, cling­ing to the rig­ging of the Lud Limbo with one hand and watch­ing the war­ship through a tele­scope, which he held in the other. “It’s his grand­mother! Mater Mot­ley.”


  He had no sooner ut­tered the witch’s name than there was a surge of blis­ter­ing en­ergy that rose up out of the bow­els of the Worm­wood, and the woman who had un­leashed the Iz­abella rose into view. Her stick-thin arms were raised, and her gray hair swirled around her head.


  As she ap­peared, ev­ery­body on board the Lud Limbo heard her voice, and for ev­ery per­son it was as though she were speak­ing to them and them alone. Her mes­sage was grim and sim­ple:


  The Lud Limbo is about to sink. When it goes down, you will all drown.


  Make jour peace with death. And be quick about it.


  As she fin­ished her speech, the boil­ing body of wa­ter be­neath the war­ship sud­denly rose up like a tower of wa­ter.


  “DROWN THEM!” the old woman yelled.


   


  


  


  49. INTO THE HERE­AFTER

  



   


  ALAS THE WAVE BE­NEATH Car­rion’s ship con­tin­ued to grow, the power that was cre­at­ing it sum­moned up from the depths great mul­ti­tudes of fish, many of which were not de­signed ever to meet the light. Some blew up like bal­loons as soon as they sur­faced, then ex­ploded. Oth­ers, con­versely, met the light in a state of writhing plea­sure, as though they were in ec­stasy to have them­selves fi­nally re­vealed in ev­ery re­pug­nant de­tail. And re­pug­nant they were, many of them, their flesh bloated and gray-green, their eyes ghastly lanterns; their mouths gap­ing and lined with nee­dle barbs. Some were so far from be­ing rec­og­niz­able crea­tures that they lacked eyes and mouths but were just writhing shreds of life, roil­ing in the tu­mult like the skins of damned souls.


  And all this was just in the froth of that fren­zied sea. Be­neath the bub­bling surf was a mas­sive body of dark, glis­ten­ing wa­ter, which lifted the im­mense bulk of the Worm­wood. First the stern, then the shud­der­ing mass of the ship it­self, which threw its shadow down on the Lud Limbo.


  “We’re in trou­ble!” Geneva yelled. “Look at all those stitch­lings!”


  A ter­ri­fy­ing num­ber of the crea­tures had is­sued from the bow­els of the war­ship and were now climb­ing up into the rig­ging or lin­ing the decks in some rag­tag ap­prox­i­ma­tion of a mil­i­tary as­sem­bly.


  “There’s a cou­ple of bat­tal­ions of those damnable things,”


  Tom said.


  “We’ve cer­tainly got a fight on our hands,” said Finnegan.


  “We’re all go­ing to die. That’s the truth of it,” said John Slop. “If we’re not drowned first, of course.”


  “Whose clever idea was it to head back to the Here­after any­way? ”


  John Ser­pent said, cast­ing an ac­cus­ing glance at Candy.


  “Be­lay that kind of talk!” said the Cap­tain. “Or I’ll throw the of­fender over­board!”


  The other broth­ers all whis­pered hush in John Ser­pent’s di­rec­tion.


  They weren’t go­ing to suf­fer just be­cause he couldn’t keep his mouth shut.


  “We all knew the risks of com­ing on this jour­ney,” Finnegan pointed out. “So let’s just get on with it, shall we? We should pre­pare for hand-to-hand com­bat. Who has weapons? ”


  There was a show of arms. It wasn’t a very en­cour­ag­ing sight.


  Mis­chief had a short-blade knife, as did Tom. McBean had two an­ti­quated pis­tols and a rusty sword; Tria (sur­pris­ingly) had two thin, finely pol­ished knives; Finnegan had what looked like a ma­chete.


  The rest had only their bare hands and their will.


  Be­fore Finnegan could com­ment on this mea­gre show of de­fenses, McBean yelled:


  “Brace your­selves!”


  Two sec­onds later, the Lud Limbo was struck from be­hind by the force of the wa­ters Mater Mot­ley’s magic had stirred up. Ev­ery­body was thrown for­ward, and for a few per­ilous mo­ments it seemed the lit­tle ves­sel might very well be swamped. Finnegan was pitched out of the crow’s nest and would have hit the deck if he hadn’t caught hold of the rig­ging on the way down and clung there. The Lud Limbo rolled and reeled, its boards com­plain­ing at the pun­ish­ment it was tak­ing. But McBean had cap­tained ships in some of the worst tem­pests the Sea of Iz­abella had ever stirred up. He knew how to turn the power of this surge of wa­ters to their ad­van­tage.


  “Hold on for your lives!” he yelled, and swung the wheel around.


  The Lud Limbo veered star­board. Foam-headed waves broke over the deck, and the ves­sel shook from bow to stern. But the ma­neu­ver worked. McBean had brought the boat into the path of a very fast-mov­ing cur­rent. And it car­ried the ves­sel away.


  “Clever,” said Car­rion.


  He was stand­ing in the bow of the Worm­wood, his hands be­hind his back but spread wide, grip­ping his winged-toad staff. The dis­tance be­tween the Worm­wood and the boat con­tain­ing his prey was get­ting big­ger by the mo­ment, but he wasn’t con­cerned. The Worm­wood had im­mense speed: a crew of gi­ants in the hold, work­ing their oars, and on deck Mater Mot­ley and her witch-women seam­stresses, whose power over the el­e­ments al­lowed them to bend the Iz­abella to their will. His grand­mother and her ter­ri­fy­ing en­tourage could raise tem­pests and wa­ter spouts; they could call up out of the deeps the ghosts of men drowned over the mil­len­nia: fish­er­men, pi­rates, ad­mi­rals and cabin boys. And of course the mon­strous crea­tures that made meals of the dead could also be raised up: species that made vile schools which had ap­peared so far like in­con­se­quen­tial things. The gi­ant black-backed scor­pion crabs that could cut a man in half with their claws; the tiny scalpel fish, who had been known to per­form en­tire surg­eries on drown­ing men, op­er­a­tions so im­mac­u­late that their bod­ies had been re­trieved and stud­ied by the doc­tors in Com­mexo City; fur­nace fish, which by some un­known means kept fires stoked in their five stom­achs, where they cooked their catch be­fore de­vour­ing it in the nor­mal way through a sixth stom­ach.


  But the pres­ence of all these crea­tures caused prob­lems. The fren­zied wa­ters were be­com­ing so thick with roused life that the progress of the Worm­wood was be­ing slowed.


  “Grand­mother!” Car­rion yelled.


  Mater Mot­ley failed to heed his sum­mons. He yelled again, and still she ig­nored him. His fury ris­ing, he sought out Ad­mi­ral Bloat and found him at the rail­ing, with two mid­ship­men pro­vid­ing primed pis­tols for him, fir­ing down into the surf at crea­tures that were seething there.


  “Ad­mi­ral, what in hell’s name are you do­ing? ”


  “Prac­tic­ing my marks­man­ship,” Bloat replied. “See that vi­cious thing with the blue stripes? I took it out with one shot!”


  “We have more press­ing mat­ters than your marks­man­ship, Ad­mi­ral.”


  “Such as? ”


  Car­rion caught hold of Bloat’s fat arm and snatched the pis­tol from his hand, toss­ing it over­board. “The Lud Limbo, Bloat!” he said.


  “Our en­e­mies are get­ting away!”


  “Then un­hand me, sir,” the Ad­mi­ral said with a tone of an­noy­ance.


  “I will not act to ap­pre­hend the Lud Limbo un­til I am treated with the ap­pro­pri­ate re­spect.”


  Car­rion re­leased the man as though he was some­thing faintly gan­grenous and let Bloat step away from him. The Ad­mi­ral took out his tele­scope and as­sessed the po­si­tion of the Lud Limbo, and then, with a great deal of bow­ing and scrap­ing, he ap­proached Mater Mot­ley. There was a brief ex­change, which Car­rion didn’t at­tend to. Some­thing else had caught his at­ten­tion. There was a sub­tle shift­ing in the mists that cov­ered the di­vide be­tween the Abarat and the Here­after. He could see, for the first time, glimpses of that other world: tall grasses, sway­ing and shim­mer­ing in the heat; and be­yond the grass, the roofs of dwellings, and a steeple.


  “Chick­en­town …”he mur­mured.


  “Chick­en­town!” said Candy.


  “What? ” said Mis­chief.


  “Where? ” said Moot. ,


  “There!” she said, point­ing to the sight. “You see it? ”


  “I see it,” said Ma­lingo.


  “That’s my home­town.”


  “We came upon it quickly!” said Geneva.


  “Look be­hind you, girl,” said John Ser­pent to Candy, not with­out a lit­tle ma­li­cious­ness. “The Abarat’s go­ing to be out of sight very soon. And you won’t be see­ing it again.”


  It was true, Candy re­al­ized. Her fi­nal glimpse of the Abarat was im­mi­nent. Brac­ing her­self, she looked over her shoul­der. The Outer Is­lands had all but dis­ap­peared from sight—they were just amor­phous forms in the mist—but she could still smell the flower sweet­ened air that came across the wa­ter from places she would now never see, with names she would now never learn.


  She drew a deep sigh, her heart brim­ming with feel­ings for this farewell. Of re­gret, that she hadn’t seen more places, of sad­ness that she hadn’t met more peo­ple. And of bit­ter­sweet grat­i­tude that at least she had lived to see as much as she had seen…


  … the stone head of theYebba Dim Day, filled to ca­pac­ity with all man­ner of refugees, snatched from the waves …


  … the beauty of Odom’s Spire, which had been so haunted by vi­sions of the past and the fu­ture she had never quite de­cided what was real and what wasn’t …


  … Nin­ny­ham­mer, where the night set­tled in the trees and tar­rie-cats pierced the shad­ows with their all-see­ing eyes …


  … Ba­bilo­nium, brim­ming with vi­sions of the freak­ish and fan­tas­tic and the din of happy souls …


  … Sco­riae, where the evening star was al­ways ris­ing and Bi­larki’s sad songs wove be­tween the misty trees …


  … and al­ways, when the sound of sad songs and happy souls was stilled, the wind had been there to bring her the mu­sic of the sea: the all-em­brac­ing God­dess Iz­abella, the un­fath­omed sea, mother of death and mys­tery. It was the Iz­abella that had first found her, and it was the Iz­abella that was de­liv­er­ing her home. She reached over the side of the boat and put her fin­gers in the wa­ter; then she lifted them to her lips. “Thank you,” she mur­mured.


  Then—only with the great­est dif­fi­culty—she took her eyes off the place she’d been and redi­rected her gaze to­ward the place they were go­ing, to­ward the Here­after, to­ward home.


  “Hang on” McBean hollered.


  The waves were break­ing against the solid world that lay ahead, and their back­wash struck the Lud Limbo, lift­ing the ves­sel up.


  Candy grabbed hold of the rail­ing to keep her­self from fall­ing.


  As she did so, she heard a noise be­hind her. A kind of chanted mu­sic was com­ing out of the Worm­wood, its source, to judge by its shrill­ness, the women of Mater ^Mot­ley’s sewing cir­cle. The sound they made was com­plex and strangely dis­tress­ing. It made her stom­ach churn. It made the Iz­abella churn too. As the rhythm of the chant quick­ened, the sea be­came more fren­zied, surg­ing even higher be­neath the Worm­wood as though it were a wa­tery moun­tain that was be­ing sum­moned in a great spi­ral mo­tion from the depths. As be­low, so above. The same chant that raised the wa­ters brought down a spi­ral­ing cloud of slate and light­ning, which took as its fo­cus the main mast of the Worm­wood. Now ev­ery­thing was in mo­tion, ex­cept the great war­ship it­self, which by some tremen­dous force of its own au­da­cious will held steady while the sea and sky de­scribed vast, im­pla­ca­ble mo­tions around it.


  “A storm? ” Melissa Quack­en­bush said to her­self. She let the dirty plate she was wash­ing slip back into the gray wa­ter in the sink.


  Ricky came in, still sour-faced from hav­ing been brought back from the Gages’ house, and took a con­tainer of or­ange juice out of the re­frig­er­a­tor. She glanced around at him.


  “Take that scowl off your face right now,” Melissa said. Ricky chugged the juice. “And for the thou­sandth time, don’t drink out of the con­tainer!”


  “Dad does!”


  “Well, you’re not your—”


  She didn’t fin­ish the sen­tence. Two light­ning strikes came in quick suc­ces­sion, bright against the dark­en­ing sky, fol­lowed by a loud crack of thun­der. She slowly stepped away from the sink, star­ing down at it as she did so. The plates were rat­tling against one an­other, and the dirty dish­wa­ter was rip­pling.


  “What’s go­ing on? ” Ricky said.


  “I don’t know, honey. I think you should get away from the win­dows.”


  There was an­other flash of light­ning that looked like a crack in the sky. The thun­der came im­me­di­ately af­ter, and it was so loud it shook the clock from the kitchen wall.


  “Stay in­side,” she said to Ricky, and then de­fy­ing her own edict, she stepped out into the back­yard, her stom­ach con­vuls­ing.


  She could feel the ground re­ver­ber­at­ing be­neath her feet. Could this be an earth­quake? They’d never had one be­fore, to her knowl­edge.


  But the re­ver­ber­a­tions were get­ting stronger. Some old fence tim­bers propped against the side of the house fell over. There was a crash from some­where up­stairs as a vase or a can of de­odor­ant danced off a shelf and hit the floor.


  “Oh, my God …” she said.


  Her eyes had caught sight of some­thing glit­ter­ing in the dis­tance, at the very edge of town. No, be­yond the edge of town. It seemed to roll as it came, turn­ing its sil­ver back to the empty blue sky, like a wave.


  Like a wave.


  “I don’t be­lieve it,” she mur­mured.


  Like an enor­mous wave.


  “This isn’t hap­pen­ing.”


  She backed away, to­ward the house. The re­ver­ber­a­tions were set­ting off car alarms all along the street.


  “Bill? ” she yelled. “BILL!”


  As she came into the kitchen, Bill came from the other di­rec­tion and tossed an empty beer can into the trash.


  “What’s all that noise? ” he said.


  Melissa pointed to­ward the win­dow. For once she didn’t need to ex­plain any­thing to him. He saw.


  “That’s a damn wave,” he said.


  “Yes, Bill, that’s ex­actly what it is.”


  “Where’d it come from? ”


  “Never mind that now. We’ve got to do some­thing.”


  “This is the end of the world,” Bill said, his voice a mono­tone.


  “No, it isn’t. It’s just a flood, Bill. A dam broke or


  “There ain’t no dams around here.”


  “What­ever it is, it’s com­ing this way.”


  “Then we’ll drive.”


  “We can’t drive. The traf­fic’s backed up—”


  Peo­ple have been leav­ing, she sud­denly thought; I’ve been wan­der­ing around in a fog, and all the time peo­ple have been leav­ing.


  “It’s too late,” Bill said, still star­ing at the wave. “We’re all gonna die.”


  “No, Bill. We have to go up—”


  “Into the at­tic? ”


  “Onto the roof! Can we get out onto the roof? ”


  “I guess so. Through the at­tic win­dow. I mean, I don’t know how safe it is.”


  The win­dows were all rat­tling now; cups were com­ing off their hooks; things fall­ing out of the fridge, which Ricky had left open.


  Eggs smash­ing, milk spilling and spread­ing its own lit­tle flood.


  Melissa stared at the open fridge. “Food!” she said. “We have to take some food up with us, in case we’re stuck up there for a long time!”


  “Maybe I should get some med­i­cal stuff too,” Ricky sug­gested.


  “Yes! I’ll get that stuff, you get the wa­ter. Don, get in here


  “There’s a wave—”


  “We know,” said Ricky.


  “I’m get­ting a gun,” said Bill.


  “Just hurry!” said Melissa.


  Ev­ery­body scat­tered. Melissa went up­stairs to the bed­room to get the med­i­cal sup­plies and then went into the bed­room to pick up some warm blan­kets. The pic­tures on the wall be­side the bed were all rat­tling. Her eyes went to them for a mo­ment. There was one of the boys, and one of Candy in Flor­ida, with Grandpa and Grandma.


  Candy was smil­ing, but not with her eyes. In her eyes there was a strange sad­ness. Melissa had looked at the pic­ture hun­dreds, prob­a­bly thou­sands of times, but she’d never seen that sad­ness be­fore.


  She had no time to study it. Unglu­ing her gaze, she re­turned to the busi­ness of find­ing blan­kets, glanc­ing up just once to see that line of sil­ver creep­ing closer, ever closer At one thirty-eight in the af­ter­noon, the first wave from the Sea of Iz­abella en­tered the streets of, Chick­en­town.


  It swept through the streets like a great cleans­ing river. It up­rooted trees and picked up cars like toys. It wasn’t strong enough to level brick houses, but it took off their roofs and it blew in the win­dows and smashed in the doors, en­ter­ing with­out in­vi­ta­tion to wash away the re­mains of the lives that had been lived there. It sluiced the ce­real off the kitchen ta­ble and the tooth­paste ooz­ing from the tube on the bath­room sink. It over­turned the un­made beds and pitched the tele­vi­sion against the wall. It emp­tied the clos­ets and the cab­i­nets and the gold­fish bowl.


  Street by street the wa­ters of the Iz­abella took over the town, mov­ing be­tween the houses as though it were solv­ing a puz­zle, turn­ing, turn­ing, turn­ing and com­ing to meet it­self as it rounded an­other cor­ner The noise of this del­uge was ter­ri­fy­ing. The great roar of wa­ter sounded the bass note, of course, but on top of it were a hun­dred other noises of de­struc­tion. Glass smash­ing, chim­neys col­laps­ing, doors splin­ter­ing, car alarms whoop­ing And in the midst of this chaos of ad­vanc­ing wa­ters, and the dam­age they were do­ing, there were peo­ple. Not all that many, in fact. The cam­paign of whis­per­ings that Dia­manda and Henry had un­der­taken had paid off. Most of Chick­en­town’s in­hab­i­tants were watch­ing the in­un­da­tion from higher ground. But there were still plenty who had not heard the call and were caught up in the flood.


  Some, like the Quack­en­bush fam­ily, had de­cided that the roof would be the safest place to be, and had re­treated there. Some had hur­riedly cre­ated makeshift rafts of this and that (crates, the kids’ in­flat­able swim­ming pool) and a few ac­tu­ally had boats in their garages, which they climbed aboard as the wave ap­proached.


  There would be plenty of tales to tell, for those who sur­vived this day of days! Sto­ries of last-minute es­capes, of peo­ple go­ing back into their houses for some sen­ti­men­tal keep­sake only to find there were fishes swim­ming in their liv­ing rooms; of folks who’d been car­ried away in their old mo­bile homes and de­posited miles away.


  But there would also be many sad, sto­ries to tell. Lives lost in a mo­ment of fool­ish­ness or in­de­ci­sion; peo­ple swept away by the foamy cur­rent as they made a dash to their cars, or caught by a surge of white wa­ter as they clung to the eaves of their houses.


  And then there were those events that were nei­ther happy nor sad, but in­stead could be filed only un­der the cat­e­gory of strange.


  The great­est of these events hap­pened at one thirty-one, just seven min­utes be­fore the wa­ters of the Iz­abella be­gan their in­va­sion of the Here­after. An anony­mous in­di­vid­ual (in fact, Henry Murkitt) mas­ter­minded the mass lib­er­a­tion of the chicken coops. The re­sult was not, un­for­tu­nately, a mass ex­o­dus to free­dom and health. The an­i­mals had lived in a world of false dawns and ex­cre­ment all their lives. When lib­erty came, they had no idea what to do with it. But at least they didn’t drown locked up in their coops. In fact, their semi-stu­pe­fied state was the sav­ing of many of them. When the wa­ter came, they let it carry them away and were swept out of cap­tiv­ity for­ever. It made for a mem­o­rable sight. Thou­sands and thou­sands of chick­ens, borne up by the mag­i­cal wa­ter, star­ing va­cantly at a sky that they had not known ex­isted un­til now.


  As for the Lud Limbo, it was car­ried into the midst of this mael­strom by the sheer gov­ern­ing force of the sea. The jour­ney—which had been per­ilous enough so far—be­came more treach­er­ous still once the boat started to en­counter the trashed re­mains of Chick­en­town.


  All kinds of flot­sam and jet­sam ca­reered around in the tur­bu­lent wa­ters: street signs, bi­cy­cles, chairs, ta­bles, sinks and fenc­ing, the pul­pit of St. Stephen’s on Fuller Street, a truck­load of pig car­casses, store signs, shrubs and on and on and on.


  Ev­ery time some­thing large struck the boat’s hull, the Lud Limbo shud­dered and rolled. “We just have to ride this out!” McB­can yelled as the in­creas­ingly filthy scum spilled over the gun­wales and onto the Lud Limbo’s deck.


  Cling­ing to the rail­ing so that she wasn’t thrown out if the boat sud­denly pitched, Candy made her way, hand over hand, to the bow.


  Be­fore her lay a panorama of dis­as­ter: the roofs and up­per sto­ries of build­ings emerg­ing from churn­ing gray wa­ters lit­tered with garbage. Tears blurred her sight. This had been her world un­til eight weeks ago: and there wasn’t a street or store she hadn’t known.


  Now, in a mat­ter of a few min­utes, the wa­ters of the Iz­abella had washed it all away. Her mind al­most re­fused the truth of it.


  “This can’t be hap­pen­ing,” she said. “This can’t be hap­pen­ing. “


  It was Finnegan who came to her and put his arms around her to steady her. She looked up into his face. There was such a depth of hurt in his eyes—a sad­ness so in­con­solable—that her own pain sud­denly seemed some­thing she could bear. The ship pitched and rolled while they held onto each other.


  “My fam­ily’s out there some­where,” Candy said. “And this is all my fault.”


  He shook his head. “No,” he said. “You didn’t do this, they did. “


  He pointed back to­ward the war­ship that was still fol­low­ing the Lud Limbo. A veil of fog, green and gray, was spread­ing from the Worm­wood to port and star­board, as though to cloak it. “Mater Mot­ley brought all this about,” Finnegan said. “She raised the wave.


  You didn’t.”


  “Yes, but if I hadn’t wanted to come back here, they wouldn’t have fol­lowed.”


  “You’ll make your­self crazy think­ing like that,” Finnegan said.


  “You might just as eas­ily say it’s all be­cause you were at the light­house that day and you met Mis­chief. You might as well say it hap­pened be­cause you were born. But then you would never have come to the Abarat, and I wouldn’t have met you.”


  “No …”


  “We wouldn’t be here now.”


  “No, we wouldn’t.”


  “So who’s to say what’s for the best? We do what we do and we take the con­se­quences. You just have to know this is not your fault?


  He sounded so cer­tain of what he was say­ing that Candy could put no ar­gu­ment up against it. At least not now. Per­haps there’d be an­other time, an­other place, where she could think of what he’d said and agree or not agree. Right now her thoughts went back to


  Fol­low­ell Street.


  “I just hope my fam­ily all got away,” she said.


  “Do you have any idea where your house is from here? ”


  Candy turned back and sur­veyed the des­o­late scene. “Well … that’s the clock tower of the old school­house, which is close to where I used to live.” She pointed to a dis­tant tower, emerg­ing from the wa­ter. “Do you see it? ”


  “I see it.” Finnegan yelled up to McBean, who was in the wheel­house. “Cap­tain? Do you see that tower in the dis­tance, with the clock? ”


  McBean con­firmed that he did.


  “We need to get to it.”


  “It’s go­ing to be dif­fi­cult in these con­di­tions,” McBean replied.


  “All this de­bris in the wa­ter. We’re go­ing to get hit by some­thing big sooner or later. Have you seen what’s float­ing out there? ”


  “Candy needs to find her fam­ily, McBean!” Finnegan yelled.


  “Are you go­ing to help, or shall I take the wheel? ”


  “All right, all right, don’t get your un­der­wear knot­ted up! I’ll do what I can. But if we sink


  “We won’t blame you,” Finnegan said. “And while you’re in such a happy mood, why don’t you toss down your tele­scope? ”


  “One of these days—” McBean growled, point­ing a threat­en­ing fin­ger at Finnegan.


  “Yes, yes! You’ll teach me a les­son in cour­tesy, right? Just give me the spy­glass, McBean. You can punch my nose to­mor­row.”


  McBean gave his tele­scope to Tom, who duly brought it down to Candy. “Or I’ll punch yours!” Finnegan added with a grin.


  Candy put it to her eye, fo­cused it and be­gan a sys­tem­atic scan­ning of the wa­ter. It was a dread­ful sight—the sur­face was so densely lit­tered with the rem­nants of peo­ple’s lives that it looked al­most as though you could walk on it. Ev­ery now and again some­thing would ap­pear among the wreck­age so per­sonal—a lit­tle bi­cy­cle with train­ing wheels, a bed float­ing by with the pil­lows still in place, an empty ken­nel—that Candy had to work hard to keep from cry­ing. But the thing she’d feared see­ing the most—the bod­ies of peo­ple who’d drowned—were few and far be­tween. Very oc­ca­sion­ally she’d catch a glimpse of some­thing grim pro­trud­ing from the foul wa­ters that made her quickly look away, but there was very lit­tle to ap­pal her.


  “So few dead,” she said to Tom.


  “I think they were warned,” Tom replied, and he pointed to the hill off to the port side. There were peo­ple up there, Candy saw.


  Not just a few, but hun­dreds, per­haps thou­sands. She could see smoke ris­ing from fires and a sprawl­ing col­lec­tion of tents.


  “They were warned,” Candy said, feel­ing the first real surge of hope she’d dared feel since this catas­tro­phe had started to un­fold.


  “Maybe your fam­ily is up there,” Finnegan said, nod­ding to­ward the city of tents.


  “I hope so,” Candy replied. “But …”


  “You don’t be­lieve it? ”


  “My dad never did any­thing any­body told him to in his whole life. In fact, the more peo­ple said he should do some­thing


  “—the less likely he was to do it,” said Tom.


  “Yep.”


  “My other half’s just the same,” said Tom, fondly pat­ting the pocket where he kept a dog-eared pho­to­graph of his fam­ily.


  “So you think we should search the wa­ter, not the hill? ” said Finnegan.


  “Keep search­ing till they catch up with us—” said Tria, who had joined them at the rail­ing. She turned to look back at the Worm­wood.


  “Where’s the ship gone? ” she said.


  The Worm­wood had dis­ap­peared from sight again, to­tally ob­scured by an eighty-foot-high wall of mist that had spread to con­ceal the war­ship, and a good deal of the Iz­abella too.


  “I guess they’re go­ing to choose their mo­ment,” said Tom. The mist cloud was still grow­ing, creep­ing over the lit­tered wa­ters to­ward the Lud Limbo. It was im­pos­si­ble to guess how far be­hind that wall the war­ship was hid­ing: two hun­dred yards; a hun­dred yards; ten.


  “We’ll be ready for them,” Finnegan said. “When­ever they choose to come, we’ll be ready.”


   


  


  


  50. FA­THER AND DAUGH­TER

  



  “CAN SEE MY MOM and dad!” Candy yelled up at McBean. “And my broth­ers! They’re alive!”


  The Cap­tain scanned the scene ahead of the Lud Limbo, try­ing to fix his gaze upon the Quack­en­bush res­i­dence. But it was hard to do, when there were so many half-sub­merged build­ings in the vicin­ity, sev­eral with small groups of sur­vivors hud­dled around the chim­ney or squat­ting along the eaves like enor­mous bedrag­gled birds. Nor was the panorama clear. Sev­eral build­ings had para­dox­i­cally caught fire when the del­uge had de­scended, thanks to an elec­tri­cal fault or a gas leak, and were now burn­ing fiercely, the smoke they gave off mud­dy­ing the scene ahead and mak­ing iden­ti­fi­ca­tion of the Quack­en­bush fam­ily harder still.


  “Which ones are they? ” McBean called down to Candy.


  “You can’t miss them,” Candy said, point­ing. “My mom and dad are the two yelling at each other.”


  Noth­ing, it seemed, had changed very much: her mother and fa­ther were in­deed hav­ing a shout­ing match, their voices so loud and full of rage it was a won­der they weren’t au­di­ble in the Abarat.


  Candy’s mom was stand­ing on the roof with Don, while her dad stood un­easily in a small row­boat (which was not painted red) with Ricky and sev­eral other pas­sen­gers. Bill was clearly at­tempt­ing to get his other son down into the boat, but Melissa wasn’t al­low­ing him to go. The more en­raged Candy’s fa­ther be­came, the more he rocked the boat, threat­en­ing to pitch the five other oc­cu­pants of the lit­tle ves­sel into the churn­ing wa­ters. The pres­ence of hu­man food in the boat had at­tracted some in­ter­ested fish; pop-eyed and stick snouted, they cir­cled the trem­bling ves­sel like a flock of starv­ing vam­pires out­side a blood bank. Their pres­ence was not lost on the peo­ple in the boat. One of them—a young man who worked in the garage where Candy’s dad took his truck when it broke down—was star­ing into the wa­ter, his panic ris­ing.


  “There are things down there!” he said. “Oh, God in Heaven, there arc huge fishes! Sharks! There are sharks! There are sharks down there!”


  The re­sponse from the rest of the pas­sen­gers in the boat was much as might have been pre­dicted: a cho­rus of shrieks, howls and prayers.


  “We’ve got to be quick!” Candy hollered to McBean. “There’s man­ti­zacs


  “—in the wa­ter!”


  McBean prompted.


  “Yeah, I see them!”


  “Tell your fa­ther to get ev­ery­body out of the boat!” Geneva called up to Candy. “Or some­body’s go­ing to get hurt.”


  “He won’t lis­ten to me,” Candy said.


  “Well, maybe he’ll lis­ten to us!” John Mis­chief said.


  He took up a po­si­tion in the mid­dle of the bow, and from there he and his broth­ers pro­ceeded to ha­rangue the pas­sen­gers in a mul­ti­plic­ity of voices.


  Ter­ri­fied though they by the cir­cling fishes, the spec­ta­cle of this lit­tle man lean­ing over the rail­ing and or­der­ing them to get off the boat be­fore they were eaten alive cer­tainly claimed their at­ten­tion. Bill’s de­mands were drowned out com­pletely by the noise of the Johns, and he gave up in frus­tra­tion.


  He’d no sooner done so than one of the largest man­ti­zacs Candy had ever seen ap­peared from the wa­ter close to the boat in which her dad was stand­ing and as­sessed the smor­gas­bord on board. The hu­man meal stared back at the fish with hor­ror.


  “Look at that damn thing!” yelled one of the sur­vivors.


  “Dad!” Ricky yelled. “Shoot it!”


  Candy threw a pan­icked look at Finnegan, who cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled: “Don’t do that!”


  Bill looked up at the man who had just ad­dressed him and an ex­pres­sion of con­tempt came onto his face.


  “You giv­ing me or­ders? ” he yelled back at Finnegan.


  “Dad, it’s me! It’s Candy. He’s right. Don’t shoot it!”


  It wasn’t her fa­ther who heard and an­swered her, how­ever; it was her mother.


  “Honey! You’re alive!”


  “Get them out of the boat, Mom. Quickly! The fish’ll eat any boat that’s not red!”


  “What’d she say? ” Bill yelled. “Who the hell cares what color it is? Fish are color-blind!”


  At which point three man­ti­zacs dis­proved the con­tention by tak­ing size­able bites out of the of­fend­ing boat. Foun­tains of wa­ter sprang up in­stantly, and the lit­tle ves­sel pro­ceeded to sink. There was a cho­rus of pan­icked cries from all on board, si­lenced by Melissa, who yelled:


  “Shut up and get back on this roof! Ricky, you first!”


  Ricky didn’t need a sec­ond in­struc­tion. Ev­ery ounce his fa­ther’s son, he el­bowed Miss Hol­loway, the old woman who lived on the cor­ner of Fol­low­ell Street, squarely in the stom­ach to pre­vent her from get­ting out first and leaped up onto the roof and into his mother’s arms. Curs­ing the boy in very un-Chris­tian lan­guage, Miss


  Hol­loway clam­bered af­ter him, fol­lowed by the other oc­cu­pants of the sink­ing boat. Only Bill Quack­en­bush re­mained on board, still at­tempt­ing to prove his marks­man­ship. He lev­elled his gun at one of the man­ti­zacs that was chew­ing up the boat, and fired. At such a range he scarcely could have missed. The crea­ture’s brutish head erupted in a cloud of blood and fish flesh. Bill whooped with glee, and he fired a sec­ond and third time.


  “Is that your papa in that boat? ” McBean said to Candy.


  Candy nod­ded.


  “You have my con­do­lences,” the Cap­tain said.


  “You think he’s go­ing to drown? ”


  “No, I just think he’s a damn fool,” the Cap­tain replied. Then, af­ter re­assess­ing the sit­u­a­tion, he said: “Ac­tu­ally, I think he is go­ing to drown if he doesn’t get out of that boat dou­ble-quick!”


  He’d no sooner spo­ken than the wa­ter started to slop over the sides of the lit­tle boat in which Bill Quack­en­bush stood. Candy watched the ex­pres­sion on his face change from de­light to fear.


  Sud­denly, for all his beer belly and his fierce ex­pres­sion, he looked like a lit­tle lost boy. That’s who he re­ally is, Candy thought. He wasn’t the beer-slurred man sit­ting in front of the tele­vi­sion; he was this for­lorn fig­ure stand­ing in the chaos he’d made of his life, fright­ened and alone. All the anger she’d felt to­ward him over the years sud­denly fell away. In its place there was a kind of dull sad­ness.


  She looked at the peo­ple on the roof, who were much closer to her dad than she was, and to her hor­ror she re­al­ized that none of them were in­tend­ing to try and res­cue him. Ev­ery­body, even Candy’s mom, was just star­ing in hor­ror at the scene in front of them: Bill Quack­en­bush stand­ing there in the sink­ing boat, the body of the man­ti­zac he’d shot turn­ing its pale belly up in the wa­ter; the other fish de­vour­ing it from all sides, churn­ing up the waves in the frenzy.


  “We have to get closer to him!” Candy told McBean.


  “I’ll do my best!” the Cap­tain yelled back, and steered the Lud Limbo through the crazed wa­ters to­ward the lit­tle boat.


  “Dad!” Candy called to him. “Get ready to jump!”


  Her fa­ther’s sit­u­a­tion was get­ting worse by the sec­ond. The boat was dis­ap­pear­ing fast, while the fish, big and small, were be­com­ing steadily more am­bi­tious, even throw­ing them­selves into the lit­tle ves­sel in or­der to at­tack him.


  With great care the Cap­tain nudged the Lud Limbo close enough that Bill could risk a jump. But for some rea­son he re­fused to move.


  “Jump, Dad, jump!” Candy yelled.


  But ei­ther out of ter­ror or stub­born pride, Bill stayed in the lit­tle ves­sel.


  “I’m go­ing to get him,” Candy told Finnegan.


  “There’s got to be some other way,” Finnegan said.


  But Candy had al­ready made up her mind. She clam­bered over the rail­ing of the Lud Limbo, and with­out fur­ther word she launched her­self into the air be­tween the two boats. For a mo­ment it seemed the cur­rent would carry the lit­tle boat out of reach and Candy would fall short, drop­ping into the fish-fren­zied wa­ters. But luck was on her side. A sud­den surge caught the boat and brought it back in her di­rec­tion. She landed, sprawl­ing, in the small ves­sel. Fish flopped and jumped all around her.


  “Well, aren’t you just the lit­tle hero? ” said Bill Quack­en­bush to her.


  “Hero­ine,” Candy replied.


  “What? ”


  “Never mind.”


  “You gonna try and force me to jump too? ” he said. “‘Cause I’m not gonna.”


  “Don’t be dumb, Dad.”


  “Don’t call me dumb!”


  “You don’t want to be eaten alive any more than I do.”


  “Maybe I should just jump and leave you here? ” Bill said. “Af­ter all, you’re re­spon­si­ble for all this, aren’t you? Well? Aren’t you.


  Candy’s gaze slipped past her fa­ther to­ward the Worm­wood. Her eyes grew wide with amaze­ment.


  “What are you lookin’ at? ” Bill Quack­en­bush said. Get­ting no re­ply, he looked over his shoul­der, fol­low­ing the line of his daugh­ter’s gaze.


  A stair­case, which seemed to be made of dust and dark­ness, had ap­peared and was grow­ing and so­lid­i­fy­ing even as Candy and her fa­ther watched. And de­scend­ing it, his arms spread in wel­come to the girl in the sink­ing ves­sel be­low, was the Lord of Mid­night.


   


  


  


  51. INTO THE WORM­WOOD

  



   


  BE­HIND HER, CANDY HEARD her dad ut­ter a string of curse words, fu­eled by the ter­ror he felt at the sight of Christo­pher Car­rion.


  “You’re the fa­ther, I pre­sume? ” said Car­rion as he ap­proached, the stairs still be­ing forged in the air ahead of him.


  “Just leave him out of this!” Candy shouted.


  “Why? ” said Car­rion. “Is he an in­no­cent man? Some­how I doubt that. I think he’s cruel and vi­cious. Would that be about right, Quack­en­bush? ”


  “Go to hell.”


  “Why don’t you get down on your knees to me, Quack­en­bush? ”


  “I don’t get on my knees to no­body.”


  “Do you not? ” Car­rion raised his hand slowly.


  “Don’t look at him, Dad!” Candy yelled.


  But Bill had never taken a sin­gle piece of ad­vice his daugh­ter of­fered him, and he wasn’t about to start now. Al­most in de­fi­ance of Candy, Bill stared di­rectly into Car­rion’s eyes. The Lord of Mid­night smiled and closed his hand into a fist. Candy’s fa­ther let out a sob of help­less­ness. Then his legs bent dou­ble be­neath him, driv­ing him down to his knees among the fish dy­ing at the bot­tom of the boat.


  “There. That’s bet­ter,” said Car­rion. He turned to Candy, smil­ing.


  “Doesn’t he look bet­ter that way? ”


  “Leave him alone!” Candy said.


  Car­rion looked back at Bill Quack­en­bush.


  “Did you ever dream that your lit­tle daugh­ter had such a re­bel­lious spirit? No? Well, she does. In fact she’s caused a great deal of trou­ble for me and for my friends. You see that man up there on the deck? It’s all right, you can look.”


  Bill looked, as did Candy.


  “His name’s Kas­par Wolf­swinkel,” Car­rion went on.


  It was in­deed Wolf­swinkel who was up there, with all his hats buck­led onto his head to keep them from be­ing blown off in the es­ca­lat­ing winds.


  “Now, your daugh­ter has caused that poor man in­cred­i­ble in­con­ve­nience, as I’m sure she’d be the first one to tell you. But you’ll be pleased to hear that to­day’s the day when she pays for all her trou­ble­mak­ing.”


  The stair­case down which Car­rion had been de­scend­ing was touch­ing the boat now, and Car­rion had come to the bot­tom step.


  Sud­denly he reached out, his reach un­can­nily long, as though his arms had sud­denly grown to twice or three times their length, and caught hold of Candy.


  “Say jour good-byes, ” he said to her.


  Candy looked back at her fa­ther. She’d never seen an ex­pres­sion on his face like the one that he was wear­ing now. Con­fu­sion, anger and fear were all min­gled to­gether there. More than that, he seemed to be star­ing at his daugh­ter as though he were see­ing her for the first time; as though he couldn’t quite be­lieve that she ac­tu­ally was his off­spring.


  From the roof of her house, Melissa be­gan to yell to her hus­band:


  “BILLY! DO SOME­THING!”


  But Bill Quack­en­bush was be­yond re­spond­ing. His frail imag­i­na­tion had cracked be­neath the weight of all that he’d seen in the last few min­utes. He was left with noth­ing to do but stare and gape and doubt his own san­ity.


  On the deck of the Worm­wood, the man in the yel­low suit was ap­plaud­ing as Car­rion dragged Candy back up the stairs.


  “Bring her up here!” he said, open­ing his arms. “Please. Bring her to me! I’ve waited a long time for this lit­tle re­union.”


  On the roof of 34 Fol­low­ell Street, Melissa watched in de­spair as the man with the death’s head and the sump­tu­ous robes dragged her daugh­ter up the spec­tral stairs and into the loom­ing ship. Had she come so close to be­ing re­united with Candy only to have the op­por­tu­nity snatched away from her again? It was ag­o­niz­ing.


  And to see her own hus­band stand­ing idly by while the ab­duc­tion took place! That was the fi­nal straw. If they sur­vived this ter­ri­ble day, Melissa thought, she would file for di­vorce as soon as she could find a dry lawyer.


  There was only one tiny com­fort to be had from these calami­tous events: that it proved once and for all that the vi­sions and the dream mem­o­ries she’d had con­cern­ing the night Candy had been born were not her mind’s crazed in­ven­tion. There was a greater story here, of which she had glimpsed only a frag­ment: the daugh­ter she’d known sim­ply as Candy for all those years was some­body more. Part of a mys­tery she did not yet un­der­stand. Per­haps never would.


  From the deck of the Worm­wood Candy glanced back down at her mother—as though she sensed Melissa’s stare. Then the Lord of Mid­night pulled her away from the rail­ing, and they both dis­ap­peared from sight, into the mys­tery of the ship.


  Finnegan was the first into ac­tion. He flung him­self off the Lud Limbo and landed on the stairs, which Car­rion had as­cended.


  “Come on! Let’s get up there be­fore these stairs dis­ap­pear!”


  The rest of the gang were quick to pur­sue him, pick­ing up what­ever they could find by way of weapons and rac­ing up the steep stair­way in pur­suit of their leader.


  “Be ready!” Finnegan warned them as they en­tered the ship. “He knows we’re com­ing af­ter him.”


  They’d no sooner boarded the Worm­wood than there was a yell from Car­rion, which brought a ragged cho­rus of cries out of the bow­els of the ship.


  “I don’t like the sound of that,” Deaux-Deaux said.


  “We have to do this fast, ” Finnegan said. “Let’s find Candy and get her out of this damnable place.”


  There was no fur­ther dis­cus­sion. They went straight to the hold and threw it open. The grotesque re­sults of Mater Mot­ley’s and her sis­ters’ labors were wait­ing there, in all their hor­ri­ble glory.


  Loos­ing a ca­coph­ony of shrieks and screams and catcr­waul­ings, they poured out of the hold like a flood from a bro­ken sewer pipe: stink­ing and re­pug­nant.


  They were not all hu­man, not re­motely. Some were huge: one a hy­brid spi­der, its legs dec­o­rated with col­ored barbs and a woman’s head set on its tho­rax; an­other a spine on which a hun­dred arms were sewn, like the limbs of a mil­li­pede, and at both ends raw wounds of mouths. Some were small: like crazed crabs, or eels with the heads of dolls. But what­ever their size or shape, they were pos­sessed by the same re­lent­less rage. They shrieked and roared and chat­tered, dirty­ing the air with their ob­scen­i­ties.


  There seemed to be no leader among them, nor strat­egy: they sim­ply at­tacked. In a mat­ter of sec­onds, the deck of the Worm­wood was awash with mud and blood.


  Finnc­gan fought his way through the bat­tle to the wheel­house, call­ing Candy’s name ev­ery step of the way. There was no an­swer, how­ever, nor any sign of her, which was trou­bling. He seized a round, ragged stitch­ling who was hang­ing up­side down from the rig­ging, spit­ting on those be­low, and put the clean edge of his sword to its sewn-up throat.


  “Where’s the lady? ” he de­manded.


  The crea­ture gig­gled like an ex­cited hyena. Finnegan pushed the blade into the stitch­ling’s fab­ric. A lit­tle arc of Todo mud spurted from the spot. “Tell me, filth,” he said, “or so help me, I’ll cut your stitches. Where did Wolf­swinkel take the girl? ”


  The crea­ture spat at him. Finnegan wiped the foul spit­tle from his face and pushed the blade a lit­tle deeper. More mud spurted.


  “All right! All right!” the stitch­ling said. “She was taken be­low. But you’re not go­ing to save her.”


  Finnegan with­drew his sword and was turn­ing his back on the crea­ture when he saw it pull a blade out of its pocket. He swung around on it, and with one swift mo­tion he sep­a­rated its head from its neck. The head hit the deck, still gig­gling, and rolled away un­der the feet of Geneva and a spi­der woman, who were locked in com­bat. Nearby, McBean,Tom and Deaux-Deaux were fight­ing a quar­tet of fiends whose heads were in their bel­lies. Mis­chief, mean­while, had clam­bered up into the rig­ging where he was stab­bing at a triple-horned mon­stros­ity, which swung from the fore­sail with its claws hooked into the can­vas and at­tacked the broth­ers with its ven­omous tail.


  No­body was hav­ing an easy time of it. But it was Ma­lingo who was in the most im­mi­nent dan­ger. As soon as he’d come aboard, he’d found him­self sur­rounded by sev­eral of Mater Mot­ley’s seam­stresses. Wield­ing their lethal nee­dles, they had cor­nered him.


  “We know who you are!” one of them spat.


  “Giv­ing aid to the en­emy, weren’t you? ”


  “Geshrat filth.”


  “Kas­par told us all about you,” said the woman clos­est to him, prick­ing his arm with her nee­dle. “You’re his lit­tle slave. “


  “Well, I’m not any­more.”


  “Once a slave, al­ways a slave,” said the woman, pok­ing him again with her nee­dle.


  “No!” he said, knock­ing her hand away.


  “How dare you touch me, slave” the woman seethed. “Prick him to death, sis­ters! First the eyes! Then the heart!”


  Sur­rounded with nee­dles, Ma­lingo ran­sacked his mem­ory for some de­fense against them. He threw back his head, star­ing up into the mass of ropes, sails and tim­bers. A spell! Quickly; some­thing pow­er­ful Yes! A few words came into his head that might do the trick.


  They were from one of Wolf­swinkel’s gri­moires, The Tes­ta­ment of the Ninth Pala­muu­dian. He spoke it out, to­ward the heights of the ship; to the can­vas and the rope.


  “Come, unlov­ing stuff.


  Take life, Take life! From this.”


  He blew into his hand, and threw the breath up into the rig­ging “And this!”


  He blew again, and threw “Take life!”


  “What do you think you’re do­ing, geshrat? ” said one of the women, her voice ooz­ing con­tempt. “Too late to be clever.”


  Ma­lingo ig­nored her. He just kept star­ing up into the sails.


  “Look at me!” the woman said.


  Still he ig­nored her.


  She slapped him hard across the face.


  “I said, look at me, slave!”


  Ma­lingo had taken too many blows in his life to take even one more.


  “You shouldn’t have done that,” he said very qui­etly.


  The woman laughed and raised her hand to strike him again.


  But be­fore she could do so, a rope snaked down from above and wrapped it­self around her wrist. She let out a shriek of anger.


  “What is this? ” she screamed. “Undo this, geshrat!”


  Ma­lingo shook his head.


  “Up,” he said to the rope.


  It obeyed on the in­stant, haul­ing the seam­stress up above his head. She shrieked and slashed at him with her nee­dle, but the rig­ging was alive to her mal­ice. A sec­ond rope snaked down from among the sails and caught her hand, turn­ing the nee­dle against her and sink­ing it deep into her throat. For a few sec­onds she strug­gled.


  Then the strug­gles de­cayed into twitches, and the twitches ceased.


  See­ing their sis­ter dead, the women raised a venge­ful cho­rus of shrieks.


  “Death to the geshrat!”


  “Tear him apart!”


  “Eat his eyes!”


  Nee­dles glit­ter­ing, they came at him from all di­rec­tions. But the spell Ma­lingo had breathed into the ropes and sails was only just start­ing its work. There was a great splin­ter­ing of wood over­head, and the creak­ing of ropes be­ing pulled taut; then a se­ries of loud cracks and rip­ping sounds as the sheared tim­bers sliced through the sails. The women looked up, more puz­zled than en­raged, as the ropes snaked and wove and knot­ted and the can­vas folded it­self around the lengths of wood.


  “What’s hap­pen­ing? ” one of the women de­manded.


  “It’s him! He’s do­ing it!” said an­other.


  “Kill him, quickly!”


  She’d no sooner spo­ken than there was a great din of snap­ping ropes above and a kind of makeshift crea­ture—strange even in the com­pany of the many strangenesses that lit­tered the Worm­wood’s deck—dropped into view. It had fin­gers of tim­ber shards and its body was a toga of torn can­vas, while its head looked like a nest of rope snakes, which rose up like co­bras, flick­ing their frayed tongues at the sis­ters.


  “Don’t be scared of it!” came a voice be­hind the women. “It’s noth­ing!” With a sud­den rush of bit­ter air, Mater Mot­ley swept into view. “It’s just some non­sense this geshrat called up! Kill him, and it dies too!”


  But the thing had al­ready un­nerved the women. It was half their height again, and the wind filled its sail­cloth anatomy so that it swelled and snapped.


  “Say your prayers, geshrat!” Mater Mot­ley said, and slid two six-inch nee­dles out of the folds of her soul-haunted dress. She wielded them like an as­sas­sin, strik­ing to the left and right as she came at Ma­lingo. He ducked and dove as she ad­vanced, her nee­dles get­ting closer and closer to his flesh. From the cor­ner of his eye, he saw that the crea­ture he had sum­moned from over­head was caus­ing chaos among the Hag’s sis­ters. In­dif­fer­ent to their nee­dles, it drove them to the rail­ings and ca­su­ally threw them over the edge into the sea.


  “Damn you, geshrat!” Mater Mot­ley spat. “I swear I’ll make you bleed from a thou­sand wounds.”


  She stabbed at him again, but at the last mo­ment he threw him­self aside and the nee­dles flashed past him, em­bed­ding their points in one of the two de­monic fig­ure­heads that guarded the stern of the Worm­wood. The old woman cursed ripely and worked her nee­dles back and forth to try and free them from the painted tim­ber. But even as she loos­ened them, there was a rum­bling growl from the carv­ing, and the great chis­eled de­mon raised its horned head.


  “That, ” it said, “hurt. “


  For an in­stant Ma­lingo had the im­mea­sur­able sat­is­fac­tion of see­ing a flicker of fear cross Mater Mot­ley’s fur­rowed face. Then she gov­erned her­self, and the fear was re­placed by a look of con­tempt.


  “Id­iot thing,” she said, and turned on Ma­lingo to fin­ish him off.


  “Wood and paint don’t scare me.”


  It was a mis­take.


  The pricked fig­ure­head lifted a crudely carved fist from its bar­rel chest, and with a ca­sual flick of its hand it swat­ted the old woman across the deck.


  Ma­lingo didn’t wait to see what dam­age the de­mon had done.


  He just of­fered up a silent prayer of thanks for his sal­va­tion, and tempt­ing fate to throw worse his way—he went in search of Candy.


   


  


  


  52. THE SE­CRET OF SE­CRETS

  



   


  THE DEEPER WOLF­SWINKEL DRAGGED Candy into the bow­els of the Worm­wood, the more ter­ri­fy­ing his threats be­came.


  “I bet you thought you’d never see me again, did you? He’ll never do me any harm, you thought.


  He’s locked up for­ever. Well, you were wrong. Don’t they say that ev­ery­thing comes to those who wait? And I have been wait­ing—oh yes, wait­ing pa­tiently—for the chance to pay you back for my … hu­mil­i­a­tion. And when you’ve gone, I’ll find my slave and I will make him pay.


  Oh yes. I will beat him till he has no more tears to shed.”


  Candy didn’t say any­thing. She just let Wolf­swinkel rant. “I’m not a pris­oner any­more, you see. Oh no. I’m a free man. She saw my im­por­tance, and she came to get me per­son­ally.”


  “Who? ”


  “Who do you think? Mater Mot­ley. She re­al­ized that of all peo­ple, I’d be the one who knew how to deal with you. How to find out all your lit­tle se­crets.”


  “I don’t have any lit­tle se­crets.”


  “Oh, re­ally.” He laughed. “You don’t know the half of it, you re­ally don’t.”


  As he spoke, there was a ter­ri­ble din of screams and sobs from the deck over­head.


  “You hear that yelling? ” Wolf­swinkel said. “That’s your gang get­ting fin­ished oil. We’re not go­ing to waste time on any­thing fancy.


  We’re just go­ing to hang them all.”


  This was too much. Candy turned on him.


  “You re­ally are the scum of the earth, aren’t you? ” she said. “I thought you were just a nasty old drunk when I first met you. But the more I got to know you, the more I re­al­ized what a hater you are.”


  “A hater, am I? ” said Wolf­swinkel. “Well, lis­ten to you! A few weeks in the Abarat and you’ve sud­denly come over all high and mighty. I guess you think you’ve got the right, be­ing a Princess and all.”


  “I’m no Princess.”


  Wolf­swinkel turned to look at Candy with a puz­zled ex­pres­sion on his face. “Didn’t they tell you? ” he said. Then, af­ter a mo­ment:


  “No, they didn’t, did they? Well, isn’t that some­thing? I get to be the one to tell you. Ha! How per­fect is that? ”


  “Tell me what? ”


  “I had a lot of time to lis­ten while I was locked up in that damn house.”


  “Lis­ten to what? ”


  “What­ever came my way. Like I said to Mater Mot­ley, scraps, mainly. But if you’re pa­tient, you learn to thread them to­gether.”


  -“Am I sup­posed to know what you’re talk­ing about? ”


  “I’m not sur­prised they didn’t tell you. What they did was against all the rules. And it was prob­a­bly sac­ri­le­gious. You should never put power in the hands of women. It’s ask­ing for trou­ble.” He grinned. “Es­pe­cially those three.”


  “Dia­manda and—”


  “Joephi and Mespa. Yes.”


  “What have they got to do with me? ”


  “Think about it. Why do you think you’re here? ”


  “It was an ac­ci­dent.”


  Wolf­swinkel shook his head. “You know that’s not true.”


  “What then? ”


  “I’m go­ing to tell you this be­cause of how much it’s go­ing to hurt you.”


  “Oh. That’s nice.”


  “Af­ter what you did to me, girl, it’s the least I can do.” He looked at his nails, tak­ing his time be­fore he went on. “Do you know who Princess Boa was? ” he said fi­nally.


  “Of course.”


  “So you also knew that she was mur­dered.”


  “On her wed­ding day, yes. By a dragon.”


  “By a dragon sent by Christo­pher Car­rion, ac­tu­ally.” Wolf­swinkel looked up from his nails and stud­ied Candy’s face. “Are you sur­prised? ”


  “Not re­ally,” said Candy. “Why did he want her dead? ”


  “Oh, love, I sup­pose. At least that’s the short an­swer. He loved her and she didn’t love him. Not even a lit­tle. In­stead she was get­ting mar­ried to Finnegan Hob, and Car­rion couldn’t bear the thought that he was go­ing to lose his beloved to a half-breed.”


  “So it was bet­ter to kill her than to see her happy? ” Candy said.


  “Well, of course,” Wolf­swinkel replied, as though the logic of that was self-ev­i­dent. “You don’t be­lieve me? ”


  She thought on it a mo­ment.


  “No. I be­lieve you.”


  She’d seen the ha­tred that burned in Car­rion’s eyes. And the sor­row, and the anger. He was per­fectly ca­pa­ble of de­stroy­ing what he loved.


  “Shall I go on? ” Wolf­swinkel said. “There’s more.”


  Yes … yes … go on.


  “So the Princess Boa per­ished. And of course it was a ter­ri­ble shock be­cause she was sup­pos­edly this great force for good, and ev­ery­body thought that when she mar­ried Finnegan Hob there would be a new Age of Light and Love. In fact there were some stupid peo­ple who weren’t will­ing to give up on that hope, even though she was dead.”


  “I don’t un­der­stand.”


  “They thought that if they broke a few rules, they might still be able to save the soul of their beloved Princess.”


  “You’re talk­ing about Dia­manda—” Candy said.


  “—and Joephi and Mespa. Yes. The Sis­ters of the Fan­tomaya.


  Pow­er­ful, pow­er­ful women. Will­ing to risk—well, who knows what? —to undo the harm that had been done. They per­formed their magic over the body, and they brought forth the soul of Princess Boa.”


  “Who knew about this? ”


  “Just them. Like I told you, this was for­bid­den magic. Sac­rili­gious.


  And the less peo­ple who knew, the less likely that who­ever had or­dered the mur­der of the Princess would hear that her soul had sur­vived and at­tempt to fin­ish the job. So the women worked their magic in the great­est se­crecy. And when they were done, they took the soul of the Princess away from the Abarat.”


  “Where to? ”


  “Oh … I think you al­ready know,” Wolf­swinkcl replied.


  “They took it to the Here­after,” Candy said softly.


  The wiz­ard smiled. “In­deed they did. They car­ried the soul of the Princess across the Iz­abella to the shores of the Here­after. There was a ter­ri­ble storm that night—which I sup­pose is only right and proper, given that such a mas­sive crime against na­ture had been com­mit­ted. The women’s lit­tle boat was al­most sunk. But they some­how got across to the other side. And do you know who they found when they got there? ”


  Candy al­ready knew the an­swer. Knew it in her heart.


  “My mother,” she said.


  “Yes,” said Wolf­swinkel. “Your mother: Melissa Quack­en­bush.


  She’d been sit­ting in a truck on an empty road. And of course she was very, very close to giv­ing birth …”


  … to me.


  “Yes in­deed. It was quite a night. And of course the women of the Fan­tomaya as­sumed that all this was in the stars. It was meant to be this way, that they’d come ashore and find your mother sit­ting there in a bro­ken-down ve­hi­cle.”


  “So what did they do? ”


  “What do you think? ” Wolf­swinkel said. “They gave Boa’s soul to your mother for safe­keep­ing so you and she would be brought up to­gether.”


  “But I don’t have a sis­ter.”


  “She isn’t your sis­ter, Candy. Her soul is in­side you. Shar­ing the same body.”


  “What? ”


  Candy’s breath grew quick and shal­low, al­most pan­icky. She opened her hands and stared down at them, re­mem­ber­ing as she did so how they’d looked in the Wun­derkam­men, when the Totemix were be­ing freed. The golden light that had flowed through her skin and bone.


  “In me? ” she said. “The Princess is in me? ”


  “Yes.”


  Sud­denly, so much that she’d ex­pe­ri­enced in the Abarat made sense. The count­less mo­ments when she’d had a feel­ing of fa­mil­iar­ity; or when she’d known some­thing she’d never learned in Chick­en­town (how to light a lamp that called a sea; how to say a Word of Power; how to speak to some­body in their dreams). It wasn’t Candy who’d been do­ing all these things: it had been the Princess in­side her.


  “How did you find out,” she said, “if it was all so .se­cret? ”


  “You can’t do any­thing so mo­men­tous in com­plete se­crecy,” the wiz­ard replied. “The earth hears. The wind hears. Ru­mors be­gin, and ru­mors beget ru­mors. Sooner or later some­body puts two and two to­gether. There were you, ap­pear­ing on my doorstep with more power in you than any child from the Here­after should rightly have. What was I to make of that, huh? ”


  “So you worked it out? ”


  “It took a while, but yes, I threaded it all to­gether. You, and the ru­mors I’d heard. Soon I was think­ing the un­think­able.”


  “Who did you tell? ”


  “No­body. Un­til now. Knowl­edge is power. I’m go­ing to use what I know to get a lot of things.”


  “Sup­pose you’re wrong? ”


  “But I’m not, am I? You see, I’ve fol­lowed your progress, Candy. I know what you’ve done. Bat­tled zetheks. Un­leashed Totemix. Killed the Criss-Cross Man. You’re not an or­di­nary girl. Not re­motely. In a way, I feel very hon­ored to have some mi­nor part in your un­do­ing. You were the last hope of good­ness in a dark­en­ing world. And when you’re gone, there will be such a won­der­ful Night. Such a ter­ri­ble, won­der­ful Night.”


  The speech seemed to drain him, spilling out—as it did—so much that was poi­sonous and hate­ful.


  “You pa­thetic lit­tle man,” Candy said.


  “Very pos­si­bly,” he said. “But I am also your ex­e­cu­tioner.”


  “Shut your mouth, fool,” said a voice out of the dark­ness.


  Wolf­swinkel took his eyes off Candy and squinted into the shad­ows.


  “Who calls me a fool? ”


  “I do” came the re­ply. And out of the dark­ness stepped a crea­ture Candy would not have rec­og­nized as Letheo but for the fact that he was wear­ing the same dark uni­form she’d seen him wear­ing in the Dead Man’s House. Oth­er­wise he was com­pletely trans­formed, his eyes huge and lu­mi­nous, his mouth mis­shapen by teeth like nee­dles.. His body was cov­ered with a fine coat of sil­ver-gray scales. He was shak­ing from head to foot.


  “What do you want, beast-boy? ” Wolf­swinkel said. “You’ve no busi­ness down here, you know that.”


  “I came for the girl.”


  “Well, you can’t have her,” said Wolf­swinkel, mov­ing to­ward Candy. “She stays with me.”


  Letheo stepped in the wiz­ard’s path, but Wolf­swinkel moved with sur­pris­ing speed for one of his weight. He caught Letheo a back­handed swipe that threw the changeling boy back against the wall of the pas­sage­way.


  The breath rushed out of him, and for a mo­ment it seemed he would slide down the wall. Then a bright­ness flared in his eyes, and he leaped up off the wall as though some­thing had pushed him from be­hind. The look in his eyes was sud­denly crazed, like a ra­bid an­i­mal.


  Wolf­swinkel seemed to un­der­stand that he was in jeop­ardy. He be­gan to is­sue a gar­bled spell


  “Agrez mon­ni­foe, Psych eye, Dremu dratnu, Phor­thi­gre!”


  —the words cre­at­ing a cage of spi­ral­ing en­er­gies around Letheo.


  But the boy wasn’t about to be made a cap­tive so eas­ily. He reached through the bars of his cage and caught hold of­Wolf­swinkel’s throat.


  “Let go of me, you Jreak!” Wolf­swinkel shrieked, shak­ing Letheo vi­o­lently.


  “No!” Letheo hollered. “I don’t think so.”


  Fu­ri­ous, Wolf­swinkel reached up through the bars of Letheo’s cage and clawed at his arm, open­ing wounds. Letheo yelled and strug­gled to hold on to his en­emy, but fi­nally Wolf­swinkel’s bulk car­ried the day. Wolf­swinkel freed him­self and re­treated from the cage.


  “You re­ally have the most pe­cu­liar friends, girl,” he said to Candy. “This one needs to be put out of his mis­ery—right now!”


  He spoke an­other word or two, and the en­er­gies that con­tained Letheo sud­denly blazed like light­ning. The boy threw him­self back and forth in the cage to es­cape the pain.


  “Stop this!” Candy said. “Please! Please!”


  “It’s over,” Wolf­swinkel said. He ut­tered a word, and the cage flick­ered out of ex­is­tence, leav­ing Letheo to drop to the ground, his face knot­ted up in agony. Candy went to where he lay and stroked his face.


  “I’d be care­ful,” Wolf­swinkel said. “He bites.”


  Letheo’s eyes flick­ered open. “I won’t …”he mur­mured. ” … not you.”


  As she looked into Letheo’s eyes, Candy saw Kas­par’s re­flec­tion there—he was reach­ing down to grab hold of her. She was quick.


  She dropped onto her stom­ach and rolled over, kick­ing the wiz­ard in his belly. He tot­tered back­ward against the wall. She was up in a heart­beat, and on him a heart­beat later, pulling at the buckle that se­cured his six mirac­u­lous hats to his head and knock­ing them off.


  Wolf­swinkel was not happy. Not. Re­motely. Happy.


  “NO!” he yelled, his face turn­ing bright red in his fury. “NO! NO! NO!”


  Letheo, mean­while, had man­aged to get to his feet.


  “De­stroy the hats!” Candy yelled to Letheo. “Quickly!”


  The beast-boy did as he was in­structed, and with gusto. He seized the hats and tore at them with claws and teeth. Barbed spikes of power leaped from the torn ma­te­rial and burst against the walls and ceil­ing. The air smelled of fire­works. Wolf­swinkel con­tin­ued to holler his grief at the un­mak­ing of his glo­ri­ous millinery as pieces of head­gear floated down like rain­bow snowflakes. Even then Letheo wasn’t fin­ished. He seized the pieces out of the air and ripped them into even tinier pieces till there was noth­ing left but life­less con­fetti scat­tered on the boards.


  The de­struc­tion of the hats had some­how re­duced Wolf­swinkel too. He looked sud­denly frailer. Even his clothes hung badly on his once well-fed frame, as though Letheo’s at­tack upon his magic had made him a shadow of him­self.


  But it wasn’t the beast-boy he was fu­ri­ous with. It was Candy.


  “You, ” he said, point­ing at her with a trem­bling fin­ger. “Right from the be­gin­ning you’ve tried to bring me to my knees. You … you … HELLSPAWN!” Flecks of thick white spit­tle erupted from his mouth as he worked him­self up into a greater and greater fury.


  “All my finest plans! All my dear­est dreams! YOU DE­STROYED EV­ERY­THING!”


  As he shrieked at her, a pained ex­pres­sion darted onto his face.


  “WHY? ” he de­manded, his hand go­ing up to his chest. “WHAT HAVE I EVER DONE TO YOU? ” His fin­gers worked at his chest, the ex­pres­sion on his face get­ting more and more ag­o­nized. “I’M AN IN­NO­CENT MAN!” he yelled. “DO YOU HEAR ME? AN IN­NO­CENT—”


  He stopped there. The words. The breath. His heart. All of them stopped, right there and then.


  His hand dropped away from his chest; he swayed for a long mo­ment, then he fell side­ways and hit the floor.


  Very qui­etly Letheo said: “Well, will you look at that? ”


  A lit­tle trail of spit ran oh so slowly from the cor­ner of Wolf­swinkel’s mouth, and then, like ev­ery­thing else, stopped.


  Candy was as­ton­ished. This wasn’t the way that she’d imag­ined a wiz­ard (even a wiz­ard as ab­surd as Wolf­swinkel) dy­ing: hav­ing a heart at­tack and keel­ing over.


  But then the Abarat and its oc­cu­pants had al­ways been full of sur­prises; right to the bit­ter end.


   


  


  


  53. THE WAR­SHIP UN­MADE

  



   


  STAND­INC ON THE ROOF of 34 Fol­low­ell Street, Melissa kept turn­ing and turn­ing, and turn­ing, look­ing for what? A sign that there was some pur­pose to this chaos and fear? Or bet­ter still, a glim­mer of some mir­a­cle: the pos­si­bil­ity that all these ter­rors would be swept away in a mo­ment, and the hurts they had done be healed.


  But nowhere could she see any hint of sal­va­tion for Chick­en­town.


  The in­vad­ing wa­ters swept on past the roof where she stood, car­ry­ing an end­less pa­rade of flot­sam and jet­sam. Some­times the sights she saw were so hor­ri­ble that it was all she could do to keep her­self from blot­ting them out, from crouch­ing down be­side the chim­ney and cov­er­ing her face un­til the in­vad­ing wa­ters had cleansed the streets, car­ry­ing away their cargo of the dead, the liv­ing and the never-hav­ing-lived; only open­ing her eyes again when the house no longer shook as the cur­rent plowed against it.


  But she couldn’t avert her eyes. Not as long as she knew that Candy was still very pos­si­bly in the great dark hulk of the Worm­wood.


  Af­ter all, she was re­spon­si­ble for what had hap­pened to her daugh­ter, wasn’t she? If she’d had her wits about her that rainy night on the empty high­way, when the three women had come from the Abarat smelling of souls and sea­wa­ter, she would have locked the truck doors and win­dows against their magic, rather than curse her daugh­ter with the ter­ri­ble re­spon­si­bil­ity of an­other life.


  But her wits had failed her that long-ago night. She’d been glassy-eyed with pain and fa­tigue; and when the old woman had


  opened her lit­tle box of mir­a­cles, and a wave of warm bright air had come to com­fort her, Melissa had let it ca­ress her, let it soothe her, and in so do­ing she had be­gun the bru­tal game of cause and ef­fect which had in time brought the re­lent­less wa­ters of the Iz­abella down on the roofs and streets and in­no­cent heads of Chick­en­town.


  She took a mo­ment to seek out the faces of her other chil­dren, in­clud­ing that most vul­ner­a­ble of her in­fants, her hus­band, who had been pulled from the row­boat af­ter Candy’s dis­ap­pear­ance and de­posited on the roof. How were they en­dur­ing all of this? Shak­ily, it ap­peared. No mat­ter. The boys were young and strong. And Bill?


  He’d find a way to tell heroic lies about him­self to­mor­row, if such a day ever dawned.


  As she looked at her men, she heard a voice at her side.


  “We should talk, Mother Quack­c­n­bush.”


  Melissa looked up, know­ing even be­fore she found the empty air that there would be no­body there to speak these words.


  “Where are you? ” she whis­pered, so as not to draw un­wanted at­ten­tion to her­self.


  “Here,” the sor­row­ful woman replied. Dia­manda was there to ac­com­pany her re­ply. She was like pale smoke in the af­ter­noon light.


  “Re­mem­ber me? ” she said.


  Melissa nod­ded. “Of course.”


  “I know what you’re think­ing,” the old woman said. “And what­ever you do, don’t re­gret the choice you made that night. It was for the best.”


  Melissa looked around at the chaos on all sides: the de­tri­tus of Chick­en­town’s life left float­ing in the un­for­giv­ing wa­ters of the Iz­abella.


  “How can all this be for the best? ” she mur­mured.


  “It isn’t al­ways easy to see the greater pur­pose of things when you’re trapped in­side a sin­gle life.”


  “Who isn’t? ” Melissa said.


  The old lady gave Melissa a strange smile, both sad and sweet.


  “You’d be sur­prised,” she said.


  “So sur­prise me.”


  Bill in­ter­rupted the con­ver­sa­tion there. He was star­ing at Melissa as though he thought she was crazy.


  “Who the hell are you talk­ing to? ” he said, his lip curled with the old con­tempt.


  Melissa was mo­men­tar­ily stuck for an an­swer, but the old lady whis­pered one in Melissa’s ear.


  “My­self” she said. Melissa smiled and fur­nished Bill with the same an­swer.


  He shook his head. “Crazy cow,” he mut­tered.


  Melissa ig­nored him. She had bet­ter things to be do­ing than trad­ing in­sults with a man whose opin­ion she’d long ago given up car­ing about.


  In­stead she sought out the misty form of Dia­manda. “Where were we? ” she mur­mured.


  Dia­manda smiled. “Sur­prise me, you said.”


  “Oh yes, so I did.”


  “Well, I must tell you very quickly, though you may find what I’m about to tell you hard to be­lieve, I swear on the Skein of Be­ing that it’s true—”


  “I’m ready,” Melissa said.


  “Good. Then lis­ten. The night we met. The night in the rain, on the high­way. Do you re­mem­ber? ”


  “Of course I re­mem­ber.”


  “I had some­thing with me. Be­sides my sis­ters.”


  “Yes. You had a box. It was filled with light.”


  “It wasn’t light, Melissa.”


  “What was it? ”


  “It was a soul,” Dia­manda replied. “It was the soul of a dead Princess.”


  On the deck of the Worm­wood, Christo­pher Car­rion had watched the bat­tle be­tween the forces of Finnegan Hob and the stitch­lings be­come steadily more de­struc­tive. The fab­ric of the an­cient war­ship had taken a bru­tal ham­mer­ing from the con­flict. Deck­ing and rail­ings had been torn up, sails slashed and rig­ging brought down. A fire had been started at the stern of the ves­sel and rather than be burned alive by the flames, the two carved beasts that pro­tected that end of the ship had wrenched them­selves off their painted plinths and lum­bered away down the length of the ves­sel, in­spir­ing the fig­ure­heads at the bow to sim­i­lar rev­o­lu­tion.


  The spec­ta­cle of de­struc­tion—any kind of de­struc­tion—had al­ways given Car­rion plea­sure, from his ear­li­est re­mem­ber­ings. The un­mak­ing of the Worm­wood was no ex­cep­tion. But now he had watched for long enough. It was time for him to find the girl from the Here­after and fin­ish her off. He was sur­prised that Wolf­swinkel had not reap­peared, but then per­haps he was tak­ing rather too much time ter­ror­iz­ing the girl and would now need to be stopped.


  Tear­ing his eyes from the plea­sur­able scene, he headed down into the hold. As he did so, a small fig­ure darted across his path. He reached out and caught hold of the fig­ure by the scruff of the neck.


  It was Letheo, look­ing thor­oughly bes­tial.


  “Thuaz,” he man­aged to say (though his mouth was so mis­shapen that it could barely make the word).Then: “Please … Lord.


  It hurts me, be­ing like this. I need … the green thuaz.”


  Af­ter lux­u­ri­at­ing in the spec­ta­cle of the Worm­wood’s un­mak­ing, Car­rion was feel­ing un­com­monly gen­er­ous.


  He let go of Letheo, who fell to the ground at his feet.


  Again Letheo begged. “Prince … please ..”


  “Yes, yes,” Car­rion said, reach­ing into his robes and tak­ing out the small bot­tle. “Why not? ”


  He tossed the vial from hand to hand a few times, en­joy­ing the ob­ses­sive way that Letheo fol­lowed it with his eyes. Fi­nally he let the boy snatch it out of the air. With trem­bling fin­gers, Letheo un­corked the bot­tle and took a swig of its con­tents. Then he swal­lowed the stuff, mak­ing a face at the bit­ter taste. He folded for­ward, his teeth chat­ter­ing wildly. Car­rion stood back and watched with a cu­ri­ous dis­pas­sion as the an­ti­dote took its ag­o­niz­ing ef­fect.


  “I won­dered where I’d find you,” said a voice from the shad­ows.


  Car­rion looked up from the sight of Letheo’s twitch­ings and chat­ter­ings, and there was the girl from the Here­after: his haunter, his neme­sis.


  “Well, well,” Car­rion said. “Did you give Mr. Wolf­swinkel the slip? ”


  The girl shook her head.


  “Wolf­swinkel’s dead,” Candy said.


  “How? ”


  “I’m not a doc­tor. But at a guess, his rage got the bet­ter of him.


  His heart just gave up.”


  “You’re jok­ing? ”


  “What would be funny about that? ”


  “Lord in Heaven. What is hap­pen­ing to the world? ”


  “Good ques­tion,” Candy replied. She stared at Car­rion for a long while as the Worm­wood creaked be­neath them and the fire con­sumed the sails above. “Why don’t you tell me? ”


  “No,” Car­rion said. “You first. I in­sist. This was your plan from the be­gin­ning, wasn’t it? You came into the Abarat to undo the very or­der of things. Lord, what a de­stroyer you are.”


  “I didn’t plan any­thing,” Candy replied. “But maybe the ghost in me might have done.” She scru­ti­nized Car­rion and watched for some clue as to whether he un­der­stood its sig­nif­i­cance. But he looked gen­uinely puz­zled, so she went on.


  “I’m not Candy Quack­en­bush,” she said. “At least … I’m not just Candy Quack­en­bush.”


  Still the puz­zle­ment.


  “The soul of some­body you once knew is in­side me,” she said.


  Slowly it seemed to dawn on him what she was say­ing. His nearly flesh­less face grew slack in its haunted pool.


  “Boa? ” he said, so qui­etly he was barely au­di­ble above the noise of de­struc­tion. “My Princess? My beloved Princess? ”


  “Yes.”


  Now it was Car­rion who did the scru­ti­niz­ing, watch­ing Candy with a fever­ish stare.


  “No. That’s not pos­si­ble,” he said even­tu­ally. “I would have known.”


  “Not if she didn’t know her­self,” said a third voice.


  And there was Mater Mot­ley, com­ing down the stairs to join them in her gown of the damned. Though Candy was scarcely happy to see the woman, the Hag’s pres­ence here was per­fectly right and proper. Here they were, the four of them to­gether for the first time. On one side, the Lord of Mid­night and his grand­mother. And on the other, the girl from the Here­after with her Princess, joined in a sin­gle body: the Two in One.


  “Is this all true? ” Car­rion said to his grand­mother. “Does she have Boa’s soul in­side her? ”


  Mater Mot­ley’s stare was rep­til­ian. There was no trace of hu­man feel­ing in it.


  “Yes,” she said. “It’s true.”


  “And all this time you knew? ” Car­rion said. “You knew that the woman I loved was just a touch away, and you didn’t tell me? ”


  “How would it have helped? ” Mater Mot­ley said. “You think this girl would have loved you for what you did? You mur­dered Boa, child. And why? Be­cause she didn’t love you. As if love mat­ters in the grand scheme of things.”


  “She loved me. She couldn’t say it, she couldn’t show it, but she loved me.”


  “Lis­ten to your­self,” the old woman said. “You sound like a lovesick ado­les­cent! The time you spent be­sot­ted with her was time you could have spent plan­ning and plot­ting. But no. You had to dote.


  You had to break your heart over some speck of beauty when any­one with eyes in their head could have seen that SHE DID NOT LOVE YOU!”


  It was too much. Car­rion couldn’t bear to hear any more. He let out a cry of rage and frus­tra­tion, the cry, per­haps, of a man whose heart had been truly bro­ken. It re­sounded through the walls of the ship, scar­ing tens of thou­sands of tiny blue-backed roaches from their holes in the tim­bers. His night­mares were also ag­i­tated; they cir­cled around, their bod­ies throw­ing off arcs of light­ning against his col­lar.


  Candy was tempted to make her es­cape while Car­rion and his grand­mother were dis­tracted, but she couldn’t bring her­self to turn her back on this con­fronta­tion. Not when its sub­ject was at least in some mea­sure her­self. Her life—past and fu­ture—was in­ti­mately bound up with the de­bate these two were en­gaged in.


  The night­mares in Car­rion’s col­lar were con­tin­u­ing to get big­ger, their forms be­com­ing more and more grotesque. Car­rion seemed not to no­tice what was hap­pen­ing to them. He was com­pletely con­sumed by the feel­ings that had seized hold of him. With the great­est of dif­fi­culty, Candy took her eyes off Car­rion for a mo­ment and looked back at Mater Mot­ley. The old woman was watch­ing her grand­son’s ag­o­nies with undis­guised sat­is­fac­tion, as though this were a mo­ment she had waited for, and she was de­ter­mined to sa­vor it.


  There was a sharp crack­ing sound. The night­mares in­side Car­rion’s col­lar—too big to be con­tained any longer—were frac­tur­ing the glass. The dark fluid in which they’d swum ran hiss­ing down over the Prince of Mid­night’s robes. A flicker of con­cern came onto Car­rion’s face as he re­al­ized that his beloved night­mares were about to break out. Then he seemed to change his mind. For an in­stant some­thing re­sem­bling a smile flit­ted across his li­p­less mouth.


  Then the frac­ture in the col­lar gaped, and the flu­ids gushed out, hit­ting the boards at his feet with a wet slap. For the first time Candy saw Car­rion’s night­mares in all their lurid glory: they hung around his neck with their pal­lid, twitch­ing lengths knot­ted and in­ter­twined.


  But they didn’t hang there for very long. No sooner had the col­lar emp­tied of fluid than they be­gan to swell again, seem­ing


  al­most to turn them­selves in­side out in their ea­ger­ness to be greater than them­selves, skin fol­low­ing skin fol­low­ing skin, mot­tled one mo­ment, scar­let the next; white speck­led with yel­low the next They had eyes, she saw. Clus­ters of long eyes, like the petals of shiny black flow­ers, and around the eyes there were trails of eggs, which were even now be­gin­ning their own hor­rific life cy­cle. They shook them­selves free of the par­ent crea­ture and went into freefall, but had only dropped a foot or so be­fore they sent out a lit­tle hook which caught some­where in the fab­ric of the robes. There the next gen­er­a­tion rapidly swelled up and fat­tened, so that the Prince of Mid­night be­came a kind of grotesque nurs­ery, alive with all man­ner of mewl­ing, spit­tling things; some made in an in­stant into the very im­age of venom and sud­den death, oth­ers still sickly in their in­fant state.


  Car­rion had got be­yond his fu­ries now. He had be­gun to laugh—for no rea­son that Candy could prop­erly com­pre­hend and the laugh­ter quickly rose both in force and vol­ume, so that it had a kind of in­san­ity about it.


  “Calm down, Christo­pher,” Mater Mot­ley said. “You’re get­ting hys­ter­i­cal.”


  “And with good rea­son,” he said.


  “Oh? ”


  He be­gan to ad­vance on the old woman. “All along you’ve known …”


  “What are you talk­ing about? ”


  “About her” Christo­pher replied, and though he hadn’t looked around at Candy since she’d be­gun her sub­tle re­treat, he pointed to­ward her with un­nerv­ing ac­cu­racy. “Her, “he said again. “All along you knew what she was in her, and you didn’t tell me.”


  From the cor­ner of her eye, Candy saw Letheo crawl away on his belly, as though he sensed some­thing apoc­a­lyp­tic was about to hap­pen and didn’t want to wit­ness it, but Candy didn’t move. Now all Car­rion’s at­ten­tion was fixed again on his grand­mother. The laugh­ter, like the fury, had passed away. But they had left their echoes in him. His voice shook and his eyes flick­ered back and forth dan­ger­ously.


  Candy could see by the look on Mater Mot­ley’s face that even she, whose blood­line ran in this man’s veins, was a lit­tle afraid of him at this mo­ment. She watched him very care­fully, as though ready to act in her own self-de­fense in a heart­beat.


  Mean­while, as though there weren’t jeop­ardy enough in the meet­ing of these two ob­scene pow­ers, there came a din from above: the cries of at­tack­ers and wounded, the crash of fall­ing tim­bers, the swelling din of con­fla­gra­tion. The fire was ob­vi­ously spread­ing fast.


  Smoke was steadily thick­en­ing the air in the cor­ri­dor where Candy, Car­rion and Mater Mot­ley stood; it couldn’t be long be­fore the air would be­come un­breath­able.


  Such con­cerns were very far from Car­rion’s thoughts right now, how­ever. He was ad­vanc­ing on his grand­mother, his voice filled with a cold fury.


  “Do you have any idea of how much I have suf­fered? ” he de­manded. “Do you? The hours I have lain in an agony of de­spair be­cause I longed for noth­ing more than to beg for her for­give­ness?


  But how could I? I thought she was gone. I had paid a for­tune to have the life choked out of her. What use were my re­grets? I didn’t know where her eter­nal soul had taken refuge.” His voice rose in force and vol­ume. “BUT YOU DID! ALL THIS TIME, GRAND­MOTHER YOU! DID!”


  Sud­denly, fu­eled by the agony and rage in Car­rion’s heart and un­able to hold them­selves back an in­stant longer, the night­mares leaped from Car­rion’s body and threw them­selves to­ward Mater Mot­ley.


  The old woman was pre­pared for the at­tack. She raised her hands in front of her face, and for one ex­tra­or­di­nary in­stant Candy seemed to see the eyes burn through Mater Mot­ley’s hands from the other side. Per­haps it was not an il­lu­sion but a piece of ter­ri­fy­ing magic, be­cause two hands made of light, ten times the size of the old in­can­ta­trix’s hands, leaped forth to meet Christo­pher Car­rion’s night­mares. There was a mas­sive re­lease of en­er­gies as the two pow­ers met: a force that mo­men­tar­ily threw it­self around look­ing for some­place to es­cape and, find­ing a frailty in the ceil­ing, erupted in that di­rec­tion, fly­ing up with such power that it car­ried half the roof of the pas­sage­way with it.


  Candy was help­less. Even if she’d had time to grab hold of some­thing be­fore the erup­tion caught her up in its blast, there was noth­ing to seize hold of, for ev­ery­thing was be­ing up­rooted.


  The force of the en­er­gies caught her. Help­less to re­sist, all she could do was let it carry her up out of the pas­sage­way and de­posit her in the midst of the fiery bat­tle­field above.


   


  


  


  54. THE LIV­ING AND THE DEAD

  



   


  OR A FEW SEC­ONDS she lay on the deck in a daze, her con­scious­ness al­most knocked out of her by the blast. Sick­ened and dizzy, she sat up. There were erup­tions of white­ness at the edge of her vi­sion. She drew a few deep breaths, de­ter­mined not to let her con­scious­ness es­cape her. This would not be a safe place to lie in a dead faint, she knew. Not with the ship creak­ing and groan­ing around her as it pre­pared to die.


  Fi­nally, when the threat of un­con­scious­ness passed, she hauled her­self to her feet.


  She could hear screams from the bow­els of the ves­sel, the din of whole­sale de­struc­tion. The lower com­part­ments were flood­ing, and the slave gi­ants who had worked the Worm­wood’s oars were tear­ing up their prison in or­der to es­cape be­ing drowned by the in­vad­ing wa­ters. Fires raged unchecked on the deck, col­umns of acrid smoke ris­ing from the con­fla­gra­tions. And ev­ery­where she glimpsed, be­tween the smoke and the flames, the lit­ter of bat­tle: stitch­lings sprawled in pools of their life mud; a few of Mater Mot­ley’s seam­stresses, killed ei­ther by blade or by fallen de­bris.


  And in one place, a heart­break­ing sight: side by side, Cap­tain McBean and lit­tle Tria lay, their eyes open and empty.


  “Oh no … no …” Candy mur­mured.


  She picked her way over and through the chaos to­ward the place where they lay, not want­ing to be­lieve what she al­ready knew. Twice she lost sight of them: once when a col­umn of fire erupted from the frac­tured deck in front of her, the other when—with a deaf­en­ing crack—the deck opened so wide in front of her she had to run at it to make the jump to the other side. But fi­nally, breath­less and be­smirched, she reached the bod­ies.


  She saw im­me­di­ately who the death bringer had been: the deck around Tria and the Cap­tain was stained by a blast of en­er­gies that had surely em­anated from Mater Mot­ley. The Hag’s hand was on this slaugh­ter, no ques­tion of it.


  She knelt be­side the bod­ies, tears burn­ing in her eyes. Gen­tly she laid her hands on her friends’ faces, and some voice in her (not en­tirely her own) qui­etly said thank you to them for be­ing with her on this voy­age, and wished them safe trav­els on the jour­ney that they had now be­gun.


  Then she stood up and re­turned the way she’d come—over the fis­sure, through the fire—to the hole in the deck through which the blast had first thrown her. The mur­der­ess was still be­low, to judge by the shock waves that con­tin­ued to shake the deck. She quickly thought about what she was plan­ning to do, and its pos­si­ble con­se­quences.


  One of them was that she would end up an­other vic­tim of Mater Mot­ley’s power. But then why had the old in­can­ta­trix gone to such trou­ble to track Candy down and at­tempt to de­stroy her if Candy didn’t pose some gen­uine threat to her?


  There’s power in me, Candy thought.


  Maybe it was be­cause of Boa; maybe it would have been in her any­way. What­ever its ori­gins, it was real. She’d felt it in­side her; heard its words from her own mouth; wit­nessed its ef­fects. It was time now to ac­cept it as her own. To pos­sess it. To wield it.


  She looked back through the smoke at the bod­ies of Tria and Cap­tain McBean, to give force to her will, to em­power what­ever it was that was coiled in her.


  As she fixed her eyes on them, the deck be­neath her feet shook, buck­led, and broke open, throw­ing her back­ward. A hail of dried tar and wood splin­ters came down around on her. And up out of the bow­els of the Worm­wood came Car­rion and the Hag, locked to­gether in a spi­ral­ing col­umn of black flame. They screamed fu­ries as they rose, un­leash­ing waves of raw sound that broke against each other’s faces like blows.


  In a mat­ter of sec­onds they rose high above the deck, out of Candy’s reach. All she could do was watch while they bat­tled, Car­rion’s night­mares ar­ranged around him in a net­work of sickly pale mon­strosi­ties, Mater Mot­ley’s nee­dles of dark venom spit­ting from her fin­ger­tips and from a slit in the mid­dle of her fore­head.


  They were a per­fect match for each other. Mater Mot­ley pierc­ing, Car­rion smoth­er­ing; Mater Mot­ley wound­ing, Car­rion stran­gling; back and forth, and around and around, and up and up, in an ever more vi­cious ex­change of hurts and ha­tred.


  Scraps of wounded night­mares and shards of toxic nee­dles came down like an apoc­a­lyp­tic rain, some pierc­ing the deck, some fall­ing away into the gap­ing hole from which the two war­ring forces had emerged.


  Candy was so in­tent on watch­ing this grotesque spec­ta­cle (learn­ing from it, even) that she didn’t no­tice Ma­lingo’s ap­proach till he caught hold of her arm.


  “We have to get away from here!”


  She tore her eyes from the locked war­riors and glanced at him.


  He ap­peared from the smoke look­ing like a vet­eran not of one bat­tle but of many: spat­tered with Todo mud that had spurted from wounded stitch­lings, his clothes singed by fire, and here and there run­ning with blood from the wounds he’d taken in the bat­tle. But he didn’t seem to care. Not about his own state, nor about the great strug­gle that was go­ing on above them. All he cared about was Candy.


  “The Worm­wood’s sink­ing—”he said to her.


  “I know,” she said, her eyes go­ing back to the bat­tle.


  “If we don’t get off it soon, we’ll go down with the ship! Are you lis­ten­ing to me? ”


  “Yes.”


  “So come on. Right now!”


  “Wait—”


  “For­get them, Candy.”


  “I want to watch!”


  “What’s to look at? Let them mur­der each other!”


  “Could I have had that much power, do you think? ” she said, half to her­self. “If I’d stayed, I mean. Back in the Abarat.”


  “Would you want it? ” Ma­lingo replied.


  Candy kept look­ing, al­most afraid to an­swer the ques­tion truth­fully.


  But then, if not to Ma­lingo, then to whom? Hadn’t he been there at the be­gin­ning of her self-dis­cov­ery, in Wolf­swinkel’s house?


  And out­side, in the wilds of Nin­ny­ham­mer, when she’d mirac­u­lously known how to call a glyph? She owed him an hon­est an­swer.


  “I guess … if I knew I could use it prop­erly …” she said. She looked his way again. “Why not have all the power you can get? ”


  “Well, you won’t get it here,” he said. “You’ll just get death.” He pulled on her arm. “Please, Candy. Come.”


  “But that damn woman killed—”


  “I know. I saw.”


  “She de­serves —to be judged. Yes! I agree. But not now. Not here. And not by you.


  Ma­lingo had never spo­ken to Candy like this be­fore: he’d al­ways been aware, it seemed, of the debt of lib­erty he had owed her. But right now was not the time for niceties, and they both knew it. The ship was com­ing apart around them, its mighty struc­ture un­knit­ted by fire and bat­tle and magic.


  “All right,” she said, fi­nally al­low­ing Ma­lingo to coax her away from watch­ing Car­rion and the Hag. “I’m com­ing! I’m com­ing!”


  They ran to the rail­ings, and Ma­lingo di­rected Candy’s at­ten­tion over the side. The Lud Limbo had been brought about by Deaux Deaux and now scraped hulls with the list­ing bulk of the Worm­wood.


  “Do we jump? ”


  “We don’t have much choice. See that pile of can­vas and rope? ”


  ” I ‘4-1” see it!


  “Then let’s go!”


  He caught hold of her hand and grasped it hard. And to­gether they jumped, land­ing heav­ily but safely on the heap of can­vas. The breath was knocked out of her for a mo­ment. She barely had time to catch it again be­fore the Lud Limbo pitched side­ways, and the can­vas on which she and Ma­lingo had landed slid to the edge of the deck.


  The wa­ters around the two ves­sels were filled with the fish that had ac­com­pa­nied the Worm­wood here. They were now in a frenzy of hunger and an­tic­i­pa­tion. Candy and Ma­lingo would have been de­liv­ered into the nee­dle-lined jaws of these crea­tures had Candy not caught hold of a length of rig­ging with her left hand and kept tight hold of Ma­lingo with her right. For a few ter­ri­fy­ing sec­onds they swung back and forth while the mon­strosi­ties be­low snapped at their feet. Then the Lud Limbo tipped back in the op­po­site di­rec­tion, and they slid back into the mid­dle of the deck.


  “We have to get away from here!” Ma­lingo yelled to Deaux Deaux, who was at the wheel of the Lud Limbo.


  As the bat­tle be­tween grand­mother and grand­son es­ca­lated and death shud­ders passed through the Worm­wood, the hull of the larger ship was strik­ing the smaller, caus­ing it to tip. This time Candy and Ma­lingo were ready. They held on while the Lud Limbo rolled, then righted it­self.


  “The sooner we get ev­ery­body safely on board and get away from here—” Ma­lingo be­gan to say.


  “Where’re Tom and Mis­chief and Geneva and Finnegan? ”


  Ma­lingo looked grim. “Bring­ing our dead,” he said.


  Candy sighed, nod­ded and glanced up at the Worm­wood. In fact, she could see Geneva and Tom now, with a sad bun­dle in their arms, pre­par­ing to lower it over onto the deck of the Lud Limbo. She looked away, turn­ing her gaze to­ward the roof of 34 Fol­low­ell Street. Her fa­ther, she saw, was among the lit­tle clus­ter of peo­ple perched on the roof. They were safe for now, but their safety was by no means cer­tain. The same fish that had sur­rounded the lit­tle row boat could sense that their meal was now on the roof. The more am­bi­tious of them were ac­tu­ally at­tempt­ing to throw them­selves up to­ward their vic­tims. A few, pos­sessed of rudi­men­tary limbs, had even se­cured a ten­u­ous hold on the eaves and had their shiny, wet eyes fixed on their in­tended vic­tims.


  Candy’s fam­ily weren’t the only peo­ple who were in trou­ble.


  Nearby were the re­mains of an­other small boat; this one over­turned, its hull (which was white) holed in sev­eral places. Its oc­cu­pants were perched on its bar­na­cled hull. A huge man­ti­zac cir­cled the wreck­age, oc­ca­sion­ally stick­ing its snout out of the wa­ter ei­ther to sniff at or ter­ror­ize its vic­tims.


  “How many peo­ple can the Lud Limbo carry? ” Candy asked Deaux-Deaux.


  “I don’t know,” said the Sea-Skip­per. “Not that many.”


  “Well, we need to get my fam­ily off the roof. And the folks off that boat. And pick up any peo­ple in the wa­ter.”


  “Agreed. Enough peo­ple have died to­day.”


  Candy couldn’t help but glance back up at the Worm­wood again.


  Not at the re­moval of the bod­ies, but at Mater Mot­ley and the Lord of Mid­night, still high above the deck, locked in bat­tle.


  “Two too few in my opin­ion,” she said coldly.


  “Will you look at her? ” Dia­manda said softly to Melissa.


  “I’m look­ing,” Melissa said. “Be­lieve me, I’m look­ing. She’s changed. I mean, that’s not the Candy who left here.”


  “That’s truer than you know,” Dia­manda said.


  “She doesn’t seem to have any fear,” Melissa said, watch­ing in amaze­ment as Candy, who was stand­ing at the bow of the Lud Limbo, which was now half­way be­tween the hull of the Worm­wood and the roof of the Quack­en­bush house, su­per­vised the pick­ing up of the sur­vivors from the over­turned boat. The man­ti­zac swam back­ward and for­ward in front of the res­cue ship in frus­tra­tion, star­ing up at Candy as though it knew that she was re­spon­si­ble for the re­moval of its din­ner.


  “I hope you’re proud of her,” Dia­manda said.


  “I am,” Melissa replied.


  Bill, who’d been lis­ten­ing to Melissa’s half of the con­ver­sa­tion, scowled at his wife.


  “You are talk­ing to some­body,” he said. “Who is it? ”


  “You wouldn’t be­lieve me if I told you,” Melissa replied.


  Bill shook his head and turned away, mut­ter­ing some­thing un­der his breath.


  “Was he ever charm­ing? ” Dia­manda asked Melissa.


  “Oh yes. He was charm­ing. Good look­ing. Funny. I loved him. I still do.” She saw Bill al­most turn, as though he had some­thing to say. But plainly he thought bet­ter of it, be­cause he kept his si­lence.


  “I should be go­ing,” Dia­manda said.


  “Must you? ”


  “Yes. There’s work to be done. Souls to guide away to bet­ter places.”


  “The Abarat.”


  Dia­manda smiled. “What, you think it’s Heaven? ” she said. “I’m afraid not. Maybe once it was … at least a kind of Heaven. But times change.” She smiled. “Even there.”


  Reach­ing out, she touched Melissa’s face with her phan­tom fin­gers. “Be strong, lit­tle mother,” she said to Melissa. “I know you can be.”


  “Yes? ” Melissa said a lit­tle doubt­fully.


  “Of course. Re­mem­ber, I’ve seen you in her. And it’s won­der­ful.”


  She looked back to­ward Candy, and mur­mur­ing a good-bye, she left the roof and walked off pur­pose­fully across the wa­ter.


   


  


  


  55. THE BE­GIN­NING OF THE END

  



   


  IT TOOK SEV­ERAL MIN­UTES for the Lud Limbo to pick up ev­ery­body in the vicin­ity of 34 Fol­low­ell Street, and even­tu­ally get the peo­ple who were perched on the roof (Mrs. Ha­gen, from Num­ber 37, and her dog, Rose-Marie, old Tom Shay from the cor­ner house and the wid­owed sis­ters Lucy and Ruth McGinn, in ad­di­tion to Candy’s fam­ily) aboard the Lud Limbo. By the time ev­ery­body was safely on board and dry­ing off in the af­ter­noon sun, which was still warm, events on the Worm­wood were reach­ing their grim con­clu­sion.


  To those watch­ing the bat­tle, it was un­clear as to whether it was Car­rion’s night­mares or his grand­mother’s dark pow­ers that were car­ry­ing the day. The fire had spread from bow to stern by now, and the ship was so wreathed in flame and smoke that all but a few glimpses were granted the spec­ta­tors. But there was no doubt­ing that the two forces were still col­lid­ing, cat­a­stroph­i­cally. Some­times the ves­sel would erupt with blaz­ing en­er­gies, as though a stray spark had got­ten into a fire­works fac­tory and ev­ery­thing was go­ing off at the same mo­ment. Then there d be a cu­ri­ous mo­ment of still­ness as the sparks cleared away, and the folks on the Lud Limbo would see or think they saw—two fig­ures locked to­gether as though only death would sep­a­rate them. Then the flames and smoke would rise up again, to ob­scure the scene.


  “Mater Mot­ley’s old,” Ma­lingo said. “Brit­tle bones.”


  “Yes,” said Candy. “But I bet she’s got more tricks up her sleeve.”


  By de­grees it be­came ap­par­ent that she was right: Mater Mot­ley was car­ry­ing the day. Though Car­rion’s night­mares seemed ca­pa­ble of re-cre­at­ing them­selves in fouler forms, the old woman was steadily lay­ing them low. The once mighty Lord of Mid­night seemed painfully ex­posed now that his col­lar had been de­stroyed and its flu­ids poured away. It was his skele­tal fea­tures that looked brit­tle, not his grand­mother. Though his mon­strosi­ties re­peat­edly put them­selves be­tween their mas­ter and Mater Mot­ley’s con­ju­ra­tions, the wound­ing spells broke through over and over again, steadily weak­en­ing and ex­haust­ing him.


  Once in a while, he would launch a sud­den side­swipe and catch the old woman a dev­as­tat­ing blow, but she was un­can­nily re­silient.


  She’d go down, howl­ing, and Car­rion would dis­patch his night­mares to fin­ish off the job, only to find that she was fak­ing. She’d be up in an in­stant, tear­ing open her grand­child’s crea­tures with­out mercy, spat­ter­ing their vile mat­ter in all di­rec­tions.


  “Surely he can’t last much longer,” Ma­lingo mur­mured as Car­rion ap­peared mo­men­tar­ily in the chaos, his whole body torn and bro­ken,


  “Maybe he wants to go down with the ship,” Candy said.


  “And take her with him? ”


  “Why not? ”


  “Couldn’t hap­pen to two nicer peo­ple.”


  “Oh, wait,” Candy said.


  “What? ”


  “There!”


  As she spoke, she saw the Hag raise her hands, and a burst of power flowed from them to­ward Car­rion. Candy saw him lift his own hands in a piti­ful at­tempt to ward off the at­tack, but his de­fenses were ex­tinct. As the as­sault came against him, he pulled his robes up in front of his head to shield him­self. But it was use­less.


  As Mater Mot­ley’s flow of power con­tin­ued to strike him, she added words to her at­tack, call­ing out to him.


  “I should have left you in the fire, ” she said to him. “It would have’ saved a lot of wasted time. “


  Her words seemed to mark Car­rion’s un­do­ing. He let the robe drop from his fin­gers, and the as­sault strike him down. He dropped to the deck and for a few sec­onds lay there un­mov­ing. Then, at a sum­mons from their mis­tress, a horde of Mater Mot­ley’s stitch­lings came out of the filthy smoke and picked him up. Doubt­less at the old woman’s in­struc­tion, they made cer­tain that these last mo­ments were as dis­tress­ing and hu­mil­i­at­ing as pos­si­ble. They vom­ited mud upon him as they tore off the last ves­tiges of his fine robes, un­cov­er­ing his wretched, wounded body. Then they threw him up in the air like a play­thing, drop­ping him and pick­ing him up to do it again.


  Candy watched all this with pro­found re­vul­sion. Though Car­rion had been her chief tor­men­tor dur­ing her time in the Abarat, she still felt some residue of pity for him. She didn’t know whether it was the Princess’ heart that felt this sur­pris­ing ten­der­ness to­ward him, or her own. But in the end, she thought, did it re­ally mat­ter? A feel­ing was a feel­ing wher­ever it was born.


  “Why can’t they just get it over with? ” she growled. “I hate stitch­lings! And that woman. Most of all I hate that woman.”


  The crea­tures were bored with their tor­ment­ing now. They looked up at Mater Mot­ley, who still hov­ered in the stained air on a col­umn of churn­ing motes, and she pointed to the rail­ing. Haul­ing him like a sack of garbage, they car­ried their play­thing to the side of the ves­sel and tossed him over­board. He sank quickly, and the wa­ter where his body dis­ap­peared be­came foamy and scar­let for a while as fishes con­verged on the spot to pick at the re­mains. But per­haps he was too toxic a meal even for the man­ti­zac, be­cause the feed­ing frenzy quickly died away.


  “Was that who I think it was? ” said John Ser­pent, look­ing to­ward the Worm­wood.


  “Not Car­rion, surely? ” said John Drowze, sound­ing quite scan­dal­ized.


  “Like a piece of spoiled meat,” John Slop said.


  “Well, isn’t that what he was? ” said Deaux-Deaux. “What else is Car­rion? ”


  Candy wanted to con­tra­dict Deaux-Deaux, but she knew any protest she made now would not be un­der­stood. Later, per­haps, when all these hor­rors were over and done with, she would con­fess to some­body that what lit­tle she had known of the Mid­night Prince had sug­gested a man far more com­pli­cated than any­thing she’d ever heard said about him. But now was not the time for the truth to be told. Peo­ple needed a vil­lain to­day, pure and sim­ple: and he was an ideal can­di­date. So she kept her si­lence.


  Be­sides, there were other things to oc­cupy ev­ery­body’s at­ten­tion.


  One fact in par­tic­u­lar was now of press­ing im­por­tance. The lx­a­bella was start­ing to re­cede.


  It be­gan slowly at first. The flot­sam and jet­sam that was float­ing on the sur­face of the wa­ter turned around and was car­ried away.


  Mis­chief was the first to no­tice what was go­ing on.


  “All those who are go­ing ashore ought to get go­ing,” he said.


  “Be­cause af­ter this, the next stop’s the Abarat!”


  There was sud­den con­ster­na­tion on board the Lud Limbo. Mrs.


  Ha­gen was quite pre­pared to throw her­self over­board rather than take a one-way trip to a coun­try she’d never heard of, and was only dis­suaded from do­ing so when Candy said: “Ropes! Ev­ery­body help me!”


  “What are we go­ing to do? ” said Geneva.


  “We’ll hitch the ship to the chim­ney of our house till the wa­ter goes down a lit­tle—”


  “That’s risky!” said Finnegan.


  “What else do you sug­gest? These peo­ple don’t want to go to the Abarat.”


  “I do,” said Ricky, glanc­ing at his fa­ther. “That’s where you went, right, Candy? ”


  “Yes, that’s where your sis­ter went,” Melissa said. “But she had spe­cial rea­sons to be go­ing. You be­long here with your fam­ily.”


  “Aw, Mom-—”


  “Don’t even try it, Ricky. You’re not go­ing any­where.”


  While this ex­change was go­ing on, Candy, John Mis­chief, Geneva and Tom had all found ropes. Finnegan scram­bled up the roof to the chim­ney stack and caught the ropes as they were flung to him, while they se­cured the other end to the mast of the Lud Limbo. None of the Chick­en­town­ers lifted a fin­ger to help with this la­bor. They kept their dis­tance from the Abara­tians, as though only now—with the dis­tract­ing spec­ta­cle of bat­tle over—had they be­gun to re­al­ize what in­cred­i­bly alien com­pany they were in. Only Bill Quack­en­bush spoke up; and it was to make the most id­i­otic of com­plaints.


  “I built that chim­ney!” he said, point­ing his fin­ger at Finnegan.


  “You’d bet­ter not do any dam­age—”


  “Oh, for God’s sake, Bill,” Melissa said. “You didn’t build it.”


  “It’s still my chim­ney,” he raged.


  “Got no choice, sorry,” said Mis­chief, lean­ing for­ward so that he and all his broth­ers’ faces were inches from Bill.


  “It’s ei­ther that—” said Moot.


  “—or you and your fam­ily—” said Slop.


  “—get swept away—” said Fil­let.


  “—to places—” said Drowze.


  “—you would not want—” said Pluckitt.


  “—to end—” said Ser­pent.


  “—up,” said Sal­low.


  “They’d eat you,” Mis­chief added. “Be­gin­ning with your nos­trils.”


  All the broth­ers were most amused at this last re­mark.


  “Nos­trils, good one!” Drowze re­marked amid the guf­faws.


  “Are you laugh­ing at me? ” Bill Quack­en­bush said. “You freaks”


  Bill threw a punch at the broth­ers, but some­how he missed all eight tar­gets. Mis­chief put out his foot be­hind Bill and gave him a quick push. He stum­bled back­ward and would have slid off the roof into the wa­ter had Ricky and Don not caught him.


  “Let it go, Dad,” Ricky said.


  “We need some help here!” Candy said. “Ev­ery­body lend a hand.”


  Bill glow­ered and mut­tered to him­self while ev­ery­body else put their ef­forts into haul­ing on the ropes and help­ing Finnegan se­cure them around the chim­ney. It wasn’t an easy task. The re­ced­ing wa­ter was ex­ert­ing a pow­er­ful grip on the boat, and it took ev­ery­body haul­ing to­gether to keep the ves­sel from be­ing swept away.


  But with the com­bined strength of Chick­en­town­ers and Abara­tians, the Lud Limbo was suc­cess­fully moored to the Quack­en­bushes’ house, at least for a while. As folks wiped the sweat from their brows or leaned over to catch their breaths, Tom said: “There’s a sight,” and ev­ery­one, ei­ther on the roof or on the deck, looked up to see the Worm­wood, its struc­ture weak­ened by the fire and magic and night­mares, now un­knit­ted by the very tide that had car­ried it here. Its back broke in two places, and the for­ward sec­tion started to slide into the wa­ter, drag­ging the mast on the mid­sec­tion with it.


  The mast came crash­ing down, rolling off the deck and into the sea, its rig­ging in turn drag­ging down the mast be­side it.


  “Can you see Mater Mot­ley? ” Finnegan asked Candy.


  “She’s there at the stern. See her? ”


  The only vic­tor of to­day’s bat­tles wasn’t alone. A few of her seam­stress sis­ters had sur­vived the en­gage­ment and, along with the stitch­lings who had dis­posed of Car­rion’s body, were gath­ered around her. An ugly mu­sic was com­ing from the women: a cho­rus of un­har­mo­nious voices singing a song of power. Its pur­pose soon be­came plain. The sound pro­duced a nim­bus of skit­ter­ing en­er­gies, which pro­ceeded to cloak Mater Mot­ley from head to foot.


  “She’s get­ting away,” Finnegan said. He then let go a stream of Abara­tian, for which Candy needed no trans­la­tion. He was curs­ing.


  The song spell was steadily grow­ing more dis­cor­dant. The veil of trans­port now eclipsed the old woman en­tirely.


  Finnegan glanced at Candy: “Can’t you stop her some­how? ”


  “Me? ”


  “You’ve got magic. Stop her es­cap­ing.”


  “I don’t know how.”


  “Damn her,” Finnegan said, as though he were gen­uinely wish­ing the Hag to hell, deep in his heart.


  “She doesn’t es­cape un­scathed, if that’s any com­fort,” Geneva said. “I saw wounds upon her. Car­rion left his mark.”


  The seam­stresses’ song spell sud­denly stopped dead. And on the in­stant that it ceased, the flux it had sum­moned up folded into it­self and dis­ap­peared. Mater Mot­ley had gone with it.


  “If there’s any jus­tice, her wounds will be the end of her,”


  Mis­chief replied grimly.


  “I doubt that they will,” said Geneva. “But we can hope for the worst, I sup­pose.”


   


  


  


  56. DOWN AND DOWN

  



   


  WITH MATER MOT­LEY GONE, the re­main­ing por­tions of the Worm­wood now suc­cumbed to the re­ced­ing tide. What lit­tle re­mained of the deck col­lapsed, bring­ing down the fi­nal mast; and as it fell the once mighty ves­sel shud­dered and folded upon it­self, tim­ber on tim­ber, the wa­ters of the Iz­abella ex­tin­guish­ing the flames as the ship sank and re­ceiv­ing the sad rem­nants into her em­brace with some­thing like a sigh. In a mat­ter of a minute or so, the Sea had claimed the ves­sel’s bones and car­ried them away, leav­ing only a dark scum of Todo mud, ash and splin­ters to mark the spot where the Worm­wood had sunk.


  Only John Ser­pent, of all peo­ple, had any­thing good to say about this grim scene.


  “She was a great ship,” he re­marked. “What­ever ter­ri­ble pur­poses she was put to. Mis­chief, salute her for us, will you? We should pay our re­spects. She was mighty in her way.”


  Candy gave Ser­pent a side­ways glance.


  “Of course if you think not, lady …”he said, his tone dis­tinctly more cour­te­ous than usual.


  “No. Salute away. Per­son­ally, I’m glad it’s gone.”


  “You’re young,” Geneva said softly. “Death doesn’t move you so much, be­cause you can’t imag­ine it ever hap­pen­ing to you.”


  Candy con­tem­plated this for a mo­ment. “I think I can,” she said fi­nally.


  Be­hind her, her fa­ther sud­denly started yelling at the top of his voice. “Look at that! My chim­ney! I told you this would hap­pen!”


  Candy looked around to see that the chim­ney stack was be­gin­ning to crack un­der the pres­sure put upon it by the tug­ging of the Lud Limbo.


  “It doesn’t mat­ter, Dad,” Don said, quite rea­son­ably. “We were go­ing to move any­way.”


  “Shut up! I didn’t ask your opin­ion!”


  “I’m only say­ing”


  “And don’t talk back to me!” Bill hollered.


  He lifted his hand as though he in­tended to strike his son. Don didn’t flinch, as he would nor­mally have done. He just stood look­ing at his wa­ter­logged fa­ther with a faintly amused ex­pres­sion on his face.


  Bill sud­denly seemed to re­al­ize that there were a lot of peo­ple watch­ing him. He low­ered his hand. Then he turned to Melissa.


  “Are we go­ing to get on this damn boat then? ” he said.


  She didn’t bother to look at him. She was star­ing at her daugh­ter.


  “What are you go­ing to do, Candy? ” she said.


  “Well, first we’re go­ing to get you all to a safe, dry place, where you can stay till the wa­ter goes down. There’ll be help here soon.”


  “Yes, I know. But af­ter that, honey? What will you do af­ter that? ”


  “Oh. I’m stay­ing,” Candy said. “That’s why I came back. It was time to come home.”


  A smile of re­lief came onto Melissa’s face. “Oh, honey, I’m so glad. I’ve missed you. Lord, how I’ve missed you.”


  “And I’ve missed you, Mom,” Candy said.


  They put their arms around each other, as though they had only just been re­united, and hugged and cried, while ev­ery­body else on the roof tried to pre­tend they weren’t look­ing. “Why didn’t you tell me, Mom? ” Candy said.


  “I didn’t know how to,” Melissa replied.


  “What the hell are you two talk­ing about? ” Bill Quack­en­bush de­manded.


  “For­get it, Bill,” Melissa said.


  “Oh no. Not this time. It’s a con­spir­acy, that’s what it is.”


  “Don’t be stupid, Bill.”


  “I’m not stupid. I’m the only nor­mal one here.” He turned his rage on the Abara­tians. “Look at these freaks.”


  “They’re not freaks, Dad,” Candy said. “They’re my friends.”


  “Friends? These things? They’re not even hu­man.” He pointed at the broth­ers John. “How can you call that your Friend? ” Now at Finnegan. “Or that … abom­i­na­tion. What kind of screwed-up thing is that? Black skin! Red hair! Green eyes! That’s not nat­u­ral. I’m warn­ing you. All of you. You’d bet­ter get your sorry butts out of this state be­fore the wa­ter goes down, be­cause I’m telling you, this is Chick­en­town. We don’t mess around with weirdos like you here!”


  “Stop it, Dad, ” Candy told him.


  She didn’t speak loudly, but she didn’t need to. Her voice car­ried a qual­ity she’d heard in it be­fore: her fa­ther wasn’t so dumb as to ig­nore it. He stopped his threats and looked at his daugh­ter with a puz­zled ex­pres­sion on his face. No, not puz­zled. Fright­ened. For the first time in his life, Bill Quack­en­bush was a lit­tle afraid of his daugh­ter. Candy could see the fear there in his eyes, and af­ter all he’d said and done over the years, she couldn’t help but feel a lit­tle rush of plea­sure.


  “You lis­ten to me,” she said to him. “One last time. These are my friends. They come from a place called—”


  That was as far as she got. There was a sud­den crash, and the chim­ney stack top­pled, an avalanche of bricks and con­crete tum­bling down over the roof into the wa­ter. No longer moored, the Lud Limbo creaked and rolled as the re­ced­ing wa­ters tugged on it.


  “This is it!” Finnegan yelled. “The boat’s go­ing back to the Abarat whether we like it or not.”


  Panic and con­fu­sion erupted, as ev­ery­body who’d been pulled aboard the Lud Limbo started to clam­ber off. They didn’t know where the boat was go­ing; they only knew they didn’t want to be on it when it went. The roof of 34 Fol­low­ell Street might be a shaky refuge, but at least they knew its ad­dress. Peo­ple pushed, peo­ple cursed, peo­ple kicked.


  Sick­ened, and a lit­tle ashamed of what her peo­ple were do­ing, Candy looked away, down into the wa­ter. Was there some­thing down there, be­sides the ever-vig­i­lant fish?


  Yes, there was! A face, a hu­man face, was look­ing up at her from the murk. She knew it too. The deep-set eyes, the mass of dark hair She started to re­treat from the rail­ing, but in the same in­stant the fig­ure be­low her pro­pelled him­self out of the wa­ter, his hands reach­ing up to catch hold of her. The deck was wet and slick be­neath her heel, and she lost her bal­ance, fall­ing for­ward. His hands grabbed her neck and shoul­der. She let out a yell.


  The crea­ture smiled up at her for an in­stant, as though this was just some in­no­cent game, and then she was dragged over the rail­ing and into the fast-re­treat­ing wa­ters of the Sea of Iz­abella.


   


  


  


  57. “NEVER FEAR …”

  



   


  HER AB­DUC­TOR WAS STRONG, and he car­ried her down and down, and though she fought him as best she could, his hold was too pow­er­ful for her to free her­self. Once, just once, she man­aged to look up and saw the shape of the Lud Limbo far above her.


  The bul­ly­ings and per­sua­sions of the tide were quickly car­ry­ing it away. Any hope of res­cue was leav­ing with it.


  She took her eyes off the dark shape of the ves­sel and looked down at her ab­duc­tor again. It was Letheo, of course. She tried to sig­nal to him that she needed to go back to the sur­face, but he shook his head. Was he crazy? Her lungs were ready to burst from the lack of air.


  She strug­gled to re­lease her­self from his hold, des­per­ate now, and this time, much to her as­ton­ish­ment, he loos­ened his grip and pointed to­ward a door­way. It was not just any door­way. Though she’d be­come mo­men­tar­ily dis­ori­ented in the rush of gray-green wa­ter and all the trash that it con­tained, she now un­der­stood where they were. He had brought her down to the front door of num­ber


  , her own front door. It opened and closed eerily as the va­garies of the cur­rent caught it. Letheo pushed it open, and they swam over the fa­mil­iar thresh­old and into a very un­fa­mil­iar world. Yes, of course she knew it all: the pic­tures from the fam­ily’s visit to Or­lando float­ing off the hall­way wall, a school of beer cans float­ing past; the fur­ni­ture and the thread­bare rug. She knew all of it so well. But—as if in a dream—it had been made over by the wa­ters: be­come a murky war­ren of rooms, and she float­ing through them, de­fy­ing grav­ity.


  Letheo was point­ing up­ward now. Candy un­der­stood in­stantly what he was telling her, and she started to swim up the stairs. Af­ter thir­teen or four­teen steps up, she broke sur­face. She drew a suc­ces­sion of gasp­ing breaths, then climbed the rest of the stairs un­til she reached the top, where she sat, pant­ing and cough­ing. Letheo had put his head out of the wa­ter now, and as soon as she’d caught her breath she said: “Were you try­ing to drown me? ”


  “No!”


  “Well, why did you drag me off the boat like that? ”


  “Him.” Letheo pointed up the stairs.


  Candy looked over her shoul­der. The door to her par­ents’ room was open. She got to her feet, the wa­ter squelch­ing in her shoes, and crossed the land­ing to the bed­room door.


  She glanced back at Letheo, think­ing he was go­ing to ac­com­pany her. But he had stayed where he was, his chin just clear of the wa­ter. A box of ce­real floated be­hind him, its soggy con­tents scat­tered over the wa­ter. Small sil­ver eels picked at them.


  “Go on,” Letheo said, nod­ding to­ward the door. “He won’t hurt you. He’s be­yond hurt­ing any­body now.”


  She’d known the mo­ment that Letheo had said him who he was talk­ing about. She could hear a thin, whin­ing breath from the bed­room.


  He was there. But was he re­ally be­yond hurt­ing her, as Letheo claimed? She thought of her last sight of him, as he was thrown over the side of the Worm­wood by the stitch­lings. He’d been in no con­di­tion to harm any­body. She was safe from him. She pushed open the door a lit­tle wider and stepped in­side.


  This room had been her mother’s sanc­tu­ary, her place of refuge from the kids and from the man she’d mar­ried. There was a dou­ble bed in it, but her fa­ther hadn’t slept in it for five or six years. And now—how weird was this? —there was a man in that bed, and that man was Christo­pher Car­rion. The Lord of Mid­night was ly­ing sprawled like a corpse in the mid­dle of her mother’s bed.


  He was a mess. He had pulled up a sheet to roughly cover him self, but his wounds were al­ready bleed­ing through it. His col­lar was of course shat­tered, leav­ing just a few sharp frag­ments around his neck. His night­mares had gone, dead or for­saken him.


  But it was his face that was the re­ally shock­ing part. His skele­tal look, that liv­ing death’s head of his, had al­ways fright­ened Candy.


  But he was fear­some no longer. The bat­tle on the Worm­wood had cleansed all the venom from his ex­pres­sion; the cru­elty had gone too; so had his in­tim­i­dat­ing stare. He didn’t even seem to know that she was in the room. Fi­nally she said:


  “Car­rion? ”


  His yel­low-gray lids flick­ered, and his pale, pale eyes slid in her di­rec­tion.


  “So. Letheo found you. Good.”


  His voice was so small, so frail, that she could barely make sense of what he was say­ing.


  “Come here …”he said to her. She didn’t move. He raised his hand, the fin­gers barely more than bone, and beck­oned to her.


  “Please, ” he said. “Come here.”


  She took a step to­ward the bed. Some ragged scrap of a thing that had been brought into the room at­tached to Car­rion’s body crawled like a wounded crab away from her foot and took refuge un­der the bed­side ta­ble. She shud­dered. She was sorely tempted to leave now, be­fore he spoke again. But then she’d never know what he had to say to her, would she? And she wanted to know.


  He reached up, and very gen­tly he took hold of Candy’s hand.


  His flesh was icy cold, and damp. His thumb moved across her palm and came to rest in the mid­dle of her hand. Then he seemed to sum­mon a lit­tle frag­ment of en­ergy from some­where, and two pin­points of bright­ness ap­peared in his eyes, fo­cus­ing upon her.


  “Princess? ” he said. “Are you in there? I want to talk to you.”


  Candy started to pull her hand away. But for all his frailty, Car­rion held it tight.


  “Princess? ” he said again. “Speak to me. I beg you!’


  Candy shook her head. Tears had sprung into her eyes, and she felt an ag­o­niz­ing ache in her chest. The air in the room—pressed into this lit­tle space by the wa­ter—made her blood thun­der in her ears.


  “Please,” he said again. “All I want to do is speak to you one last time. Is that so much to ask? ”


  The re­ply came out of Candy with­out her even will­ing it to, her tongue shap­ing thoughts that her mind had not in­vented.


  “I’m here, “she told him.


  It was true too. She could feel the pres­ence of the Princess in her, al­most as though they were stand­ing side by side. But the stranger thing was this: there was noth­ing new in the feel­ing. She re­al­ized in that mo­ment that the Princess had al­ways been there with her, right through life, but her pres­ence had been so fa­mil­iar to Candy, so much a part of what it felt like to be Candy Quack­en­bush, that she’d never ques­tioned it.


  “I … see … you,” Car­rion said, his eyes nar­row­ing. “By all the pow­ers … I see you”


  There was a noise at the door, and for a mo­ment Candy took her eyes off the Lord of Mid­night and looked back. It was Letheo.


  There was some­thing about the way he watched her that made Candy’s heart quicken with un­ease. You should get out of here, said a voice at the back of her head.


  Princess? Candy thought. Is that you?


  Yes, it’s me, the thought replied. We have to get out of here, sis­ter, while we’re still able to do it.


  Can Car­rion hear our thoughts?


  No. But he’ll guess soon enough. He’s not stupid. We have to get out.


  This time there won’t be any women of the Fan­tomaya to save our necks.


  Does he still mean us harm? Candy thought.


  Of course, came the re­ply, of course.


  “What are you think­ing? ” he said to her.


  “Noth­ing im­por­tant. Just talk­ing to my­self.”


  “Are you afraid? ”


  “No,” she said with more cer­tainty than she felt.


  She de­lib­er­ately kept her gaze averted from his, afraid that he would read some­thing there.


  “Princess? ” he said. “For­get the girl. It’s me you need speak with”


  They had to have a plan, Candy thought while Car­rion talked on. If they were go­ing to get out of here alive, then they needed to be ready, if a mo­ment pre­sented it­self, to seize it.


  But it was hard to hold on to her thoughts in the op­pres­sive bub­ble at the top of the house. The air seemed to be get­ting staler with ev­ery breath she took. Her head throbbed so hard she thought she would pass out. It was so hot up here; the air un­der such pres­sure Wait! There was some­thing use­ful in that drought, if she could just make sense of it again. What had she just imag­ined? A bub­ble of stale air locked up at the top of the house; air that kept diem breath­ing and also kept the wa­ter of the Iz­abella from in­vad­ing the rest of the house.


  Yes! That was it! The air was keep­ing the wa­ter out. The win­dows were all closed, and so the Sea couldn’t get in. But if one of the win­dows were to break


  “What are you think­ing about? ” Car­rion said.


  “Me? ” Candy said.


  “Yes, you. Look at me. Let me see what’s in your eyes.”


  Candy tried to laugh it off.


  “It’s just strange, that’s all,” she said, still keep­ing her eyes from meet­ing his. “To see you … uh … ly­ing there like that … on my mom’s bed.”


  “I said: look at me. “


  There was more strength in his voice now. It wasn’t a re­quest, it was a de­mand.


  Be care­ful, Boa warned. He’s not as weak as he’s pre­tend­ing to be.


  We’re only go­ing to get one op­por­tu­nity to do what we’re think­ing. He means to die with us.


  “Why don’t you look at me? ” Car­rion said.


  She couldn’t put off the mo­ment any longer. Tak­ing com­fort from the pres­ence of the Princess, she looked down at Car­rion, and he re­turned the look: gaze meet­ing gaze meet­ing gaze.


  “There you are,” Car­rion said softly, and Candy knew by the ten­der tone in his voice that it wasn’t her he was talk­ing to at that mo­ment; it was Boa. She took im­me­di­ate ad­van­tage of his dis­tracted state, very gen­tly slip­ping her hand out of the Dark Prince’s grip. Then, still hold­ing Car­rion’s gaze (or more cor­rectly, let­ting the Princess hold it), she took a slow step back­ward from the bed.


  His eyes flick­ered, like fire flecks in milk.


  She held her breath, pray­ing that he wouldn’t wake from his trance of de­vo­tion but would keep star­ing at his Princess, keep ador­ing her.


  She be­gan to take a sec­ond step. But as she did so, there was a sound from the roof above, and he made a small puz­zled noise in his throat, as though he sud­denly un­der­stood that he was be­ing aban­doned.


  Oh so softly, he said:


  …no …


  Then he sat up in bed. The sheet fell away from his wounded body, and a foul smell came to Candy’s nos­trils. The stench she’d some­times smelled be­hind the chicken fac­tory, of dead and rot­ting meat.


  She turned her back on him at that mo­ment and ran to­ward the win­dow, try­ing to keep her mind fo­cused on what she’d been plan­ning Be­hind her, Car­rion spoke again. Not so softly this time. Nor to her.


  “Princess, ” he said. “Where do you think you’re go­ing? ”


  Candy squeezed her eyes closed un­til they stung, de­ter­mined to ig­nore both the ques­tion and the ques­tioner. But the Princess had a his­tory here that she did not. She couldn’t be quite so in­dif­fer­ent to this man. He had killed her, af­ter all; or at least mas­ter­minded her death. That was a hard claim to ca­su­ally shrug off.


  “Come back here,” the Lord of Mid­night said. “And let’s get this whole tired busi­ness over, once and for all. I’ve waited, Princess.


  And so have you. Even the girl from the Here­after has waited, though she didn’t re­ally know what for. But it is very sim­ple. We were wait­ing to put an end to this sad lit­tle game of hide-and-seek.”


  “I’m sorry…”Candy heard her­self say­ing, though the words were not be­ing shaped by her; they were com­ing from the other girl in her head, the Princess. Was it a trick the Princess Boa was play­ing on Car­rion right now, dis­tract­ing him with this apol­ogy while they’d plot­ted against him? Or was there some­thing here Candy didn’t un­der­stand? Some­thing that the Princess had done to Car­rion for which she was gen­uinely apolo­getic?


  “Sorry isn’t good enough, an­gel,” the Lord of Mid­night said.


  “You owe me more than that. You know you do.”


  Candy heard her mother’s bed creak as the Lord of Mid­night lifted him­self up off it, which in his bro­ken state must have taken an im­mense ef­fort of will. She forced her­self not to look around at him, even when she heard his drag­ging tread as he ap­proached her.


  She just stared at the win­dow, and at the fish on the other side, dart­ing through clouds of sil­ver bub­bles.


  He was right be­hind her now. She could feel his breath on her neck, even colder than the touch of his fin­gers. It was the ice of the Mid­night Hour that was in him: the cold of Gor­gos­sium’s Hour, the Hour of mad­ness and de­spair and sor­row ev­er­last­ing. All of it was in his touch. She felt his fin­ger­tips graze her shoul­der.


  “Nev­er­fear, an­gel…”he said with a ter­ri­ble ten­der­ness. “I’ve got you now, and for al­ways”


  No, Candy thought: No He wouldn’t take them. She wouldn’t al­low it. Not af­ter the strug­gle she’d had to free her­self from him; and un­der­stand who she was. She wouldn’t let him put his hand on them and take them away to death.


  The Princess seemed to hear her re­sis­tance. Candy felt Boa’s pres­ence, closer than close. In her, be­side her: hold­ing her hand, hold­ing her heart. It gave her com­fort.


  More than that. It gave her power.


  To­gether … she thought.


  To­gether, the Princess replied.


  “An­gel? ” Car­rion said. The Princess didn’t re­ply. In­stead they drew a sin­gle breath, the Two in One, and un­leashed a cry on the back of that breath, their voices one tremen­dous word-sound.


  “Jas­sas­sakya—thiim!”


  The force of the Word flew against the win­dow. For a mo­ment the glass sim­ply rat­tled, its strength sus­tained by the force of the wa­ter on the other side. Then it cracked.


  A sec­ond be­fore it broke, Candy felt her legs go out from un­der her as the Princess dropped her down to the car­pet. A heart­beat later the win­dow shat­tered in­ward, and a rush of inky wa­ter flecked with sil­ver fish poured into her mother’s bed­room. Candy caught a glimpse of Car­rion in the in­stant be­fore the flood claimed him. She saw his white eyes widen and his mouth grow slack. Then the wall of wa­ter caught them all, and the im­age of the Lord of Mid­night was erased as though a dark hand had been passed across it.


   


  


  


  58. THE RE­TURN OF THE SEA

  



   


  THE ROOF OF num­ber 34, the sur­vivors heard the sound of the break­ing win­dow and felt the house shake as the wa­ter rushed into it. But none had the least idea of what had gone on be­low; nor saw the three peo­ple—Candy, Car­rion and Letheo who were car­ried away by the force of the tide. They were too busy pray­ing, or sob­bing, or watch­ing the skies in the hope of see­ing some sign of res­cue. Even if any of the sur­vivors had glimpsed some­body in the flood, it’s doubt­ful they would have rec­og­nized any faces in the rush of wa­ter. Not with so much else from the Quack­en­bush res­i­dence be­ing car­ried along in the same tu­mult: the arm­chair which Bill had made his throne and the tele­vi­sion in front of which he sat de­spair­ing of his life; the fam­ily photo al­bums and all the love let­ters Bill had writ­ten to Melissa while he was court­ing her; the kitchen ta­ble where they’d all sat as a fam­ily and eaten in un­happy si­lence. All of it washed away.


  The same thing was hap­pen­ing through­out Chick­en­town: as the Sea of Iz­abella re­treated, her wa­ters car­ried the town’s arbage away with her, scour­ing the streets of the weary town. Of course in the process they de­stroyed much that was of gen­uine value, and which could never be re­placed. The town hall and all its records were washed away; the parks and ceme­ter­ies were turned to mud; whole streets were lev­elled, hun­dreds of ve­hi­cles car­ried away. Even the big­gest struc­tures in Chick­en­town, the coops that had housed the egglay­ing trea­sures of the town, were brought to their knees by the fury of the wa­ters.


  But in spite of how ter­ri­ble all this de­struc­tion was, there was re­mark­ably lit­tle loss of life. Not only had a lot of peo­ple re­treated to safe places be­fore the in­un­da­tion, but the wa­ters them­selves seemed to have treated with a su­per­nat­u­ral cour­tesy those whom cir­cum­stance had put into their care. Sto­ries would abound of how peo­ple were saved from the flood by the flood: how the waves seemed to con­spire to bear them up rather than over­whelm, to lull them like in­fants in cra­dles of wa­ter, to be their pro­tec­tors.


  It was all so strange, peo­ple would say when they talked of this day in times to come: the Day of the Chick­en­town Wave. All so very, very strange. Tragic too, of course, and some­times even ter­ri­fy­ing, but mostly strange.


  Need­less to say, the re­treat of die wa­ters was scarcely the end of the mat­ter. While Chick­en­town went about the busi­ness of ac­count­ing its losses and bury­ing its dead, the au­thor­i­ties at­tempted to solve the ques­tion of where the wa­ters had come from in the first place. The more pre­pos­ter­ous sug­ges­tions an­other di­men­sion or world that could not be seen by the hu­man eye—were im­me­di­ately dis­missed.


  Luck­ily, there were other, more plau­si­ble an­swers close at hand. Four days af­ter the del­uge, a group of ge­ol­o­gists came from the Uni­ver­sity of Min­ne­ap­o­lis with a clear edict from the head of their de­part­ment that they find a ra­tio­nal ex­pla­na­tion for what had hap­pened in Chick­en­town. It didn’t take them long. Forty-eight hours later they were able to re­port to the press that they had dis­cov­ered the pres­ence of sub­ter­ranean tun­nels that had un­doubt­edly pro­vided the con­duits for the flood that had in­un­dated the town.


  There was, they sur­mised, a very large body of wa­ter deep un­der­ground, which, ow­ing to some frac­tur­ing of the walls that con­tained it, had been sud­denly and dis­as­trously un­leashed.


  The wa­ter lay too deep for any­one to reach it and of­fer pho­to­graphic proof of its ex­is­tence, but it was still the ver­sion of events that most peo­ple ac­cepted. It had the stamp of sci­ence upon it, af­ter all, and that lent it le­git­i­macy. Of course there had been sig­nif­i­cant pieces of ev­i­dence sug­gest­ing an en­tirely dif­fer­ent ex­pla­na­tion: pic­tures of the light­house and the jetty taken by the Courier’s pho­tog­ra­pher, and sev­eral garbage bags full of dried fish and other de­tri­tus picked up in their vicin­ity. But the po­lice records had been washed away. So, of course, had the light­house, the jetty and all that had been left at the high-wa­ter mark; erased by the com­ing and go­ing of the Iz­abella.


  Those same eras­ing wa­ters had borne Candy away from Chick­en­town with great speed, their tu­mult qui­et­ing once the di­vide be­tween the Here­after and the Abarat was reached.


  I’m go­ing back Candy thought as the sky started to darken over­head and the un­fa­mil­iar con­stel­la­tions that hung in the heav­ens above the is­lands be­gan to show them­selves.


  I tried to leave, but here I- am, on my way back.


  The thought made her smile. And the smile was still on her face when sleep over­took her….


  News of what had hap­pened in the Here­after had pre­ceded her to the is­lands. Some of it was un­sub­stan­ti­ated ru­mor, some pure in­ven­tion, but fact or fic­tion, it was the mat­ter of the hour. There’d been a great wave, ev­ery­body agreed. It had trav­eled deep into the other world, breach­ing the di­vide be­tween the Abarat and the Here­after. There had been great dam­age caused, and many deaths.


  Pos­si­bly a great sea bat­tle. Pos­si­bly (though this was widely dis­missed as un­likely) the de­struc­tion of the great war­ship the Worm­wood. Even less be­liev­able (though there were many who prayed it was the truth) were the re­ported demises of the ma­tri­arch of the Car­rion clan, Mater Mot­ley, and her lethal grand­son.


  Fi­nally some solid facts emerged from this seedbed of pos­si­bil­i­ties.


  The first fact was the ar­rival of the Lud Limbo at the Yebba Dim Day, where the weary trav­el­ers—led, to ev­ery­one’s as­ton­ish­ment, by a man the Abarat had long thought dead, Finnegan Hob—pre­sented them­selves to au­thor­i­ties and re­quested an emer­gency meet­ing of the Great Coun­cil of the Is­lands. There was much to tell; much that the lead­ers of the Hours and their peo­ple needed to know. The coun­cil was quickly con­vened, and half a day later, in the three-domed Cham­ber of De­crees, on Soma Plume, rep­re­sen­ta­tives from all the Hours as­sem­bled to hear the tales that Finnegan, Tom, Geneva, the John broth­ers and Ma­lingo (even Deaux-Deaux skipped in for the pro­ceed­ings) had to tell.


  “And what news is there of Candy Quack­en­bush? ” the leader of the coun­cil asked when the tes­ti­monies had all been of­fered up.


  “She seems to be at the cen­ter of all this. Is she still alive? And if so, where or when? ”


  Only the Iz­abella knew the an­swer to that. With the ten­der­ness of a lov­ing mother, the wa­ters car­ried the sleep­ing Candy through the chan­nel be­tween the Outer Is­lands of Aut­land and Efreet, pro­tect­ing her from the bit­ter winds that howled around the lat­ter is­land by call­ing up a cur­rent from ther­mal vents con­cealed in the coral shelves north of Qualm Hah. Oc­ca­sion­ally Candy’s eyes would flicker open, and she would catch a glimpse of some sight that re­minded her that she was back in the Abarat. Once a huge red ship sailed past her with what was surely an en­tire town built on its decks: houses and churches and wind­ing streets. On an­other oc­ca­sion, she sleep­ily opened her eyes to see that she was trav­el­ing past a rock on which there stood a church with twin steeples made of the skull of an im­mense dragon. She smiled to her­self in her dreamy state. There was so much more to see, she thought. So much more to learn. So much more to be.


  Fi­nally it was the sound of birds that woke her prop­erly. She opened her eyes to see that the tide had brought her close to the shore of a tiny is­land, with an even tinier is­land set just a few yards from it. She didn’t need to make any ef­fort to reach the is­land; the cur­rent car­ried her straight to­ward it. These were no shal­lows; it rose straight up out of the wa­ter. But she had no dif­fi­culty hoist­ing her­self onto the grass, which grew lushly un­der a large spread­ing tree, in the branches of which the birds Candy had heard hopped and sang, feed­ing on the fruit that hung abun­dantly among the fo­liage. Candy was too hun­gry not to try the fruit her­self. She was glad she did. Not only was the meat of the fruit rich and fill­ing, there was a pit at its heart that was filled with sweet wa­ter. Both hunger and thirst as­suaged, she lay on the lush grass be­neath the tree, think­ing she would make some plans for the fu­ture. But her fa­tigue was by no means over. Again, a lovely drowsi­ness crept over her, and again she slept.


  Over in Gor­gos­sium, on the other hand, no­body slept. The Hour of Mid­night had seen more hor­rors than most, but it was now in the throes of a new round of ter­rors. Though Mater Mot­ley had re­turned to the is­land wounded, she quickly re­cov­ered from her in­juries, and pro­ceeded to put Mid­night un­der a new rule of law: her law. The first of her dra­co­nian mea­sures was to or­der the ar­rest and ex­e­cu­tion with­out trial of any­one she or her seam­stresses sus­pected of be­ing sym­pa­thetic to Car­rion. He was dead, she an­nounced, and any who had been loyal to him would now fol­low him to obliv­ion. No sooner had the guil­lo­tin­ing be­gun than sev­eral bat­tal­ions of stitch­lings be­gan the de­mo­li­tion of all tow­ers but the Thir­teenth, where Mater Mot­ley had long resided, de­stroy­ing in the process ev­ery piece of fur­ni­ture on which Christo­pher Car­rion had sat or slept; ev­ery book from which he’d read, ev­ery scrap of pa­per on which he’d writ­ten, ev­ery keep­sake, ev­ery statue; in short, ev­ery­thing upon which he might once have laid his eyes or taken plea­sure in.


  The of­fi­cial rea­son given for this cleans­ing was that his grand­mother was grief stricken by the loss and that she wanted to be rid of ev­ery ob­ject that put her in mind of him. But this per­suaded few.


  They knew the truth. A new Night had be­gun, which would in time prove darker even than any that pre­ceded it, and in its midst was the Hag Mater Mot­ley, who nursed in her bro­ken soul cru­el­ties that even her grand­son would have re­fused to coun­te­nance.


  And alone in her tower, Mater Mot­ley sewed and sewed, like a woman pos­sessed, and while she sewed, she thought of how fine the or­chard had looked the Night it had burned, and how proud she was of her fire….


  Again Candy woke.


  This time it wasn’t the birds that stirred her, it was the crash of waves. She sat up. The sky that was vis­i­ble through the branches was bright with stars now, and the moon, full and am­ber, was ris­ing over an­other is­land, from the shores of which came the sounds that had awo­ken her. But how was that pos­si­ble? The is­land hadn’t been in view when she’d sat eat­ing the fruit un­der the tree. Nor had it been Night.


  There was only one plau­si­ble ex­pla­na­tion. The lit­tle is­land on which she had found refuge had moved. In­deed, it was still mov­ing, with its tiny at­ten­dant is­land in the lead, glid­ing through the waves to­ward the shore where the sil­very surf boomed.


  “Weird,” she said, wan­der­ing down to the edge of her lit­tle do­min­ion and look­ing out at the peaks of the ap­proach­ing is­land. It was Huf­faker, she guessed. Yes, Huf­faker. She could see the enor­mous cave where she and Ma­lingo had been washed out into the starlight, sev­eral ad­ven­tures ago. But how had the is­land got­ten here? Her ques­tion was an­swered as soon as her trav­eler is­lands reached shal­lower wa­ter. The tiny is­land ahead of her lifted it­self up out of the surf, and the bushy green head of an an­i­mal with vast, kindly eyes turned back to­ward her and smiled.


  She had no words. What do you say to a smil­ing is­land? All she could do was smile back. Then the beast re­turned its gaze to its des­ti­na­tion and be­gan to raise its im­mense body—on the back of which grew the sweet-fruit tree un­der which she’d slept so soundly—out of the waves and climb the shore.


  There were lights in the woods that fringed the beach, she saw.


  And peo­ple, emerg­ing from the shad­ows of those woods and com­ing out onto the moon­light sand …


  And in the Pyra­mids of Xuxux, and in the hives be­neath, the sacbrood mul­ti­plied un­til there was nowhere left for them to breed.


  And then they waited, know­ing their time would come, and soon.


  And on the shores of the Twenty-Fifth Hour, Dia­manda in­tro­duced her some­time hus­band Henry to Mespa and Joephi, and sat down to talk about a fu­ture that seemed to have more dark­ness in it than light, and where even the light was un­cer­tain, and flick­ered like a can­dle in a great wind.


  And far away, in a mo­tel room out­side the flood-swept ru­ins of Chick­en­town, Melissa Quack­en­bush lay awake while her hus­band snored in the dark­ness be­side her and thought of how it would have been if she had given her­self to the re­treat­ing wa­ters, as she knew in her heart Candy must have done, in­stead of stay­ing here in this stale place. What sights she would now be see­ing, what won­ders fill­ing her eyes. When in­stead there were only tears.


  And on the shores of Huf­faker, Candy slid off the back of the great is­land beast that had brought her here and saw to her great de­light that she knew the faces of the peo­ple who had come out onto the sand. They were laugh­ing and call­ing her name and open­ing their arms to her, wel­com­ing her back with shouts and songs.


  And so it was that Candy Quack­en­bush and the Princess Boa came home, at last, to the is­lands of the Abarat.


  Witch, do this for me:


  Find me a moon made of long­ing.


  Then cut it sliver thin, and hav­ing cut it, hang it high above my beloved’s house, so that she may look up tonight and see it, and see­ing it, sigh for me as I sigh for her, moon or no moon.

  



  —Christo­pher Car­rion So Ends The Sec­ond Book of Abarat
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