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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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CHARACTER GUIDE

to most Persons in the two books of MANA

(omitting several lumberjacks, hairdressers, sauna patrons and such, as well as all nakki personages engendered by the Ukko-child; and according to the most regular usage of a person’s first or second name)

ALEKSONIS, VIKTOR: Lucky’s General

ALVAR VAN MAANEN: chronicler, father of Osmo

AMBERMAN: Goldi’s lover at Kip’an’keep

AMELIE: cockeyed maid at Maananfors keep

ANDERSEN: bailiff of the aitch-house

ANNA: echo of Gunther Beck’s dead wife

ANNETTA: informant of Johanna van Maanen who becomes

under-housekeeper at Maananfors keep

ANNI: sex-slave of the Brazen Isi, nurse to Jack, lover of Jatta

ARNI: mutant at Outo who only hears voices

ARTO NURMI: glovemaker, tango conductor, father of Juke

ARVID BLOMBERG: apprentice to shaman Sven Hartzell

BECK, GUNTHER: longlife dream lord of Castlebeck

BEKKER: Captain of Lucky’s wooden soldiers

BEN PRUT: aide to General Aleksonis

BEN: diabetic guard in Lucky’s service

BERGMAN: baker of the aitch-house

BERTEL OKKONEN: Lucky’s longlife consort

BERTHA: Gunther’s cook at Castlebeck

BOSCO: Pootaran consul at Landfall

BRILLE-ESTIVAN: Brazen Isi mage responsible for Jack’s nurture

BURGDORF, MAXI: Lord of Yulistalax, patron of Gala

BURGDORF, MlTZl: Maxi’s wife

CAMMON, TYCHO: former tyrant whom Osmo turned to stone CARTER: Earth’s cartographic satellite

CONWAY, PENELOPE: Earth’s Resident at Landfall CULLY: Gunther’s ‘nephew’, son of Cal and Marietta

EDITH KlPPAN: wife of Tapper the forest lord of Kip’an’keep

ELLAS: a guard of Lucky’s

ELMER LOXMITH: instinctive engineer of the aitch-house who weds Eva

ESTER NURMI: mother of Eyeno and Juke

ESTER SARIOLA: pestery junior daughter of Lucky’s

EVA SARIOLA: Jatta’s sumptuous, bumptious younger sister who weds Elmer

EYENO NURMI: one-eyed mutant poetess from Outo

GERDA: an echo lass

GOLDI: Juttahat Girlem seductress bred by the Brazen Isi

GRANNY: concierge of Lucky’s portrait gallery

GRETEL: an echo lass

GRÜNWALD, MA: wisewoman at the aitch-house

Gunther Beck: the dream lord

GURRUKAL, MATHAVAN: pilot and medic on tour of duty from Earth

HAAVIO, JUUSI: mana-priest of Forssa, obsessed with cuckoos

HAAVIO, LEENA: Juusi’s wife, obsessive cook

HAKULINEN, SEPPO: the van Maanens’ inept mana-priest

HANNES: groom at Maananfors keep

HARTZELL, SVEN: shaman of Niemi

Haxell, ROLF: Captain of Defence Volunteers of the aitch-house

HAXTHAUSEN, JULIUS: Lucky’s palace tailor

HEAD (and SHOULDERS): mutants at Outo

HELENIUS, JOHANN: Lord of Saari, Master of Mint, Kyli’s father

HENZEL LOXMITH: Elmer’s paralysed father

HERMI: shaman, intermediary with the Velvet Isi

HILDA, GOODY: bent mutant wisewoman from Halvek

HOLMBERG, MRS: housekeeper of Maananfors keep

HUBERTUS JAEGER: longlife Lord of Luolalla, Kay Sariola’s husband, son of Bella

HUKKINEN: mana-priest of Niemi

INGA: echo lass attracted to Eyeno INGA KENNAN: Dame of Niemi, Minkie’s mother

IMBRICATE: Brazen Isi mage imprisoned in Pohjola Palace then in Velvet Isi nest, somaseer and body-adept, responsible for the Jarl project

JACK PAKKEN: son of Jatta and, conceptually, of Jarl; the demon fastboy, the mana-kid

JARL PAKKEN: Jatta’s Juttahat seducer, bred by the Brazen Isi

JATTA SARIOLA: defiant princess seduced by Jarl, mother of Jack JOHANN: brother of jump-biker Jurgen

JOHANNA VAN MAANEN: mother of Osmo

JOHANNES KENNAN: a baby, also known as Piglet

JUKE NURMI: mutant proclaimer from Outo, Eyeno’s brother

JUMALA: mana-bishop in Tumio

JUNE: pathogenic mutant lass who weds Jack, mother of Maids of Horror

JURGEN: jump-biker, Captain of Osmo’s garrison of the aitch-house JUTTAHATS: servants of the Isi, including Tulkis who can interpret, and

Pelkis who assist at games; Jarl and Goldi being the only two Tree’

Juttahats without a voice in their heads

KARL KENNAN: younger brother of Minkie

KARLO: Juke’s jump-bike companion

KAY SARIOLA: wife of Hubertus Jaeger

KIPPAN, TAPPER: longlife forest lord of Kip’an’keep, husband of Edith Sariola, father of Tilly

KOSTI: younger brother of Minkie

KNOTTY: mutant from Outo, plays the fiddle

KURO: mutant at Outo who is deaf to voices

KYLI KENNAN: née Helenius, wife of Minkie

LAMMAS: werewool mutant and tango singer

LlNQVIST: Lucky’s chamberlain

LOKKA LOXMITH: Elmer’s mother

LUCKY: Queen of Kaleva. Those of her daughters who are featured (in descending age, but excluding echoes) are: Edith, Helena, Kay, Jatta, Eva, Minnow, Ester, Sal, Kaisa, Martha, Mary, and Hanna the lastborn

LUTAINEN: Maxi Burgdorf’s laureate

LUNDAHL, MRS: a Christian at Maananfors

LYLE MELATOR: Elmer’s assistant

MAGNUS: clerk at the aitch-house

MAIDS OF HORROR: the daughters of June and Juke, being Minx, Minxie, Jinx, and Jinxie

MARIA: an echo lass

MARIETTA: mother of Cully, sometime bedmate of Gunther MARKOM: Osmo’s watchman MARTI: a guard to Jatta

MARTIN (AND YOUNG MARTIN): retainers of Gunther

MELATOR, LYLE: Elmer’s assistant

MAX: elderly guard of Minnow

MlKAL: Lucky’s court painter

MINKIE KENNAN: rapscallion and seducer, son of Ragnar and Inga

MINNOW SARIOLA: pert princess whom Osmo weds MIRIAM: manageress of the Pootaran emporium in Landfall

MOLLER: mana-priest of the aitch-house

MUSKULAR: Velvet Isi mage

NlKKI LOXMITH: Elmer’s sister

NILS CARLSON: Lucky’s young proclaimer

OLGA: peasant girl, namesake of Cully’s sister OLLI: a guard to Jatta

OSMO VAN MAANEN: prime proclaimer, Lord of Maananfors OTTO: a guard of Lucky’s

OUT: a talking dog

PAAVO SERLACHIUS: Lucky’s mana-priest

PASQUIL: retainer to Gunther

PAULA: Lucky’s doppelganger

PEKULAR: Velvet Isi strategist

PELLER, SAM: Osmo’s paranoid, prematurely aged security chief, son of

Felix

PENELOPE (PEN) CONWAY: Earth’s Resident at Landfall

PIEMAN: whistling mutant of Outo

PIERRE, MISSIEUR: jeweller of Threelakes

PRUT, BEN: aide to General Aleksonis

RlNTALA, VICTOR: father of Vivi, Osmo’s former mistress

ROGER ‘ WETHEAD’ WEX: Earth’s special agent with wetwear in his skull

RUOKOKOSKI: glassmaker at Niemi, his daughter being Ellen

SAL: farmer’s daughter seduced by Minkie

SAM PELLER: Osmo’s security chief, son of Felix

SEPTIMUS: Osmo’s bailiff

SERLACHIUS, PAAVO: Lucky’s mana-priest

SlMBURG, MRS: governess in Lucky’s palace

SNOWY: Minkie’s crony

STUMPY THE ECSTATIC: charismatic village boss of Kaukainkyla

TAIKU SETALA: deceased shaman acquainted with Gunther

TAPPER KIPPAN: forest lord of Kip’an’keep

TILLY KIPPAN: Tapper’s daughter

TOMI: a gay lumberjack

TOMMI: Nikki Loxmith’s talking cat

TYCHO CAMMON: ex-tyrant, turned to stone

VAARA, PETER: dramatist and actor manager, whose troupe consists of

Natalya, Sophie, Stanislav, and Tancred

VANNI, NANNY: nanny in Pohjola Palace

VENNI: odorous cook in Maananfors keep

VlLLANEN, PER: Victor Rintala’s son-in-law

VIPER: monstrous mutant Brindled mage

VlVI RlNTALA: Osmo’s erstwhile mistress

WERNER, HANS: fisherman of Maananfors whose hand Osmo petrifies WETWEAR: protoplasmic computer sharing Roger Wex’s skull

WEX, ROGER: alias Wethead, Earth’s special agent

YÜ: aide to Penelope Conway


Prologue · FROM THE CHRONICLES OF KALEVA  OF ALVAR VAN MAANEN*

This is a cuckoo’s summary, recited by one of our gossipy Kalevan birds eager for a dollop of lamb offal …

During the celebration for the 402nd anniversary of Lucky Paula Sariola entering the Ukko entity adrift in Earths asteroid belt, Lucky s daughter Jatta came to Osmo van Maanen’s keep at Maananfors as a vagabond along with her demon child Jack, the fastboy.

In actuality Jatta had been seduced by an alien Juttahat cunningly bred in the guise of a human being – who assumed the name of jarl Pakken. This servant of the Isi serpents perhaps hoped to steal the secret of longlife with which all Sariola princesses could endow the man who first bedded them. Lucky s daughters themselves all lived a normal lifespan unlike their ever-youthful mother, the Queen in the North, whom the Ukko had altered before it began transporting human immigrants to this new world of Kaleva.

Lord Osmo (my son, incidentally – no not the cuckoos son but mine, Alvar’s) presumed that Jatta had slept with one of the mutant mocky-men whom he abhorred. Using his power as a proclaimer, he who had changed the tyrant Tycho Cammon into stone bespoke Jatta to seek refuge in some mutant hovel far away in Saari (much to my chagrin, since Td hoped to question Jatta!).

Juke Nurmi, son of mutants – but not himself visibly marked – had nursed a mania to trounce Lord Osmo. Following that Lucky’s Day feast Juke freed Cammon from his stone stasis so that the ex-tyrant might take revenge. Cammon murdered Osmo’s sometime bed-partner Vivi before being destroyed (and his bones burned to ash).

Decamping, the mutie proclaimer imposed himself upon Jatta and Jack as their escort – as far as Speakers’ Valley above Yulistalax. There, amidst a mana-bliard and a stampede of sheep set on fire by young Demon Jack, a sky-boatful of armed Juttahats brawled with a boatful of the Queens guards. The Jutties kidnapped Jack (but jarl Pakken proved to have become a ombie). Abandoning the little boy to his fate, Lucky snatched the Brazen Isi mage, Imbricate, and retrieved Jatta (who was desolate) along with her escort.

In that same valley two months later, at the autumn gala, Lucky’s consort

Prince Bertel introduced their marriageable daughter Eva to our champion pro-claimer Osmo – and to Osmo s friend from over the turquoise lake, Elmer Loxmith the instinctive engineer. Bertel had fathered a hundredsome daughters and was privately bone-sick of longlife and of his wife’s caprices.

Queen Lucky was sure that part of her soul and sanity had been kept by the Ukko entity and that this echo of herself might now dwell in an offspring of the original Ukko somewhere upon Kaleva itself. Lucky had stolen an everything machine (an all-purpose nanotek, no, nanotechno – Penelope Conway in the Earthkeep at Landfall must know the right name!). Well, Lucky s General Aleksonis had looted this from a crashed Isi shuttle-ship. The Queen hoped the machine would build a device with which she could locate this Ukko offspring and consequently her lost self The everything machine was kept under guard by Lucky s wooden soldiers inside the Fortress in the Fjord at Sariolinna. It remained stubbornly inactive.

Could Osmo bespeak it to work in exchange for daughter Eva s hand? Or could Elmer tinker it to work? Could Roger Wex, the Earth agent with wetwear in his head, compel the captive mage Imbricate to reveal how the everything machine functioned?

At the gala Osmo was beset with an erotic frenzy for Eyeno Nurmi, the one-eyed mutie poetess who was Jukes sister and for whom Juke guiltily nursed incestuous feelings. Eyeno wore a convincing false eye obtained from the Velvet Isi, and she resented Osmos advances. When the mutie proclaimer’s challenge against Osmo failed, to save his skin Juke bartered his sister to the victor. To Osmos horror, Eyeno plucked out her eye. Enraged, Osmo bespoke Eyeno to drown herself in a lake far away.

Hear the story, hark to the tale. Thinking to kill herself in Loom Lake, Eyeno was instead sucked in to the junior Ukko concealed beneath those waters. (Though we did not learn about this till later!) Therein, she met Paula Sariola s echo and the echoes of dead Sariola daughters whom Eyeno previously used to glimpse with her inward eye. The only other living person to have entered this inner domain, this wishworld within the junior Ukko, had been the father of a certain rapscallion, name of Minkie Kennan.

Osmo’s venom at Eyeno had arced through mana-space, killing his mother in Maananfors (my wife Johanna, who never cared a hoot about my Chronicles). Johanna’s death caused Osmo such grief that he was disinclined to proclaim for many months. Elmer Loxmith, for his part, had been commissioned to build a sleep-monitor for the longlife Gunther Beck, who planned to hibernate by drinking serpent hormone. Through deep dreams Lord Beck hoped to find the echo of his beloved wife Anna Sariola who died two centuries previously.

Hark to the story! During the winter Wethead Wexs status at the Queens court diminished, but he conceived an affection for Minnow Sariola, Jatta s elfin younger sister who chattered to herself. In the spring Demon Jack landed at the palace in a stolen sky-boat. In the space of a mere nine months in Isi hands, Jatta’s fastboy had grown speedily to adolescence, and now had escaped from the alien serpents. Once the winter ice thawed, Lucky summoned Osmo and Elmer to Pohjola Palace to compete at activating the everything machine. Elmer succeeded, winning Eva as his bride. To pique Osmo, the Queen invited mutants from Juke Nurmis village as wedding guests. (The mutie proclaimer himself had disappeared after the gala.) Enraged, Osmo departed in his sky-boat only to find that Vivi’s father – one of Osmo’s small entourage – had abducted Minnow for him as a consolation prize. En route, Juke lay in ambush with missiles given him by the Velvet Isi (who had formerly given his sister her artificial eye). Damaged, Osmo’s sky-boat strayed way off course before crashing. Only he (ah my son!) and Minnow survived.

As well as mutants, Bertel brought Minkie Kennan to the wedding at Pohjola Palace. Alas, Elmer proved unable to consummate his nuptials. Back in Loxmithlinna, Elmer began to whip his new bride nightly. Gunther Beck’s missing nephew Cully arrived at the Loxmiths’ keep in a seriously confused state of mind. This young man s plight intrigued Eva almightily.

Hark and hear: the Queen’s everything machine began to produce exotic weapons, amongst which was an armed jump-bike. Bertel goaded Minkie into a rage. Young Kennan seized this jump-bike, gunned the prince down, and escaped together with the Isi mage (of whom he quickly rid himself). Chasing after the murderer by sky-boat, fastboy Jack came across Juke instead. He brought the mutie proclaimer back to the palace where the widowed Queen raged and grieved.

Osmo (oh my son!) discovered sterling qualities in Minnow when the two castaways made their way through a deathmaze in the western forests to the den of the giant Isi mana-mage known as Viper. Minnow saved Osmo’s spirit from being raped by the mage. Now the two would wed as equals on their return to Maananfors – where Osmo’s paranoid bondsman Sam Peller was stockpiling new weapons. These were unexpectedly being supplied by Isi of the Brindled faction. News of Juke’s welcome at the royal palace inflamed Osmo. Word of the survival of Minnow’s kidnapper fevered Lucky.

Bertel’s assassin had vanished. Minkie was in seventh heaven in the Ukko under Loom Lake, seducing maidens – until Eyeno began to rouse the exotic inhabitants to war against him. (Which we only discovered subsequently!) Wex was pursuing a quest to rescue Minnow. Broken-legged, Wex stumbled upon a conclave of our enigmatic gossip-birds, where all the cackle was about looming war. By now Osmo was eyeing nearby Loxmithlinna as of strategic importance; surely Lucky would reason likewise. At Loxmithlinna itself, Eva’s probings finally maddened Cully. The Isi had filled this young man’s mind with false memories so that he would murder the dreamlord out of hatred – and Lord Beck’s nephew had been bemusedly resisting their sway. In anguish Cully put out one of Eva’s prying eyes with his dinner knife, and fled during the confusion.

‘Bloodshed and war,’ cackled a cuckoo …






 

One day Moon will plunge

Into warm world

Shattering herself

In a rupturous and Forced embrace.

– Eyeno Nurmi


PART ONE

MATINGS AND MAJESTY




1 · TANGO INTERRUPTED

On a blithe evening early in June the timbered village hall of Onnekyla was decked with freshly cut foliage. Amid the bristly verdant sprays hung many bunches of herbs, splendid for warding off gadflies and such. The scent of evergreen sap and tart midgebane mingled in a duet of odours, puckish to people but pukey to insects.

The women wore bright woollen robes of all hues of blue, banded and striped in yellow and crimson. The men: purple tunics embroidered with gilt braid. Unruly pompons spilled from the men’s caps, wild mop-heads of red wool. Maybe a sixth of the assembly were dancing to the wistful tango melody, couples slow-stepping sideways by the mellow light of oil-lamps. Double doors stood open upon a dusky tree-fringed forecourt. Occasional exuberant yoiks resounded from a cluster of drinkers at a canopied booth. The buffet table inside the hall was nearly denuded of pasties and pies. A lone dedicated glutton browsed upon some remnants. Most villagers in the hall simply harkened to the plangent tones of the singer. The bulk of Lammas’s audience lolled in all available chairs; they leaned against the plank walls; they stood swaying to his song, eyes moist with sentiment. Surely this must be the woolly mutant’s final encore of the evening. Penultimate, anyway.


‘To you I may look like a beast,

‘To your eyes I may seem nature’s jest.

‘One pitying glance from you, Rita, the least

‘Little nod, and love beats a drum in my breast.




‘You’re such a fine hen, charming chick,

‘Dainty bird – any man will avow.

‘How it wounds me to the quick

‘When a beast can’t woo a bird, thou …’



Lammas warbled so soulfully. Except upon his endearingly winsome face and upon the palms of his hands, tufty grey curls entirely covered the mutant. He only wore a token pair of brown cotton shorts (and sandals). More clothes, and he would sweat uncomfortably. His fellow mutie, Knotty, accompanied Lammas on the fiddle. Knotty wore a hessian tunic to complement his own ridgy ropy skin, which seemed woven of tangled string. The third musician, Pieman, whistled melodiously while chiming a couple of cymbals together – the soul of shining silver transformed into sound. His face and his fists (and his other tunic-clad parts) were as crusty as well-baked bread.

Arto Nurmi conducted the combo. Arto was short and bow-legged. He sported a natty (if frayed) waistcoat of gold and blue stripes over a baggy embroidered white shirt, the sleeves being rolled up to the elbows. Cross-gartered moccasins tethered the lower reaches of his roomy black breeches. On his hands: white kid gloves, of his own crafty cutting and nimble sewing. In the right glove (with six fingers – or rather, five fingers and a thumb) Arto waved an open red fan as baton while conducting, signalling that the current choice of dancing partners was at the women’s behest. In the other glove (likewise with six fingers) Arto clutched a closed blue fan. His ears, long and pointy as a goat’s, were alert to every nuance of Knotty’s fiddle and of Pieman’s fluting whistle. Also to Lammas, of course, the star of the occasion.


‘Dear duckling, you’ll forever be my only.

‘Yet ne’er I’ll tiptoe to your downy nest.

‘Forever must my aching heart be lonely,

‘Never shall my love for you be blessed …’



The Queen’s two guards were as deeply affected as the villagers of Onnekyla. Maybe more so. For the past three weeks blond Elias and sandy Otto had been guiding the mutie combo on their tango tour through the Northland, and they had heard the werewool perform every evening. In their camouflage leathers, lightpistols at their waists, that tough duo were misty-eyed.

Yet now the crook-legged conductor missed a beat. His sensitive ears twitched. He frowned.

A grumbling.

A rumbling.

A muted blare. Aaaaannnggg. As of an ill-tempered hervy blundering through woodland in rut.

The Northland wasn’t home to any of those horn-crowned beasts. No hervies dwelled north of the Great Fjord – not so far as Arto knew! Admittedly the bow-legged glovemaker had never strayed far from his hovel in southernmost Saari until quite recently when the crazy Queen required a gaggle of mocky-men to be guests at a certain wedding. Arto in particular. Him being the dad of the lad who’d helped out Queen Lucky’s unlucky daughter Jatta and her miracle boy, the lad who was Lord van Maanen’s bane.

The lad who had betrayed his own sister.

Who sold out precious Eyeno.

Arto didn’t wish to think too much about that business. Likely he’d never see Juke again, no more than he’d see the lad’s sister. Juke might be roaming incognito anywhere between Tumio and Kip’an’keep. Anyplace between Landfall and the Velvet Serpent nest beyond Saari city. Lying low, or trying to get himself killed by hobnobbing with alien snakes or bumping into tetchy hervies.

The sounds which Arto’s preternaturally keen lugs were picking up couldn’t possibly be those of a hervy …

Damn Juke for looking so normal! For being that freak among freaks, that mockery among mocky-men: a child without visible flaw or blemish or abnormality. The lad’s birth had been a curse – as Eyeno might have rhymed it.

Might have, indeed. Before she was sent to her death.

Insufferable sadness possessed the glovemaker. Loss. Grief. Poignant pangs. Soulfully he wagged the red fan. His thoughts homed upon his creaky cott in humble Outo. Each groan of its ramshackled fabric was dear to him, engraved in memory. Ester must be fretting somethink chronic about her hubby’s prolonged absence. Dear plump, hairy, goat-eyed Ester, left alone these four long weeks ever since the prince descended upon the mutants’ village in the royal sky-boat.

The murdered prince … killed, now, by that raffish fellow-me-lad Minkie Kennan. Bertel, the dad of all Lucky’s harvest of daughters, assassinated!

A cuckoo had cackled this shocking news a fortnight previously while the mutie combo were on tour. How might the murder twist the Queen’s fickle mind? Would it sour the guarantee to the mocky-men to return them safely home once their tango trip was over? Would the grief-stricken Queen honour her dead husband’s promises? Onnekyla was just thirty keys from Sariolinna and Pohjola Palace. The lap of honour around assorted towns and hamlets of the Northland was almost complete. An honour, indeed. Quite a novel experience for mocky-men! Ester would be amazed. So would Juke have been, damn the boy.

Poor precious tumbledown cott in Outo, so far away! Home was as distant as any lovesick lad from his forbidden sweetheart in one of Lammas’s heart-wrenching songs. Poor cherished comfy missus, waiting and wondering all this while. Small comfort their two fine children had proved to be.

On the journey by air from Niemi to Sariolinna that rascal Kennan had acted standoffish enough towards muties. Snooty was the word. Even so, once or twice Kennan had been on the verge of glad-eyeing young June. Just as well for the scoundrel that he didn’t! That particular dish of peaches and cream could give a fellow a disease if old Goody Hilda, the shrivelled chaperon, were to look the other way. Actually the wisewoman almost always did look the other way, her being so stooped over that she could only squint sidelong at you. Goody Hilda kept the lass under control; that was the point. June was the mocky-men’s security, so to speak, their safe conduct.

Not on this present tour of the hinterland, mind you. The Queen had interested herself in June: buxom young June of the double bosoms – four bubs plumping forth beneath the mocky-girl’s roomy blouse, twin titties above twin titties. Lucky had kept June and Hilda behind at the palace.

Unlucky Queen. Her consort of the last four centuries had been snuffed by that rapscallion. How crazy would Lucky be by the time the combo returned to Pohjola Palace?

Aaaaannnggg …

A shrill threadlike scream came from the far end of the hamlet. A blade sliced through softness which was suddenly brittle …

An abrupt whump. Treetops lit up ruddily. ‘How far from here to happiness …?’– the werewool faltered in his song. ‘Fire!’ bellowed a boozer out in the forecourt.

Bones of a house were ablaze. Disjointed timbers flared in silhouette against an ashen skyline: a furnace cage. A constellation of wild sparks flew upward. Another home erupted with a clap of thunder, spouting an inferno. Somewhere children were screaming.

Hubbub, as the crowd poured along the dark pebbled street in their finery. Propelled like flotsam in a flood, Arto gimped valiantly to avoid being overwhelmed.

‘Bucket brigade—!’

‘The well, the pond—!’

‘The kids, our babes—!’

Brilliant saucer eyes glared. Bright rays lanced from a black shape with broad high wheels, the bulk of a laden wagon. The unknown vehicle trundled forward. Those eyebeams raked aside to spotlight a dwelling. Fat phosphorbugs streaked from the wagon as swiftly as firebullets from a crossbow, etching afterimages, bursting against the vertical boards of the house, against the gutter eaves above, swarming through shattering windows, kindling curtains, illuminating rooms from within, clinging, igniting a radiant bonfire. With a vast exhalation of hot breath the wooden building became another furnace cage, enclosing little shrieks of terror and agony which soon were smothered.

‘Devil cart—!’

‘All the fire-nakkis together in a coach—!’

‘Of black metal, look …’

‘Serpent war-wagon—’

‘Nor!’

‘Yes!’

‘Burning our homes—’

‘Slaughtering our bairns in bed. The bairns—’

The crowd bunched tight as their onward rush halted. Bellies and bums crushed Arto, expelling his breath. His ribs were in danger of cracking. Someone’s pompon cap fell across Arto’s face in a floppy woollen cuddle; he shook his head from side to side. Cries, pandemonium.

‘Scatter, scatter—!’

‘Stop the devil wagon—!’

A lurch, and Arto’s arms were free. He gasped. His fingers clawed upward. Bodies collided again. Corklike, Arto rose. A couple of buttons popped from his stressed waistcoat. The black vehicle blared again: Aaaaannnggg. Its eyes glared. Those great hard rubber wheels crunched pebbles. Foul smoke gouted from its rump. Two slanted windows wrapping around the front of the machine were black and glossy as obsidian in the furnace light. No one, nothing, was evident behind those windows. The metal beast was raging of its own volition.

‘Mr Nurmi!’ Elias was taking his escort duty seriously. Trying to shoulder through the throng, the blond guard waved his lightpistol – and the crowd parted, opening a channel to the front for him, and then for Otto too.

Voices appealed: ‘Shoot its eyes! Blind it!’

Almost all knives had been left at home on account of, and out of respect for, the tango concert. Only a couple of villagers were brandishing blades. What use would even the sharpest knives be against the juggernaut? Lightpistols, ah! Maybe. Possibly. Hopefully.

‘Blind its eyes, Queen’s-men!’

‘Come on, Lucky’s leatherboys!’

‘What is it?’ Cuckoo cackle hadn’t forewarned the villagers of this menace.

‘Before it torches another house!’

‘Get out of my way, you fool. Run for it.’

‘Babes in their beds—’

‘Leatherboys, leatherboys!’

Illuminated by the blazing house, the destroyer had paused less than two hundred metres from the front of the crowd. Willy-nilly the glovemaker felt himself being levered to the fore.

‘Let the conductor through! That thing needs charming.’

Maybe that many-bodied beast, the crowd, judged with insensate instinct that in the present extremity a mutie might serve as a suitable scapegoat to appease the metal beast. Notwithstanding their sentimental tears shed so recently. All because Arto came from a goaty region, and sported goaty ears. His baggy sleeve snagged on a belt buckle and promptly tore loose. Nothing would halt his forward progress.

Just as Otto and Elias were levelling their pistols with wary determination, the mob squeezed Arto out like pus from a boil behind the duo. The glovemaker collapsed. He struggled to his feet. Here he was, out in front of the cordon, breathless and bandy-legged.

The great black vehicle basked in the heat and glare. Aaaaannnggg, it brayed.

A drumming …

… of hooves.

‘In the Queen’s name let us through!’

At this cry Lucky’s guards delayed firing their guns. A pair of ponies, stocky and shaggy, came forging through the crowd. One mount bore the fastboy from the Queen’s court: Jatta Sariola’s miracle lad who had escaped from the Isi after growing up as fast as a mushroom. His skin was the cinnamon hue of a penny-bun fungus, too. A wiry lad, with cropped jet hair just like his mum’s. As usual he was wearing that coppery Juttahat livery – which the light from the blazing house bronzed and burnished. A black wriggle-glyph decorated Demon Jack’s right shoulder. An inky vesperbird seemed to cling claw-hooked, as if flattened against a branch.

Not for a moment did Arto mistake the fastboy for an actual servant of the serpent. Some villagers did, though. Some did.

‘It’s a Juttie—!’

‘A Juttie from the south—!’

‘Told you yon war-wagon was Isi, didn’t I—?’

‘Wagon’ll know its proper master—’

Jack reined in and leapt from the saddle. He was unarmed. As was his riding companion, apart from a sheathed knife at the belt.

That companion dismounted swiftly, abandoning his drooling pony to its own devices. Fawn hair swept back from his brow. Icy blue eyes were intent on their target: the berserk war-wagon, the mad hervy-machine. That muscle-corded neck, that vigorous build – so unlike Arto’s own physiology. Smart new grey travelling cloak …

He was Juke. He was none other than the glovemaker’s own flesh and blood. Arto reeled in astonishment.

Neither Arto’s son nor the fastboy paid any heed to the old man. Not right now. Oh no.

‘Don’t you fire those guns,’ Demon Jack cried at the guards. ‘You’ll only provoke it.’

Side by side, the fastboy and Juke advanced cautiously towards the war-wagon. The juggernaut glared balefully at them, floodlighting the pair.

Juke stretched out his hands as if to wrestle with the manic fighting vehicle. ‘I bespeak you, spawn of the everything machine!’ he bellowed. ‘Cease and desist! Be tame! This is spoken, spoken.’

‘—he’s a proclaimer—’

‘—he’d better be a paragon at it—’

‘Your origin was Isi and Juttie, Steel Hervy!’ Juke certainly perceived the analogy with that irascible beast. The fastboy flashed the proclaimer a grin of complicity as if both shared a secret or a special memory. ‘You were made for the human Queen, Steel Hervy – to serve Lucky Sariola. Elmer Loxmith aroused the everything machine, and it built you out of atoms from the patterns stored inside itself. You’ll submit to us, Hervy. This is spoken and bespoken.’

Aaaaannnggg

Phosphorbugs gushed from a nozzle atop the vehicle. Not at the two challengers nor the crowd behind them – who squealed nonetheless. Not at Juke and Jack nor at Arto – nor at the houses of white boards and steep shingled roofs. Those firebullets winged overhead towards far woodland beyond street and hamlet. And the crowd sighed.

Huge wheels ground a few paces forward, backward, grooving the pebble road. Aaaaannnggg. Suddenly the bright eyes of the war-wagon extinguished themselves.

Only momentarily – as if the machine had blinked. Spotlight beams sprang forth again. The nozzle dipped to point at people. Arto quaked. Dozens were about to die, torn by firebullets, their fine garments ignited. Himself in the forefront; and Juke too. Juke and Jack.

The demon boy stiffened. He rose on tiptoe. He shone. He was as lustrous as brass. As sunlight at noon.

Mana-magic. The furnace-house was a grey ghost. The eyes of the hervy-wagon were pale and feeble; barely visible at all. Almost all the light in the vicinity clad Jack. The bulk of the war-machine became a black silhouette, as anchored as a boulder on a ridge at sunset.

Cold gusted over Arto. This sudden chill burned as much as it froze. His long ears crisped to crepe. His eyes smarted, tears freezing.

Juke cried, ‘Yield to us, Hervy! This is spoken.’ Sounded as if Juke’s teeth were chattering. Hoarfrost stood in stiff white hairs along the black outline of the war-vehicle. Such a numbing freeze in June, with a glowing sun-child presiding. Mana-magic. Gradually light and darkness combined once more; cold and heat mingled together. The house burned more brightly. In its glow the war-machine sat inertly, its headlamps modest, flanks and windows and canopy slicked with moisture from melting rime.

Jack wobbled. He was no longer radiant. ‘I’m hungryungry,’ Arto heard the lad babble at Juke.

Juke beckoned Elias and Otto. The three men trotted towards the calmed juggernaut. They scaled rungs on its flank. A hatch opened. For a while Juke and the two guards conferred, then Elias entered the cabin. The demon boy was plodding around in a circle, drained. He might have been asleep on his feet, or walking to keep himself awake.

Juke stood tall atop the war-wagon, his hair swept back. To the crowd he shouted, ‘It’ll take us a while to learn the workings of this monster, but I swear it’s safe now—’

Only then did he spy his father.

‘Lad …’

‘Dad …’

This reunion was an embarrassment both for the glovemaker and for the hero of the hour. (Co-hero, more exactly; the other star being Demon Jack. The fastboy hadn’t scaled the war-wagon to pose there briefly like a hunter with his trophy.)

‘Likely you saved me life, lad—’

‘The Queen has honoured us, Dad. You and me, and—’

And Lammas and Knotty likewise – who hurried, just then, from the mêlée of villagers. Folks were scurrying hither and thither, trying to organize a bucket brigade and beaters to stop the fire from spreading. Men and women dashed warily past the dormant juggernaut. A few people wailed. Others wept with relief, and some with sorrow – a bitter appendix to the indulgent melancholy Lammas had conjured in the dance hall. A number raged. A fair few stood enthralled. Kids were sneaking from houses which had been spared. Lammas slapped at sparks which had swirled into his wool, singeing a tuft here and there. With stringy hands Knotty clapped Juke upon both shoulders and clasped him tightly. The embrace was rigid. Knotty was holding Juke away from him quite as much as he was clutching him in acclaim. By interposing himself thus between father and son Knotty certainly forestalled a parental hug, or filial hug, which might have proved similarly stiff. Or which might not even have occurred. Knotty had filled an awkward vacuum.

‘Queen Lucky has honoured us mocky-men, Knotty,’ said Juke.

Arto shuffled his feet indecisively. By now Pieman had turned up to scrutinize the saviour (or co-saviour) of the village.

‘Quite a show, Master Juke!’ Pieman’s tone verged on the derisive. ‘Pity your sister can’t be here to applaud.’

There: Pieman had said the needful for Arto.

‘Shut up,’ muttered Lammas. ‘Hwisht!’

Pieman shrugged. ‘Can’t help being a bit crusty, can I? Can’t change facts.’

Juke’s face flushed in the firelight. ‘What do you know, Pieman? Do you know anguish?’

‘Oh you can try to proclaim it otherwise, Master Juke—’

The werewool grabbed Pieman by his collar. ‘Don’t be such a know-all, eh?’

For ten, for twenty seconds Lammas and Pieman and Knotty and Juke might each have been part of a tableau. None of the participants dared move, or were able to. A frown creased Juke’s brow. Hesitantly he reached out his own hand toward his critic’s crusty neck.

It was in the woods outside Threelakes,’ Juke muttered. ‘When we were selling gold for the Halvek folk … Do you remember? After my … sister got that false eye from Missieur Pierre the jeweller … A few years ago now, isn’t it? We four met up in the woods. You, Pieman, were all for spoiling her joy at her new eye with your wisdom about aquamarines. I grabbed you by the scruff, didn’t I?’

‘Five of us met up in the woods,’ Pieman corrected Juke. ‘There were five of us. The fifth person was—’

‘I know. My own dear sister.’ Juke refrained from saying her name.

‘You’ve gone on to such grand deeds since then—’

‘And now,’ warned Lammas, ‘we’re in danger of ruining another reunion unless we’re careful.’

‘That’s true enough,’ agreed Arto. He didn’t exactly look at his son. ‘I suppose one child’s better than none.’

‘I was compelled,’ whispered Juke. ‘Compelled … But I paid van Maanen back and no mistake.’

‘How do you mean, son?’

‘Why, I shot Lord Osmo down on his way home from Sariolinna in his sky-boat – with a missile. Smoke and fire poured from the tail.’

‘You shot him down? Just him?’

‘I used an Isi missile, Dad. Given me by the same Velvet Isi who gave … who gave … my sister her…’ Words swallowed themselves. Again, the evasion of her name.

One of the ponies was cantering to and fro, snickering, a mad look in its eye. The fastboy was leaning against the other beast, mumbling to it sleepily while it supported him.

Arto said carefully, ‘I’m thinking that yon Lord was on his way home with a certain Miss Sariola – the kidnapped Princess Minnow.’

Juke was silent.

‘You must have killed Minow an’ all, son. Did the Queen smile at this news? Is she completely crazy now that her hubby’s dead?’

‘Dad, Lucky needs an overseer for this everything machine of hers and for some of its products, as the good folks here can attest. Then there’s the matter of revenge upon Minkie Kennan some day …’

‘I’m thinking, by all accounts you were more deeply compelled than just by yon lord you shot down. Self-compelled in the matter of your sister.’

Pieman was nodding aye to this. Lammas shook his woolly head warily.

‘I’d give almost anything,’ Juke whispered, ‘to call her back.’

‘Her, being Princess Minnow?’

‘Eyeno, Dad. Eyeno.’ Juke could hardly pronounce her name; he almost choked.

Arto dithered. ‘Well then, there’s a wish. ‘Course, the swan of death doesn’t heed any such wishes. I suppose you’re still my flesh and blood, Juke, when all’s said and done. I don’t expect you’ll be coming home with me to see your mum? ‘Course you won’t, lad. Not yet-a-while. I’ll tell her that you’re sorry your sister died. I’ll tell her truthfully. Meanwhile you’ll hunt Minkie Kennan for the Queen.’

A discreet cough from Lammas. ‘Kennan’s from Niemi. That ain’t exactly far from our own home cotts, you might recall, Master Juke. Minkie’s mum the Dame is a tough bird. Couple of younger sons too. Revenge breeds revenge, mm? We wouldn’t wish our cotts to be burned down in retaliation.’

‘That shouldn’t happen! Oh no, never; this is spoken, Lammas.’ Did Juke mean that such a calamity wouldn’t ever happen – or that it oughtn’t to? ‘Tell you what,’ Juke promised grandly, ‘tomorrow morning we’ll ride back together to the palace in the battle-hervy. On top of it too,’ he qualified. The cabin itself could obviously only accommodate three passengers. ‘I’ll ride up top so that people en route won’t feel alarmed. We’ll travel in style, my fellow mocky-men.’

And so they did, the following day: the tango combo, the guards, and the Queen’s two mana-men (one of them little more than a lad).

The notion of tethering ponies behind the vehicle on long leads had swiftly been rejected. The aaaaannnggg of that engine and the gust of exhaust gases would panic and choke the animals. Those sturdy mounts stayed in Onnekyla as partial recompense for three burned houses and several dead children. Elias sat inside the war-machine with Jack. Elias steered and Jack cajoled the vehicle. Arto also rode within, resting his bow legs. On top, in a recessed bay ringed by a rail, lounged Elias and Pieman and the werewool and Juke.

The bulky vehicle swayed as its four great wheels grooved the dirt road which summer had softened. Sunlight dappled warmly through the viridian-needled veras and jade-scaled larixes and hoary Sylvesters. Gnats floated by like puffs of fumes. Now and then the sprawling boughs of chartreuse curver trees and those of fleecy-fronded horzmas (both at the northern extreme of their habitat) swept across the top of the hervy-vehicle. The passengers were obliged to crouch low or even prostrate themselves.

‘What use is this thing, anyway?’ Pieman demanded after one such close brush. ‘Bit on the burly side for forests, isn’t it?’

‘You might say the same of the flesh-and-blood hervy,’ Juke retorted. ‘Doesn’t it get foliage tangled in its rack of horns? This beast will make a fine big watchdog for the palace. Eyes gleaming, spitting fire.’

Pieman clawed a frond loose from his crusty neck. ‘Let’s hope Lucky likes her new pet. Maybe us mocky-men can go home to our mocky-cotts.’

‘Aye to that,’ agreed Lammas as the war-machine rolled onward.




2 · COITUS CONTEMPLATED …

Goody Hilda, the wisewoman from Halvek, saw the world obliquely and aslant. The curvature of her spine was so extreme that she must crane her head sideways to carry on a conversation. Even for a mocky-woman, Hilda’s perspective upon affairs was out of kilter. Thus she perceived the Queen’s perverse drift as regards June and young Demon Jack Pakken rather earlier than anyone else in Pohjola Palace.

That included Jack’s mother Jatta, whom Queen Lucky had tormented twice already. On the first occasion, by marooning her errant daughter in wild woodland over winter, pregnant with Jack. On the second occasion, by rescuing the disgraced princess from that affray at Speakers’ Valley yet letting Jatta’s child be snatched away by alien Juttahats.

It also included the peasant girl Anni, whom Jutties had abducted from her parents’ farm to become a sex-slave for Jarl Pakken in his rehearsals for the ravishing of Jatta; then to act as nurse to Jatta’s own son who grew so rapidly. Of course, Jack had rescued Anni from the serpents’ nest, and she now shared Jatta’s chamber in the palace. Anni was Jatta’s confidante now that sisters Eva and Minnow had departed from the palace, the one to the Loxmiths’ aitch-house far south beyond the Great Fjord, the other abducted to her death.

The mutie girl June, of the double bosoms, was Goody Hilda’s responsibility. Buxom and bonny with blonde bushy pigtails, June’s rosy features nevertheless often showed a petulant cast. Sometimes her air was saucy. Frequently the girl was sulky and moody. As well she might be. Were she to touch a fellow, or a fellow touch her, he would be afflicted with thirst or itch or shivers or shits – unless Hilda were holding June’s hand so as to disarm this lamentable diseased faculty. Cause enough for much pouting and heartache on June’s part.

As for Jack himself … to outward appearances he was an energetic adolescent (given to sudden torpor or ravenous hunger if he strained himself). As regards experience of life, Jatta’s miracle lad was a mere thirteen months old. A year and a month. Yet Jack had begun speaking almost as soon as he was born. Within a handful-and-a-half of weeks he had grown as big as a two-year-old and was scampering around, very much of a handful for his refugee mother. Jack’s subsequent experience included training in the mystery of wind and light and cold by an Isi mana-mage. Would he continue to mature at the same hectic pace, so that within a decade or even half that span he might become a sage, or an old codger? Such was Jatta’s fear.

The demon boy’s first birthday had fallen on the day following the marriage of Princess Eva to Elmer Loxmith; the same date on which the newly-weds departed for Loxmithlinna by sky-boat – which was a week prior to Prince Bertel’s murder by Minkie Kennan. When Jack looked to be sixteen or seventeen if he was a day could you properly speak about a first anniversary?

In the month since that ‘birthday’ Jack had sprouted a meagre moustache. Just a touch of ’tache, mind you. The darkness of the hair made that male plumage rather more noticeable. As yet Jack showed no sign of a beard. Ought he to? Ought he not to? Jack’s sire, Jarl Pakken, had possessed curly red hair, at least before he became a zombie. Yet Jarl Pakken had really been a Juttahat – and Jutties did not normally sprout whiskers. Jatta’s hair was jet-black, as were all Sariola daughters’ tresses, and Queen Lucky’s too. Jack might be regarded as a lad self-born from his mum, fermented and catalyzed in her by her seducer rather than being a blend of herself and that sham-man, that impostor. Not a duplicate, in male form, of his mother: Jack certainly wasn’t that. Neither was he an amalgam of two parents. Say, rather, that he was the synthesis of his mother and of mana itself. He was Jatta’s mana-kid.

Ought Jack ever to sprout a beard? Maybe not. But anyhow, some hair now decorated his upper lip, sign of a jejune manliness – and of certain stirrings. No matter if he was properly eighteen years old, or only thirteen, or one-and-a-bit. No matter if he was callow, or contrariwise precocious.

Emotionally, just who was Jack? He had escaped with Anni from the alien serpents’ nest to Sariolinna to rejoin his mother and to meet his grandmother the Queen so as to confirm his own true identity. Now that his selfhood was more secure, in what direction might he extend himself?

June …

June seemed to be of an age for Jack.

Would any normal lass harbour feelings for a fastboy who was the offspring, if only conceptually, of an alien? Maybe a lass might! With his cinnamon skin and his dark cropped hair, with his ambery eyes and neat features and lithe figure, Jack was handsome enough, if a mite on the short side. He could shine with power. He could compel with his body – with the lingo of his legs and arms and torso. Yet would any young hen truly take a shine to him?

The mana-kid doubted this. This much Goody Hilda had observed, askew. Jack was unsure of himself. Stirrings (and a modest ’tache) had come upon the lad so suddenly. He wouldn’t be a devil with the chicks the way Minkie Kennan reputedly had been. In this regard Jack was shy, awkward. When the lad eyed curvaceous June the mocky-girl seemed … so out of reach. Hygienically so!

The taboo girl wasn’t exactly oblivious to this furtive attention on the fastboy’s part. It made her sulk in frustration …

The Queen also took heed.

Even in her widow’s weeds, Lucky noted the kindling of her grandson’s itch for June. An itch which June could hardly scratch! Lucky spied this through her black lace veil of mourning, and slyly she began to encourage this delicate relationship.

Only Hilda was fully aware of this, at first. And she was wary. If need be, she’d challenge Queen Lucky even in the throes of mourning. What did a twisted antique such as Hilda with only a scant few years (or months) left in her have to worry about from a Queen?

Lucky’s mutie guests could hardly mean more to the Queen than playthings. Cute, grotesque toys. Honouring them at court had been a way of smacking Lord Osmo van Maanen in the gob. The celebrated tango tour of the northern hinterland, likewise. When word had come of Lord Osmo’s death-crash – caused by Juke, the bearer of these tidings – the news had been a source of considerable ambivalence. Lucky had lost her enemy and kidnapper of Princess Minnow. She was avenged – yet she was cheated of her revenge. Minnow was dead (but Lucky had borne a hundred and more daughters). Juke had been Osmo’s bane; now he was that cocky lord’s executioner. Juke was the Queen’s champion, give or take a dead daughter.

Surely the girl with the double bosoms and her crook-backed duenna were merely toys for a Queen. Why, then, would Lucky risk the well-being of her grandson by encouraging him to consort with June? And June, with Jack?

Irrespective of van Maanen’s demise, a major preoccupation of Lucky seemed to be weapons from her everything machine … Hilda felt suspicious in her very waters, thin and gruelly though those were these days.

When Goody Hilda grew suspicious, she betook herself to the picture gallery, Lucky’s Pinacotek. This was up a spiral stone stairway along from the fur factory where twenty or so women steamed and beat and combed and cut and sewed the coats of arctic goats and tarandras from the tundra. It was some way beyond the counting house court, a plaza domed with glass in the chambers around which clerks kept tally of the Queen’s treasury. Woe betide those fellows if they filched a golden or, or a silver mark. In a nearby refectory, hands (and a mouth, and a nose) protruded from the plastered wall where a thieving clerk had been entombed some decades previously by a proclaimer on Lucky’s orders. The mostly invisible wretch was virtually part of the décor, his palms a receptacle for coins, his mouth a hole for scraps.

What a heave it was for Hilda up that spiral stairway, even with the aid of a hairy white rope looped through rungs. Stooped over so chronically, the wisewoman’s head inclined in one direction while the stone steps screwed the other way. On this occasion June wasn’t on hand to haul and push the bent beldame upward, in the way the girl had helped out during previous explorations of the palace.

Expeditions, indeed. Tours and excursions. Hilda must have hobbled around most of Pohjola Palace arm in arm, or hand in hand, with the querulous if inquisitive lass. They had trod through pillared arcades and long halls akin to covered streets, through little piazzas under cupolas, by way of busy workshops, apartments, refectories, armoury, storerooms, parlours. They had rested on sofas embroidered with faces in the Dome of Favours watching Mikal the painter crouched on his platform adding midget figures to the frieze of heroes. In the ballroom, with its trompe-l’oeil of waltzing beaux and belles, June had danced wistfully with herself, following the footstep pattern on the floor. One particular area of orange and blue parquet blocks showed signs of a vigorous scrubbing. That was where Minkie Kennan had gunned Prince Bertel down before leaping away on the jump-bike. In Perfume Passage, where civet and musk were treated, June had inhaled in tantalized pique …

One chamber in the palace known as the Replica Room housed a scale model, made of thin lacquered wood and leaves of translucent mica, of the entire complex – though excluding the network of cellars and crypts beneath – with cut-away roofs and domes and walls. This was the long-dead architect’s original scheme, to which later accretions had been, and were still, faithfully added by the Queen’s current surveyor. Naturally, the miniature of the Replica Room within the model itself contained a tiny replica of the whole model. This was executed in highly detailed pottery. No one could see inside the wee pottery palace. Gossip had it that the Queen’s ruby ring had included an even tinier pattern of Pohjola, inscribed on the backside of the large gem a couple of centuries earlier by a lapidary-proclaimer peering through a lens. Lucky had carried the palace around with her upon her finger. Whether this was true or not, the Queen’s ruby ring had been immured in her dead consort’s coffin along with her diamond tiara to rest in a crypt which certainly wasn’t part of the replica.

Huff, puff: Hilda reached the top of the stairway and swung towards the picture gallery. Really, she must take up using a walking stick instead of whispering cantrips to uphold herself.

All the portraits along the gallery were of Lucky in a medley of moods: radiant, glowering, serene, frenetic. Which one would be Mikal’s painting of her? Impossible to say, when none was signed with a name – which few visitors would know how to read, even if so. Several bore emblems down in their bottom right corners, at squinting height for Hilda: a tiny palette, a dripping brush, an eye with a finger shading it. Lucky past and Lucky present; Lucky a century since or three centuries prior: no telling one from t’other. Hilda’s bones ached from the climb.

The sunshine of mid-June bedazzled the sloping skylights. No direct rays reached the paintings to fade their oils, but random reflections dappled many of the variously carved frames, and their somewhat repetitive contents, and the yellover panelling. Motes speckled the air. At the far end of the gallery the fat old concierge known only as Granny snoozed in a stout easy chair, its green leather back deeply buttoned. Across her lap lay a white goose-feather duster. A tin spittoon drawer jutted open by several fingers’ width from under the front of the seat. Granny’s long baggy grey woollen gown was rucked up at the rear, exposing muscle-knotted white shanks. The tray pressed against the back of her legs.

Hilda knew by now to press a penny into Granny’s palm. Batting an eye, the tubby old woman squinted at the bronze coin: anchor on the front of it for security. (And on the reverse an eye for prudence.) For safe-keeping Granny tinkled the coin down into the tin drawer. The shallow spittoon must be empty except of other such gratuities, and dry. Maybe a former concierge of the art collection had required the flat cuspidor under her seat, for phlegm. Granny had other uses for the receptacle. It was her money-box.

And it was something else besides.

Granny rubbed her muscular shanks to and fro against the tin. That’s better now …’ She wagged the duster. ‘You’re peering at me summat meddlesome.’

‘I can’t straighten up, that’s why. I’m Hilda from Halvek, if you recall.’

Granny ummed, digesting this information. ‘It’s me sciatica, if you must know. The tin takes the pang away.’

‘Ah … we’re two of a kind, old cousin.’ Dangling her hand, Goody Hilda patted Granny’s left leg and murmured a soothing mana-charm.

The concierge sighed. ‘That’s kind of you … So where’s Halvek when it’s at home?’

‘Far away. Are all the Queen’s moods on show here?’

Granny chuckled. Then, in the irritating fashion of those who possess a little much-prized knowledge, she added: ‘I know what I know, Hilda from Halvek.’

‘Undoubtedly. Never a truer word.’

Opposite the concierge hung a framed foggy mana-mirror, the only item on display without any coherent visual content. Cottony mist eddied in the glass.

‘Granny’s supposed to keep watch on that for when Her Majesty’s future face shows. That’ll be her elderly face, when Lucky grows old like you and me …’

‘So I’ve heard.’

‘Has to happen some day. Maybe it’ll be the next Granny as sees it.’

Hilda nodded, sidelong. ‘The glass can show people’s fortunes too?’

‘Happens now and then.’

‘With so many of the Queen’s moods on show here, maybe the mirror can reflect her intentions?’

‘What Granny sees, Granny will tell Her Majesty.’

The wisewoman peered into the rutted prune face. ‘Maybe the Queen confides in you? Do tell.’

‘Tell? I could tell. Granny knows a thing or two.’ The old woman’s breath smelled of musty cobwebs and mild vinegar.

‘Unknot yourself, old aches; and unknot yourself as well, old tongue. What would such a thing be?’

Granny cackled gleefully. ‘Prince Bertie and her were talking, right here as plain as you and me. She wants to find where her real self is. That’s everything to Her Majesty. She thinks as her real self’s held prisoner in an Ukko-child – and the Jutties made Princess Jatta bake a bun in her oven, by name of Jack, as a way of finding Lucky’s lost self before Her Majesty does—’

Before long, if the Queen had her way, Jack might bake some buns in June’s hot unique oven …

Hilda shuffled to stand beside the swirly glass, peering up sidelong at it.

‘Mana-mirror on the wall,’ she asked.

‘What’ll befall?’

All remained as misty as ever. From her easy chair Granny began reminiscing.

‘Well, I was as sleek and soft as water once. As slippery and as moist and as bendy. As supple and sweet. A real water-girl’s what I was before I settled into lard. Can hardly credit it now! Why, the sheen of my skin was sheer silk. So sweet on the tongue, would you believe? I kissed and licked myself whenever t’other lads and lasses were looking the other way. I was the fresh morning dew all condensed into a body, a nakki-girl, a changeling. As soft and sleek and shiny and sweet as the dew. Oh I’d never dry up. Aye, I was a lustrous nakki-girl walking upon the land. I was as moist and as bendy once—’

Granny rocked about in her easy chair. She was under a mild sway, the compulsion of memory making her repeat herself. Water, silk … Sheen, sweet …

Goody Hilda wasn’t a proclaimer who could compel serious events to occur, yet she was sensitive to the inner waters of a body. She could expand health and restrain sickness. She could discern some of the tides of mana. Granny was caught in an eddy of reverie. Mana was waxing. Past circumstances were repeating themselves obsessively as if what had once occurred might now recur in some new guise.

As clearly as though it were yesterday Hilda remembered stooping over the newly-born Eyeno Nurmi, who would become a poetess. A lovely baby with one eye lacking; the other eye hidden inside her head, an inner eye – so Hilda had detected. Back then, the wisewoman had been somewhat less bent. When Hilda was a girl, she had stood almost straight. In due course she began to bend like the sky-sickle, the debris of the shattered ancient moon which had strayed too close to Kaleva long ago before people were even fish on a world far away – as the dead poetess had proclaimed in verses. (Poetry was a different sort of proclaiming.)

That bulgy-eyed mocky-man Arni, who could read and who taught Eyeno to read, had discovered those verses after a cuckoo had brought news of Eyeno’s condemnation to death by Osmo van Maanen at the gala – abetted by Juke’s cowardice. Arni had read the verses to grieving mocky-men, as a memorial. Hilda had been visiting Outo village at the time.

Shattered moon, shattered life …

Were other lives soon to be shattered? June’s, and Jack’s? In a rapturous embrace!

Bright specks of dust lazed in the pool of illumination below the skylights. Fog billowed in the mana-mirror.

‘Shattered moon,’ begged Hilda.

‘Shed light on June.’

Squinting up at the glass, Hilda saw two faces together cheek by cheek. One was June’s rosy countenance. The other was Jack’s. Those four cheeks of theirs were in motion. Were the pair chewing lustily in addition to grinning broadly? Hectic colours painted their mobile flesh: slashes of feverish red and bilious green and suffocated blue.

Each cheek was a tiny mannekin girl wearing a wide hooped skirt belling out from the slenderest of waists. Four little maids, royally dressed. A swirling nausea gripped Hilda. She flushed, she shivered. A constipated cramp panged her bowels. Her noddle ached. Nevertheless June looked so buoyant, and Jack so blithe.

Might those four girls conceivably be June’s future brood? Her clutch of chicks by Jack? Four breasts, four sucklings … Who had dressed the little misses up so richly and fancifully? Queen Lucky? Each pretty child seemed to be the epitome of a malady, the essence in miniature of a foul malaise: delirium, poisoned bile, asphyxiation. Yet they appeared perky enough in themselves; whilst June and Jack looked perfectly fine.

Could June rid herself of her curse by giving birth to embodiments of that jinx? Little girls who could spread sicknesses if they chose to? Supposing they were sufficiently peeved – or prevailed upon! Bribed with beautiful dresses! What would the quadruplets’ names be? Jinx? And Minx? And Minxie and Jinxie?

How could the fastboy survive courting June with his health intact? Evidently he would not only survive, but thrive, if the image in the mana-mirror was accurate! Two young folk cheek to cheek, aglow with health and high spirits.

Yet what of those four little daughters? What would their future be, if manipulated by the Queen? Not to mention the future of all those with whom they came into contact? Plague Girls … (Hilda felt it in her waters, which were churning, and curdling.) Lasses of Menace. Maids of Horror …

Already the image in the mana-mirror was evaporating into swirls of mist.

Had Granny noticed the fortune? If so, what did she make of it? This was certainly a matter to cackle about into the Queen’s ear, whether or not Lucky had already glimpsed such a presage in this mirror or another. Yet Granny seemed so bound up in her own inner vision, her reverie of having once been as lovely and seductive as a water-sprite. The mirror was once again a square of milky cloud. Hilda hobbled back towards the easy chair. Really, she must avail herself of a short walking stick. That nauseous queasiness in her guts was abating. Spasms were fewer.

The fat old woman swayed as she wagged her duster to and fro. ‘And did you see me, all sleek as silk? All shiny and sweet as dew?’

‘Wake up, Granny.’ Once, Hilda might have snapped her fingers. Not for many a long year now. ‘Wake up.’

The concierge blinked. ‘Hmm, so did I doze off? Oh I dreamt such a lovely dream but now it’s gone away. Why did you spoil my dream? Everything gets spoiled sooner or later, turned into lard.’ She stared perplexedly at her puffy white hand. ‘A good dusting’s what these here pictures need. Of course, dust just settles somewhere else instead. Good thing too, else what would Granny have to do with herself all day? Dust and lard: that’s life in a word. The greasy side and the dry side. Dross clogs together, crumbs fall apart.’

‘Granny knows a thing or two,’ Hilda coaxed. ‘More than lard and dust.’ She scrutinized the old woman lopsidedly.

Granny fixed Hilda with a canny eye. ‘I knows what I know,’ was the reply.

The wisewoman prised a second penny from the pocket of her gown, and presented it. An eye and an anchor. The coin rattled speedily into the spittoon tray underneath the easy chair.

The climb back down the spiral stairway proved even more bothersome for Goody Hilda than the ascent had been. Nevertheless her visit to the picture gallery had been well worthwhile, if perhaps ambivalent.

A few afternoons later, Hilda was perched crookedly in one of the three lobes of a circular six-seater sofa embroidered with hearts large and small. Beside her: pigtailed June, in a loose creamy satin gown which the Queen had given her, smart new peaked bootees of matching suede on her feet. Pert sulky peaches, dressed in soft cream. The wisewoman held June’s hand.

The only window looked out upon an inner courtyard cloistered along two sides. Beds of dill alternated with parsley. A fountain sprang from the mouth of a bronze leaperfish balancing upon its tail. Tapestries decked the rest of the chamber. Auroras danced upon a white landscape: green and blue and scarlet skirts, wild fiery hair a-swirl, veils and gossamer shawls. The weave suggested that women were dancing rather than clearly picturing women as such. In between the effervescent figures, sparkling stars picked out constellations. There was the Archer, there was the Cow – and the Cuckoo, and the Harp.

The big round sofa had been a gift to Lucky a century previously from a suitor name of Valentin who was intent on winning a Sariola daughter and longlife. The hundreds of faded hearts – some as large as a head, others as small as a thumbnail – were all pastel in hue by now: rose and pink and coral.

In the adjoining division of the sofa, separated from June by an upholstered arm of hearts, sat Jack in his long-wearing coppery livery. He might have been a proud, if diffident, junior lieutenant in some regiment newly raised by Lucky – except that his uniform was that of the servants of the alien Brazen Isi serpents.

Jack was telling Hilda (and thus June too, of course) about the snakes’ nest he had been reared in; about the frequent twangs and chimes, the fruity air, the speed with which Juttie kids, in their elastic suits, grew to maturity. Jack harped on about how swiftly Juttie brats grew …

On a little ivorywood table stood a plate bearing scraps of apple skin, three used forks, and one remaining intact baked apple. This, and its now consumed companions, had been cored and filled with syrup sprinkled with cinnamon then dressed with cloves before cooking. Useful for warding off epidemics, so Hilda believed – not that many apples had ever arrived in the far south of Saari where the mocky-men had their homes and herded their goats. Nor cinnamon nor cloves. Those were the produce of the island of Pootara much further south across the many-islanded sea, grown by the black rationalists who knew little of mana. Here in Pohjola Palace one could just ask for such things.

A lovely melting treat for herself and June and Jack; though serving a prophylactic purpose as well. The lingering spicy aroma masked a certain acrid hint to June’s yeasty perspiration.

The chaperon’s face bent (inevitably) towards the fastboy as he reminisced. She squeezed June’s hand softly as a lover might have done, as proxy for Jack who shouldn’t touch her … quite yet. All the embroidered pastel hearts suggested to Hilda not merely amorousness, which must have been the Queen’s idea in encouraging Jack and June to make use of this particular chamber – with duenna in tow – but also medical conditions (which may have been Lucky’s notion too). Heartbeats, blood pumping, ruddy health – and morbidity. Diseases of the blood. Purpura, when a scratch could bleed a person to death. White-blood. Vein-pain.

‘Will you have the last apple?’ Jack offered Hilda gallantly. His question was really addressed to June; so Hilda kept quiet.

The girl eyed the delicacy. Four breasts and chubby cheeks needed feeding, didn’t they? Hilda, who was wise in many respects and possessed a sense of etiquette, had instilled a modicum of this into the girl – not that the fastboy himself was particularly polished in his manners.

‘You have it, Jack. You’re usually ravenous’ Especially after exerting himself … It was over a week now since Jack (and Juke) had returned in triumph with the war-machine.

‘But I don’t need another apple,’ Jack protested.

If he devoured the syrup-soaked fruit, would his body promptly burn this fuel and become another day older?

Would sexual congress with him be just as precipitate? Would he come very quickly indeed like some randy billygoat? So swiftly that he actually escaped becoming diseased?

The fruit remained untouched. June’s eyes were limpid. They were still pools, waiting to reflect a lover and to be filled with him – just as her body waited, in vain, to be filled.

‘Tell me again how you tamed the hervy!’ June was alluding to the battle-wagon. What did her sudden glance of challenge signify? An allurement, to risk his health? A disregard of his interests for the sake of her own satisfactions?

‘The hervy, Jack. It’s something to tame a hervy. Maybe you can tame anything—’ Even including her curse?

‘When I was very young I tamed a real wild hervy.’ Jack’s words fairly spilled out. ‘Mum and me and Juke were on the way to a town with rapids. We were hurrying away from Lord Osmo’s keep because he’d bespoken Mum to flee even though she was tired and desperate. I hated Osmo! Well, and now he’s dead, thanks to Juke. A hervy appeared on the path by a rushing river. A living breathing hervy. Mum needed a ride. I tamed that beast, so we rode it. At the town the people chopped our hervy’s head off and hung its heart on its horns for cuckoos to feed on. The mana-priest asked us to dinner.’ (Breathlessly.) ‘I climbed up on his cuckoo perch to get some more meat. Leg of lamb, it was.’

‘Be careful, child,’ croaked Hilda.

June giggled as Jack raced onward. ‘The perch snapped and I fell on the shore. The priest was furious. Yet his people had hacked my hervy’s head off, hadn’t they? On the way to that town, riding my hervy, we met a gang of woodmen. One of them called us the holy family. Daddy, Lady, and Holy Echo, that’s what. Juke wasn’t my Daddy. I had to tell the woodmen a story before they would let us pass by—’

‘Careful,’ repeated Hilda.

‘I told them what Mum told me before I was born, how Queen-Louhi-wanted-a-magic-mill-to-make-all-sorts-of-things, how-Vai-could-have-her-daughter-if-he-could-make-the-mill.’ Breathlessly Jack rushed on. His story doubled back into a tale from the Book of the Land of Heroes, a tale such as Lucky had told to the Ukko in exchange for transport to this world of Kaleva. A tale such as Jatta had told to her demon child while he was growing in her womb. A captivating tale, a compelling tale. One which could enthral and impel a person to act it out in some way or other. Jack hadn’t even touched on the matter of the battle-hervy yet.

‘’Ware,’ said Hilda, ‘this is a trap-story, yours.’

Jack lurched onwards. Now each sentence was a single word. ‘Queen-Louhi-said-the-next-hero-had-to-catch-a-terrible-wild-hervy.’ Jackgulped. ‘He-HAD-to-BRIDLE-the-FIRESTEED. He-SUCCEEDED. He’d-HAVE-to-SHOOT-the-SWAN-of-DEATH.’ The tale was thumping along, though it wasn’t Jack’s tale at all any more.

‘A trap-story!’ Hilda cried. Her goat-hide boot kicked out. The ivorywood table flew over. Tumbling, the plate cracked into three. That final apple rolled squashily across the waxed boards for a short distance. Snow whirled briefly in the air, a flurry of white flakes quite like petals of icing sugar. Jack’s neat jaw hung open.

June asked excitedly: ‘What’s a trap-story?’

‘Next it would be a nest within a nest!’ exclaimed the wise-woman. The turbulent flakes disconcerted her.

Instead of snow or sugar, small white feathers gyrated down to the floor. The fastboy bounded from the sofa. June gaped at Jack as, down on his knees, he seized the cooked fruit and crammed it into his mouth; which put a stopper to his story.

‘Are we squabbling about a baked apple?’

The Queen had slipped quietly into the courtship chamber, into the salon of pastel hearts where veiled aurora maidens danced effervescently. As usual since her husband’s death Lucky was dressed in crinkled black crêpe de chine over glossy black satin. The black lace veil hid her expression. She seemed at once abstracted from reality, an inky silhouette figure, yet her presence was so solid and dense. Securing the veil on the unkempt crown of her head: a chaplet of amber beads from the shores of the Great Fjord. This was her first concession to adornment since the funeral.

‘Jack was getting himself tangled in a trap-story,’ explained the wisewoman. ‘Or even in a story-trap.’

‘Was he indeed?’ How whimsically ebullient Lucky sounded at the prospect of her grandson ensnared.

(‘What’s a trap-story?’) whispered June.

(‘Later.’)

(‘No, now!’) That pout of June’s … Now, or I shan’t heed you any longer.

Sticky-lipped, Jack grinned at his grandmother. June’s moods were provocative to him. Jack could be so transparent, so gauche. What else might one expect from someone who was only a year and a bit old, or fourteen years or whatever? The feathers on the floorboards had all but disappeared, shrivelled to mere threads.

Said Hilda, ‘A trap-story snares you into running on and on compulsively. Soon you’ll be trying to act out the tale yourself as if you’re the hero of it, or the heroine. A story-trap, on the other hand – that’s what I meant by a nest within a nest – is when part of a story causes a new story to start within itself. Then that story opens up another story till you can never find your way back to the beginning. In my time I’ve treated a patient or two who fell into that kind of sway.’

‘Oh I’ll find my way back to the beginning—’ Lucky was staring towards the window, beyond which the dill and parsley grew. She might have been addressing her faint reflection in the glass. ‘I’ll find the way even without my Prince; and maybe more easily without him. You see, now there’ll be no more daughters in the line, no more seed springing within me; I don’t suppose. I escape from the trap of generation, generations …’

Seed, and generation … A flush suffused June’s already rosy cheeks. Jack found an itch on his arm which needed scratching imperatively. He ducked back to his seat next to June though separated from her by the padded arm of the sofa.

Hilda thought she understood the Queen’s drift. Granny in the gallery had supplied the key: Queen Lucky was seeking for a lost soul, namely her very own, which the Ukko had kept when it made Lucky immortal, and which it had stored within its supposed offspring.

The union of her grandson and June – supposing that this could take place without Jack becoming seriously, fatally, ill – would cause those maids of horror to be born. Those lasses of menace, whom Hilda had spied in the mana-mirror. Four little daughters who could spread sickness and death.

Did Lucky have any inkling that this would be the result of Jack’s and June’s mutual desire? Had she already stared into a mana-mirror and beheld this? Had she tossed liquid tin into a bowl of water and seen such shapes congeal?

Murmuring to herself, the widowed Queen roamed the room, and came to rest on the vacant lobe of the heart sofa, with her back to its other occupants. They might no longer have existed for her: these, her human dolls. Mere dayflies, born at dawn and dead at eve. Even Hilda, with her few scores of years, was a dayfly by comparison with Lucky, four centuries old. As for Jack, he might be the person most like a dayfly ever, fated to age and succumb to old age within four years, five, or six – unless June’s touch put paid to him first. Perhaps that was an essential part of the shy attraction Jack felt for June. June was a death-bringing girl. Suitors would fall sick because of her. Yet a lad who lived so fast was already in a sense a dying boy. So the two qualities, both the fruit of mana-energy acting upon the flesh, might cancel one another out, and discharge themselves – resulting in the birth, instead, of those little menace lasses, Minx and Jinx and Minxie and Jinxie …

Lucky’s daughters conferred longlife on their first lover, their husband. If the offspring of Lucky’s grandson and June bestowed mortality – rapid mortality – upon those whom they touched with deadly intention, the line of Lucky would be tied in a knot, terminated. Or at least one string of that line would be tied; and maybe one was enough. Lucky would be liberated. Free to find herself. Was this in the Queen’s mind?

Minx and Minxie, Jinx and Jinxie: those were merely names which Hilda had imagined. The children did not exist as yet, to bring death to people. Surely there could be a way for Jack and June to become lovers – curing June, and stabilizing Jack – without any virulent children actually being conceived …

‘Pull an egg into a knot,’ mumbled the wisewoman, ‘so that the knot doesn’t show …’ That was one of the tasks which a maiden had set for the old hero Vai who wanted to wed her. Pull an egg into a knot. Prevent the egg from hatching. Prevent the egg from fertilizing. A contraceptive charm.

Now was surely high time for such a charm.

‘Children,’ said Hilda to June, then to Jack, ‘let’s play a knot game, shall we? A game with string. With cord. If you can’t quite touch each other yet,’ and she squeezed June’s hand reassuringly, ‘at least you can do so with cord. Maybe after you’ve used cord, touching with fingers will become easier and safer, hmm?’

Let them believe that she was assisting their courtship. Why, indeed she was! Yet at the same time, let a knot be tied in an egg. Without the knot showing, of course.

‘I’ll run and fetch some cord.’ Whilst licking his sticky palm and rubbing it on his liveried thigh, Jack darted for the door. Ach, you oughtn’t to dash at the same time as you were rubbing your leg. Jack seemed to be gimping in a mockery of Hilda’s affliction. ‘With your permission, Grandmother,’ the fastboy called back; and he was gone.

Lucky spoke distractedly: ‘The ropes of love … they bind a cock and a hen in wedlock. Tie your bride to the bedstead then whip her lightly with switches cut from a curver tree. Whip her buttocks and tickle her loins. Tie your fresh-plucked goose to the bed. Speak the word of unlocking of her girdle. Don’t you forget the word of unlocking! You can’t forget, can you? Knots are for memory. Tie your hen upon the mattress and utter the word and tickle her buttocks—’

What recipe was this? What instructions were these, which Lucky must have uttered many times before? Uttered in what circumstances? Why, as advice to bridegrooms! To grooms who were about to wed one of her many daughters and win longlife from their virgin bride.

‘Though June wears no girdle except for the girdle of disease—’

All Sariola daughters must have been compelled to wear chastity girdles, which a secret word would unlock …

As Hilda grappled with this revelation, she understood that Lucky perceived a similarity between the mocky-girl June and her own princess daughters – whom Lucky could never have treated with too much tenderness except when sentimentality overtook her. With regard to the forbidding girdle, June was akin to a daughter.

Advice to eager bridegrooms? No, not advice – but orders from their mother-in-law.

The Queen roused herself. ‘Wisewoman—’ Hilda craned her neck further so as to gaze backwards. Lucky had swung around, hoisting a crêpe-and-satin-clad leg and black pointy-toed boot on to the upholstery of hearts. The Queen stared at Hilda over the padded divide.

‘Jack was weaned so quickly, wasn’t he? A baby one moment; and then no longer a baby. Maybe that’s why he’s attracted by an abundance of breasts. A bounty of bosom.’

June sniggered, and Hilda squeezed her hand sharply.

‘I’m sure there’s more to this than meets the eye,’ the wisewoman said warily.

‘Will this string game of yours protect Jack, Goody Hilda?’

‘If he needs protecting, Your Majesty.’

‘Do you feel in your waters that he mightn’t?’

Cautiously: ‘That’s as maybe.’ (I knows what I knows. She mustn’t echo Granny.)

‘And maybe my mana-priest and my shaman could join in your next string game …’ To reinforce protection for Jack; to bind him more closely to June, until Jack netted June, and June netted Jack.

Hilda neither asked why, nor disagreed. Behind her veil the Queen chuckled. She and the wisewoman were by way of becoming conspirators in the matter of the fastboy and the mocky-girl.

Jack returned eagerly with loops and loops of worming white cord, which he threw upon the rug by the window. He sat down there expectantly. Prompted by Hilda, June abandoned the sofa of hearts.

The two young people faced each other cross-legged upon the rug. They eyed one another, smiling bashfully. Laboriously Hilda settled by June. Bowed over and neck crooked, she no longer held the girl’s hand.

The Queen joined in, squatting down in her mourning garb as if grief had distracted her so much that now she would romp upon a floor. Yes, Lucky completed the circle.

Heeding Hilda’s instructions, June began paying out cord into Jack’s hands without actually touching him, and onward into Lucky’s hands until each of the three participants commanded many loose metres of cord. June held out a length. Jack looped doubled cord over. Lucky thrust folded cord through … Soon the threesome were connected by an ever more elaborate open knot or network.

Loop over, loop through, all the while pulling more cord into play. When the two ends of the cord were finally reached, those who held the ends would haul them tight. What knotty shape, or shapes, would quiver in mid-air between them?

Over, under, through …

(‘Tie a knot in an egg,’) whispered Hilda. (‘Tie the egg into a knot.’)

‘What are you mumbling?’ demanded Lucky.

‘Knit-knot, knitty-knotty,’ Hilda said aloud. And under her breath, (‘Tie the egg into a knot so the knot doesn’t show.’)

Whether or not Lucky heard that whisper, she began to chant softly, ‘Tie the ropes of love twice! But first say the word of unlocking. Unblocking, uncorking, unknotting—’

(‘Tie the egg—’)

‘Untie, unlace, unbind—’ Aye: a girl from her girdle. For June wore an intangible corset of disease.

(‘Knot the egg—’) June shouldn’t conceive those bothersome babes.

‘Unknot—’

Not that Jack and June were likely to dash off together to the fastboy’s bedchamber immediately that the game of string was over! This game was only a prelude. But even so!

Over and under and through. Not much spare cord remained. The two youngsters and the veiled Queen were shuffling closer together.

(‘Tie—’)

‘Untie and unite. Unite and untie—’ purred Lucky. At last she let go of her stretch of cord. The youngsters’ hands were almost touching. Over and through again – and the ends of the cords were in Jack’s fists, and in June’s.

‘Now pull!’

Shuffling back from one another, Jack and June hauled cord through their hands, tightening the labyrinthine knot …

‘And heave!’ Lucky was a mistress of this game.

Between Jack and June four distorted knotty figures cavorted. A quartet of dollies danced. Side by side, joined to one another: four adjacent knot figures.

Tie a knot in a fertile egg: to split the egg, and split it again … Hilda stared crookedly at the outcome of her whispered charm and of the Queen’s chant.

Jack grinned at June. The mana-kid tugged the thick string and she tugged too. To and fro. How the cord dollies jigged.
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