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BOOK TWO:

THE STORM AND THE SEA HAWK

‘Ice breathes. Rock has tides. Mountains rise and fall. We live on a restless Earth.’

– from Underland: A Deep Time Journey

by Robert Macfarlane

‘you say to the woods, to the sea, to the mountains, the world, Now I am ready.’

– from Teaching a Stone to Talk by Annie Dillard
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It doesn’t take long for a place to pass out of existence. Board up a door, cover over a gate, let ivy stopper up a gap in the wall. People don’t remember forever, stop seeing with disturbing ease. Noticing is a talent as rare as magic; attention is a gift as precious as love.

But barely anyone has noticed it is a war already, undeclared but certain. Seeds sown for centuries, star years: bred in the bellies of sharks and the eyes of owls, in the hearts of rulers who had not the stomach nor the vision nor the heart for what they must do.

These, though – the mourning lord and the unflinching queen – these are different. And the world is changing. Already it is changed.

The earth music is loose now, and will not rest until it is done. Every tendril awake and alive to it, to the destruction committed, the destruction to come. A few human ears hear it as song, but it does not sing. It trembles and shakes, passing the instinct across the poles and forces of the world, twists the north from its axis and tilts the planet to new and tempestuous winds.

Birds drop from the sky. Forests burn themselves. Oceans withdraw, unswallowing cities. Oceans rise, making islands of hills. And high in her mountain cage, the ancient girl waits. They’re coming, look now – see?

They are nearly here.




CHAPTER ONE

BLACK SHORE
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‘Land!’

Stars were out above them by the time Ysolda was jerked awake by Eira’s shout. As they’d left behind the burning End-World Wood and entered the open ocean, darkness fell fast and a huge fear gripped her, of what was below them, what was behind and in front. She’d squeezed her eyes shut for what she thought was a moment, her hawk Nara chirruping lightly on her shoulder, and woke to true night.

Her mind tried to catch up to where she was: on a swimming wolf’s back, in the sea, clutching tight to the wolf queen’s daughter. The wolf queen’s daughter who was pinching her to wake her fully.

‘Ouch!’ She pinched Eira back.

‘Land!’

‘I heard you the first time,’ she said blearily, squinting ahead. ‘Where?’

‘There, buddhoo.’

‘Don’t call me that.’ Then, after a pause, ‘What’s buddhoo?’

‘What you are.’

Ysolda pinched Eira’s side again and the girl kicked water at her. Nara gave a grumpy cry, taking off from Ysolda’s shoulder, and a grunt came from the canoe behind as Sami was dashed with freezing seawater.

‘Sorry,’ said Ysolda, twisting to grimace apologetically at the escaped servant. He was pinched and miserable-looking, huddled in the red cloak in the hollowed-out trunk.

‘Forgot you were there,’ said Eira on a yawn, leaning forward to stroke Ravi’s muzzle. The wolf whined happily, clearly in his element despite the long crossing to Norveger. Sami glowered at her back, and though Ysolda mouthed sorry again he turned his glare on her too.

She supposed he had every right to be angry. Even before the journey that had seen him injured in a fight between the wolf queen and Thane Boreal’s warriors, captured by Thane Boreal’s Kaltis and nearly burned to death in the End-World Wood, he had been worked to exhaustion in the wolf queen’s court. Of course he’d dislike her daughter too.

Ysolda looked over Eira’s shoulder to where the coast of Norveger should be. She still couldn’t separate sea-dark from ground-dark, and instead tipped her head back to the sky.

It was domed and huge overhead, Nara swooping, stars poking through celestial dust in their familiar patterns: crab, bear, sword. She couldn’t remember ever seeing a night so huge, so bright. She thought of her sister Hari, stuck in the prison below Seren’s castle of broken boats, only the occasional shine of fool’s gold set in the cave walls for light, the mineral left there to weaken her listening gift.

She tightened her grasp on the amber amulet around her neck, cared for by her sister and now, by mistake and mischance, in her possession once more. Next to it hung the hag stone, gifted to her by Kore, the Forgiver, to help you see more clearly. And it had guided her well already, helping her lead the wolf queen across the bog, though Ysolda already regretted that decision.

She had not gone more than a few hours without Hari before, never thought she would be so far away in place and time. What would her sister think if she could see her now, nearing the Norveger coast on wolfback, a Lakes servant in a boat behind and the wolf queen’s daughter in front?

She’d probably feel about as happy about it as Ysolda did herself.

She wrapped her arms around her chest, teeth chattering, and wished she hadn’t given the red Ryder’s cloak to Sami.

‘Cold?’ asked Eira.

‘N-n-no.’

She could almost feel the girl roll her eyes as she said, ‘Take my cloak. You drooled all over it while you were asleep anyway. We’re nearly there.’

Ysolda unclasped the cloak and pulled the warm wool up under her chin, trying not to breathe in the smell of fabric that had been travelled and slept in by a runaway for weeks.

Now she could start to make out the coast: a jagged line of mountains rising seemingly sheer from the sea. High Place. She felt in her pocket for the stick Eira had found in the Anchorite’s nest. It was too dark to make out the Ogham message engraved upon it, but Ysolda traced the grooves with her finger. Had the ancient girl really whittled this? And if she had, it meant she spoke Ogham – the language of the trees and of Ysolda’s own home, Glaw Wood.

She huffed out her breath, made smoke by the cold air. The season was no longer turning, but turned. The position of the stars told her Mabon was passed, probably while she rode across the Kalti Forest with the wolf queen. The festival of Mabon was her favourite in the forest, made to mark this last burst into colour and plenty as herbs were cropped to be dried and apples picked to be stored in barrels for the winter. In Glaw Wood, they would offer cider to the Elder Alder by pouring it on to its ancient roots, light fires in the clearing beneath its strong branches and dance as the firelight licked the leaves, tingeing them orange as they would become in the coming weeks.

But would they, this year? Even before the Ryders came and stole Hari, so much was not the same in her beloved wood. The apples were scarcer, smaller, more bitter. There were fewer traders bringing fish to their cove: Ysolda hadn’t seen even their favourite merchant, Finn, for months. The rain was constant – no change there – but brought with it frosts even in the warmer weeks that stretched between Beltane and Litha. They had been small changes, but now Ysolda looked back, they amounted to something odd and wrong.

Happenings, the wolf queen Seren called them. The quake that swallowed Ysolda and Hari’s home, the red storm that chased them into shelter. The murderous trees of the Kalti Forest. And other strange things – the lack of birds, of any animals but the fish in Mirror Lake and the gulls that swarmed the castle of broken boats.

Happenings. Warnings. But of what?

Most of what Hari’s fellow captor Uncle had told Ysolda was lost to her memory, but she did remember this:

Most realms have their stories about these lines that cross the earth, the language the world speaks across them like voice lines – but of course it is not a language of words. Some call it music, or song. There are many products of these lines. The Anchorite is one of its wonders, the Sea Henge a second, the Drakken Peaks a third, the Hell Gate another. There runs the spirit of the earth, and that is a powerful thing. It allows the world to speak, to sing, to hum across its million million miles and, if needed, to restore balance.

Earth music. Did Ysolda believe such a thing? She was used to Glaw Wood and its certainties, but if she’d learned anything the past days, it was that what she did not know dwarfed what she did.

‘Look at that,’ said Eira, an unfamiliar note of amazement in her voice. Ysolda peered around her. The peaks were huge and impressive, so large as to feel almost unreal, but most strange was what greeted them on the beach. ‘Black sand.’

A long, jagged cove of darkness was enveloping them. Ravi stopped swimming and began wading as the sea floor rose to meet him, whining slightly as his tired legs took their full weight once more. Eira leaped deftly into the shallows, and walked head to shoulder with him, murmuring encouragement as he pulled the canoe on to the shore. Once they were clear of the freezing sea, the wolf slumped on to the black sand and Ysolda slid off his back, numb knees hitting the beach. She felt the grains stick to her hands and wet legs, coarser than she was used to on Glaw Wood’s fine golden coast, and black as obsidian.

‘Why is it like that?’ Sami’s voice was trembling. Ysolda could make out the whites of his eyes as he peered out from his borrowed cloak. ‘Is it burned?’

‘Sand turns to glass when it burns,’ said Eira.

‘There are dragons here though,’ said Sami.

Eira scoffed. ‘Don’t be so foolish. There are fire mountains that ignorant people believe hold dragons, but it’s only the melting of the earth.’

That sounded terrifying enough to Ysolda. ‘Why is it black then?’

‘Because the rock is black, see?’ Eira pointed at the shadowy peaks looming impossibly high above them. ‘The sea grinds them to sand.’

‘Water can’t break rock,’ said Sami.

‘Of course it can,’ said Eira, ‘given time.’

Ysolda was glad it was dark. She wouldn’t want Eira to see her expression: a little scared, a little awed at all the wolf queen’s daughter knew.

‘I still think there might be dragons,’ mumbled Sami, climbing clumsily from the canoe, hitting his cramped legs to bring blood back to them.

‘You’d better hope not,’ said Eira, mischief in her voice glinting as bright as her teeth. ‘I heard their favourite meal is servant-boy.’

‘Stop that,’ snapped Ysolda. She would not let Eira bully Sami. They were not a princess and a servant now, only castaways fleeing from the same woman: the wolf queen, Seren.

‘Aren’t you gifted?’ said Eira, ignoring her and eyeing Sami. ‘Can’t you summon us a fire or something?’

‘I’m a weather weaver,’ he mumbled.

‘Even better!’ Eira rubbed her hands together. ‘You can warm us up a bit, get a bit of cloud cover going.’

Sami said something to his feet.

‘What?’ said Eira impatiently.

‘Cold weather,’ repeated Sami, louder. ‘I can summon cold weather.’

Eira snorted. ‘Some gift.’

‘Eira!’ Ysolda turned sternly to her. ‘What now, if you know so much?’

‘Now we light a fire seeing as our gifted boy is about as much use as a wet cloak right now.’

‘Enough!’

Eira huffed. ‘Then we can get Ravi dry and let him rest.’ She threw herself down in the sand next to the panting wolf.

‘We should collect some firewood then,’ said Ysolda, getting achingly to her feet.

‘Yes,’ said Eira, flinging an arm across her eyes and waving her away with her other hand, yawning widely. ‘We should.’
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