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• CHAPTER ONE •

The eerie, booming call of the steam klaxon reverberated through the cabin, wrenching the dozen snoring phraxminers from their sleep. Some sat up immediately and looked round, bleary-eyed. Some slid from their floating sumpwood bunks and, still half-asleep, trudged off to the communal wash troughs. A couple of them simply rolled over and dragged the tilderfleece covers over their heads.

The klaxon sounded a second time, like some great forlorn creature calling for its mate. A groan went round the cabin. Someone cursed.

Nate Quarter sat up with a start – and cracked his head on the wooden slats of the bunk above. He slumped back onto the grimy pillow and rubbed his forehead ruefully. It was the same every morning when the dawn klaxon sounded. One moment he would be having a pleasant dream about winning a hand of splinters at a gaming table on a skytavern, and the next he’d be seeing stars and clutching his bruised forehead.

From the bunk above him came a deep rumbling laugh. ‘Should sleep in your helmet, young’un.’

‘Thanks for the advice, Rudd,’ Nate replied as the smiling face of a young cloddertrog appeared. ‘But if you were really concerned for my welfare, you’d swap bunks with me.’

‘Sorry, Nate, just can’t do it.’ Rudd shrugged as he climbed down from the top bunk. ‘Cutters get the top bunks, with you glowworms down below. I’ll race you to the troughs.’

Outside, the klaxon boomed a third time.

Sitting up slowly this time, Nate swung his legs round and dropped down from the sumpwood bunk to the wooden floor. Dust flew up as Nate’s feet touched the ground, and the dried mud on the bare boards got between his toes. With a sigh, Nate wiped the bits from the bottom of first one foot, then the other, before pulling on his boots. He crunched across the floor to the low, circular doorway through which his friend had just disappeared, leaving a cloud of dust in his wake.

There was no getting away from it in a mining stockade, thought Nate irritably. The mud.

It got everywhere; in your hair, under your nails, in the folds of your clothes. And no matter how many times the cabin was swept, there always seemed to be more left. Food tasted of it. Every surface was coated with it. Even the air was filled with a hazy mist of muddy dust. It made his scalp gritty and his skin grimy – and it left a nasty taste in his mouth.

Nate crossed the wide expanse of compacted earth outside – fringed on three sides by the sleeping cabins – to the line of huge wooden troughs that jutted out from the log wall of the stockade. Already, the troughs were bustling with phraxminers, busy washing the grime of nightdust from their faces, and Nate had to jostle to claim a place beside his cloddertrog friend.

The two of them made an odd couple. Rudd, like all of his kind, was broad-shouldered and barrel-chested. Powerful muscles rippled beneath the mottled skin of his large arms and squat legs. Born cavedwellers, the cloddertrogs made natural miners, their prodigious strength invaluable when it came to wielding a pickaxe at the pitface. Nate, on the other hand, was lean and lightly muscled, tall for his fourteen years, but fresh-faced beneath his closely cropped hair. A fourthling whose family had originally come from Great Glade, Nate Quarter was a skilled lamplighter, his job taking him all over the mine workings far below ground.
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Rudd eyed Nate humorously, before plunging his huge head back into the trough of swirling water and cleaning out his ears with his fingers. Nate joined him, plunging his own head down into the cold water.

It felt so good. He rubbed his neck and shoulders, then under his arms. He ran his fingers over his head, prodded around his ears, his eyes, and took in a mouthful of water. His head popped up, beads of water clinging to his cropped hair as he swirled the clean-tasting water around his mouth and spat it back into the trough.

Before him, the small globe embedded in the bottom of the trough purified the water instantly with its grain of sepia phraxdust. All around, the brackish green rainwater which had collected in the stockade water butts above poured down through wooden spouts, turning crystal-clear as it hit the line of wash troughs beneath.

Nate shook his head and wiped a hand over his face. It felt good to be clean. But it wouldn’t last, he knew. It never did.

‘The scars are fading,’ said Rudd.
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Nate craned his neck and looked back over his shoulder. The angry red welts did look better, and when he reached round gingerly with his fingertips they were less hot to the touch. Yet the injustice of the beating would take far longer to fade from his memory.

Nate was proud of his skill as a lamplighter, and justifiably so. It was one of the most important jobs in the mine. Without lamplighters, it would have been impossible to mine for stormphrax.

Stormphrax!

The most extraordinary, the most beautiful, the most sought-after substance in all the Edgelands. Ground to dust, a single speck could endlessly purify even the foulest water, whilst a shard of crystal, when harnessed, had enough explosive energy to arm weapons, fuel engines and power mighty skyships.

Stormphrax. Lightning from the mighty storms that collected over the Twilight Woods. Discharged from the boiling storm clouds, the lightning bolts solidified in the twilight glow as they zigzagged down to earth.

Once, long ago, heroic knights from the lost city of Sanctaphrax had set out on quests for the precious lightning bolts that had landed in the perilous woods. In twilight, stormphrax weighed no more than sumpwood – but in darkness, a single shard weighed more than a thousand ironwood trees. With its tip embedded in the dark earth, it took only moments for a lightning bolt to bury itself out of reach of even the most intrepid knight.

Now however, many centuries later, humble phraxminers searched for these elusive lightning bolts, tunnelling deep below the woods in mines lit by lamps that filled them with a twilight glow. Maintaining these lamps was Nate’s job.

A week earlier, a lamp had gone out in number three chamber on Nate’s watch. When mining for stormphrax, it was vital for the twilight glow to be maintained at all times if the exposed crystals were not suddenly to become immeasurably heavy. Thankfully, the consequences had not been too severe. Some scaffolding had collapsed and a pit prowlgrin had suffered a crushed leg when a single crystal dislodged itself from the pitface in the sudden blackness and crashed down through the chamber. Certainly, it could have been a lot worse.

Not that the mine sergeant, Grint Grayle, had seen it that way. The thin, gimlet-eyed Grayle, his face crisscrossed with scars that testified to countless knife fights and worse, had relished this chance to pick on the young lamplighter. He’d given Nate an ultimatum. Accept the loss of a shift’s wages for negligence, or take a flogging.

A burly hammerhead mine guard had stepped forward with a copperwillow cane in his fist. Nate had no choice. A flogging – however unjust – was nothing compared with losing a whole shift’s wages. Particularly with the five cartloads of phrax-laden rubble they’d just mined on that shift.

Nate took his punishment as the grinning mine sergeant looked on. He knew that he’d filled the lamp in number three chamber with darkelm oil. If it was empty, then someone had deliberately emptied it.

‘Wouldn’t have happened if your father was still alive,’ said Rudd. ‘He was the best mine sergeant in the Eastern Woods.’

Nate looked at his friend and smiled.

He and Rudd had found themselves in the same digging team three years earlier. Nate had just lost his father and the hulking cloddertrog – the strongest and best cutter in the mine – had taken him under his wing. A mining stockade was no place to be orphaned and friendless, and Rudd had watched Nate’s back. He was a true friend.

‘He certainly was, Rudd,’ Nate agreed, stepping back from the trough and taking the grubby square of towel the cloddertrog handed him.

His father would never have allowed flogging in the mine in his time. In fact, his father had built a reputation throughout the mining stockades of the Eastern Woods for fairness and safety in the mines he ran. How ironic, then, that he should have died in a freak accident, to be replaced by Grint Grayle, an ambitious sergeant with a reputation for brutality.

If indeed, Nate had thought to himself often over the past three years, it had been an accident …


• CHAPTER TWO •

Drying himself as he went, Nate returned to the cabin. He took his clothes from the hook at the bottom end of the floating bunk and put them on. Thick trousers with a belt and braces; an undershirt, a woollen waistcoat and heavy leather topcoat. He buckled the ironwood shoulder guards into place and secured the strap of his mine helmet under his chin. Then, crouching down, he unlocked the small chest suspended beneath his bunk and lifted the lid.

Inside was everything he owned in the world. It wasn’t much.

His birth parchment, his silver naming spoon, the letters NQ engraved on the handle, and two mine sergeant’s epaulettes – embroidered red chevrons – which his father, Abe Quarter, had worn for so short a time. With Rudd’s words fresh in his mind, Nate stroked the epaulettes, tears springing to his eyes …

‘Wouldn’t have happened if your father was still alive.’

Just beside the other items in the chest was a small leather pouch. Nate picked it up, untied the drawstring and slid the small medallion it contained into his hand. He turned it over. It was a tiny painting – faded paint on cracked wood – set into a frame of ornate gold and threaded onto a thin length of yellowed cord.

It was the only thing he had that had belonged to his mother, handed down through the family for generations. And when she had died and his father had taken his infant son with him to seek their fortunes in the Eastern Woods, it had come too.

‘Always remember,’ his father had told him, ‘that you come from one of the old families of Great Glade. This portrait proves it. I gave it to your mother on our marriage day, and now I give it to you, son.’

Nate stared at it, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth as he dried his eyes. He’d always liked the miniature painting. It was a portrait of a young lad with deep indigo eyes and a smile on his face, wearing an oversized suit of gleaming armour. Behind him, picked out in muted colours, were the fabulous towers and spires of an ancient city. Most likely, it was no more than a coincidence, yet there was something about the ancient face in the tiny portrait that reminded him of his father.

‘Get a move on, Nate,’ said Rudd. ‘Else we’ll be late.’

‘Sorry, Rudd,’ he said, slipping the medallion back into its pouch and shutting the box of memories. ‘Just thinking about my father …’ He locked the ironwood chest, tugged the pulley chain to raise the sleeping bunk up to the ceiling and hurried across the cabin to the door. ‘Wait for me,’ he called.

Outside, the air was colder, but no fresher. Despite recent rain, a pall of dust, rank with the odour of burnt woodalmonds, hung in the air above the mine stockade. As he followed Rudd across the muddy yard, Nate glanced up over the roofs of the cabins at the wheelhouse beyond. Its jutting chimney belched clouds of steam into the air, while beneath, a steady stream of rubble and dust poured out from the waste spouts of the light funnel onto a great slag heap. This was the reason for the all-pervasive mud, and Nate knew there was no escaping it.

It was all part of the phraxsifting process. A phraxengine turned a huge wheel which, in turn, drove the funnel – a long, revolving tube which was split into three sections, each one separated by a plate studded with graded holes. Making use of the fact that stormphrax becomes heavier in darkness, the light funnel sorted out the worthless rock from the priceless crystals embedded in the phraxrubble from the mines.

The valuable crystals were collected and stored in the phraxkeep under armed guard, while the rubble – collected by gnokgoblins with shovels and hammelhorndrawn carts – was dumped outside the walls of the stockade. Each week, a phraxbarge visited the mining stockade to collect the precious stormphrax and ship it back to Great Glade.

[image: ]

Nate adjusted his helmet strap and caught up with Rudd. The pair of them joined the phraxminers pouring out of the other cabins. They formed a long line, slotting in one behind the other, and shuffled slowly and silently towards an open-sided hut where two red-faced mobgnomes were dishing out breakfast. The first was ladling a thick grey slop into a shallow bowl, the other added vegetables.

‘No tripweed for me,’ said Nate cheerfully. ‘Can’t bear the stuff.’

The mobgnome shrugged.

‘I’ll have his,’ said Rudd with a smile.

‘You’ll get what you are given,’ snapped the mobgnome, forking out a single portion into his bowl. He looked past the expectant cloddertrog. ‘Next.’

Rudd and Nate took their food to the trestle tables, where baskets of barleybread and pitchers of woodale had been laid out, and were about to squeeze into a narrow space between two underbiter goblins who’d budged up to make room, when someone shoved Nate hard in the small of his back, sending him tottering forward. He clutched the slopping bowl to his chest, for there would be no seconds if any got spilled.

‘Well, well, well, if it ain’t the little lamplighter,’ came a gruff voice.

Nate turned to see a brawny figure standing before him. It was the hammerhead mine guard who’d given him the flogging the previous week. There was a taunting smile on his brutal face as his great fist closed round the handle of the copperwillow cane at his belt. Nate turned away. He didn’t want any trouble. The mine guard, however, had other ideas. He grabbed Nate by the shoulder and pulled him roughly round.

‘Don’t turn your back on me, lamplighter,’ he said. ‘Daddy’s not here to look after his precious little boy any more – remember?’

‘I remember,’ muttered Nate, his eyes blazing.

Beside him, the underbiters hurriedly finished their breakfast and, climbing from the bench, made themselves scarce. Rudd placed his bowl down on the table and, stepping calmly forward, took Nate’s from his trembling fingers and placed it down alongside his own.

‘Maybe not, Thuggbutt,’ said Rudd coolly. ‘But I am.’

The mine guard turned his brutal face towards Nate’s friend. ‘This is nothing to do with you, Rudd,’ he growled.

‘Well, I say it is!’ snarled Rudd, his face reddening with sudden anger. He shoved the guard hard in the chest, sending him sprawling to the ground, the stew and tripweed splashing down his face and chest. Rudd stood above him, his clenched fists raised. ‘Fancy trying your luck with me, eh?’ he demanded.

The hammerhead glowered, but did not take up the challenge.

‘Thought as much,’ said Rudd. He clapped his arm round his friend’s shoulder. ‘Come on, Nate. Tuck in before it gets cold.’

Behind them, as they took their places, the hammerhead guard scrambled to his feet and looked down at his fouled uniform. ‘You’re going to regret this, Rudd,’ he spat. ‘There’s a new mine sergeant now. Times have changed.’ He turned and stomped off heavily to the wash troughs.

Rudd snorted. ‘But you still need us to get the phrax out of the ground!’ he called after him.

Nate sighed. His friend had got him out of more scrapes than he could remember, but he feared that one day that temper of his was going to get him into trouble. He picked up his spoon and began poking at the stodgy broth. It was mainly trockbeans, boiled to a mush and flavoured with tiny morsels of meat – though it didn’t do to enquire too closely what animal it might have come from. Although the mine owners promised bed and board to their workers, they spared every expense they could.

‘A banquet fit for a mine owner!’ Rudd announced seemingly seconds later. His spoon clattered into the empty bowl. He drained his mug of woodale and patted his stomach. ‘Just what I needed. Though next time, Nate, take the tripweed and I’ll have it.’

Nate chuckled. The food and drink were vile, but most phraxminers didn’t care. Not when there were fortunes to be made deep below the Twilight Woods. Soon his own bowl and mug were empty, and the pair of them climbed to their feet. All around them, the rest of the phraxminers were doing the same. Together, they tramped off across the camp. Past the wheelhouse they went, the air filled with the hiss and hum of the phraxengine and clatter of hammelhorndrawn rubble carts; between the stagnant dewpond, thick with vicious woodmidges, and the creaking light funnel; and on through the heavy gates that were set into the stockade’s great perimeter wall. Before them lay a two-mile hike.

They’d barely covered a hundred strides when Rudd started grumbling. ‘Still don’t see why they couldn’t have built the camp nearer the mine.’

Nate laughed and punched his friend on the arm. ‘You know it’s too dangerous to live too close to the Twilight Woods,’ he said, ‘even for a great thick-skulled trog like you, Rudd. The golden glow would tempt you in, and before you knew it, the woods would have robbed you of your senses. You’d be lost for ever, unable to die, the flesh rotting from your bones as you stumbled blindly on …’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Rudd irritably. ‘Don’t go on. All I mean is, two miles between the stockade and the pithead! Isn’t that being just too cautious?’

Nate didn’t reply. His attention was fixed on the forest around them.

For him, walking through the Eastern Woods was the best part of every day. He stepped from the boarded walkway onto the forest floor, savouring the loamy smell that rose up as he tramped through the lush vegetation. Around him, the beams of sunlight flickered through the leaves and, as the bustle and mud of the mine stockade was left far behind, Nate listened out for the calls and cries of the forest creatures.

There was the hooting of a distant giant fromp; and another, answering its cry. A moment later, from far above his head, he heard the chattering of a flock of emerald green skullpeckers …

Slowly, as they drew closer to the mine, a different sound filled the air. It was low and indistinct, a muffled rumbling interspersed with a loud jarring clatter; the sound of phraxrubble-laden mine wagons being hauled up from the depths of the mine and emptied at the pithead in a great mound. The night shift was delivering the fruits of its labours and waiting, no doubt, to be paid a ‘rubble price’ by the mine sergeant.

Ahead, the golden light of the Twilight Woods glowed between the trees – beautiful, yet treacherous. The sickly odour of scorched woodalmonds returned, stronger than ever.

There was something about that unchanging golden light that beguiled any who strayed into the Woods. They became disorientated, slowly losing their memories, their senses, their sanity. Their very bodies decomposed. Yet they could not die, for the golden light granted them a terrible immortality; a living death that Nate could barely comprehend.

‘Anyway, there’s your answer,’ he said to Rudd, nodding to his left.

The pair of them looked across at an ancient abandoned stockade which had been built on the very edge of the woods. Numerous stakes, the size of tree trunks, had fallen, leaving the perimeter wall looking like a gappy grin. Inside, the wheelhouse and cabins were little more than heaps of wood, while the light funnel had been removed completely.

Rudd shrugged. ‘I sometimes wonder whether twilight madness wouldn’t be better than the lives we phraxminers live,’ he said. He sighed wearily. ‘At least you wouldn’t know when the mine sergeant’s cheated you on your rubble price.’

Nate said nothing. Occasionally, some poor wretch who had lost themselves in the Twilight Woods would stumble out of them again and be rescued. ‘Death cheaters’, they were called, and Nate had seen a few – gibbering drooling and half-crazed living skeletons for the most part, robbed of everything but their lives by the treacherous Woods. He would walk ten miles if it meant avoiding that fate. And so, he knew, would Rudd. But then the cloddertrog was never at his best when a long shift was about to begin.

Up ahead, the pithead came into view. It was a low, broad timber-lined cutting, sloping down into the earth. At the far end, flaming torches illuminated the entrance to the mineshaft – a narrow doorway, above which a pair of jagged tilder antlers had been nailed. In a clearing beside the pithead, there stood a rough-hewn log cabin which housed the mine guards, and next to that was the rubble heap onto which mine wagons, pushed by prowlgrins, were emptying their contents in a cloud of dust. A little way off, a scrawny shryke peered out of a high-sided stockade on wheels – the tally wagon – and made a careful note of each load.

‘Come on, move it, you twilight-touched oafs,’ bellowed a horribly familiar voice just up ahead, ‘or I’ll fine every one of you half a shift’s rubble price!’

Rudd and Nate exchanged glances.

At the pithead, they joined the group of phraxminers, who were milling about waiting for the last of the night shift miners to leave. They shuffled past in a straggly line, their heads down and shoulders slumped. They looked exhausted, and were covered with grime, from the tops of their helmets to the soles of their boots. As they went by, a few of the older miners wheezed and coughed the distinctive dry phraxcough, wisps of water vapour curling up from their mouths.

Nate shivered. It came to all phraxminers who stayed too long in the mines, as the purifying phraxdust embedded itself in the lungs and slowly turned the blood to water. ‘Phraxlung’, it was called. Joints swelled, limbs withered, and the unfortunate victim eventually drowned. The only cure was to make your fortune and get out of the mines as soon as you could.

Nate’s father had known this, and didn’t allow any miner to serve longer than five years at the phraxface without a six-month break. But he wasn’t thanked for it. In fact, that was about the time the first whispers of discontent began – discontent that some were quick to exploit for their own ends.
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Nate looked across at the entrance to the mineshaft. Mine sergeant Grint Grayle, the brutal scars on his thin face contrasting with his elaborately braided side-whiskers and expensive high-collared topcoat, tapped his cane impatiently. The object of his irritation – two emaciated lop-eared goblins who were struggling at either end of a stretcher – stumbled forward.

‘Another accident,’ said Rudd, nodding towards the blanket-covered mound in the centre of the stretcher.

Nate nodded gloomily.

‘Come on!’ bellowed Grint, the cane prodding the shoulder of the lop-ear at the back. ‘Get that out of the way. You’re holding up the day shift.’ He glanced across at the waiting miners. His gaze met Nate’s and held it defiantly. Then he winked. Nate felt his cheeks colour and his ears burn. He turned away.

‘Don’t rise to it,’ Rudd advised his friend. ‘Grint’s just looking for an excuse to dock our wages.’

‘I know,’ said Nate, his voice hushed but hard. ‘I need this job. It’s all I have. I’m not going to throw everything away by picking a fight with a mine sergeant, however crooked he might be …’

‘Right, you lot,’ the mine sergeant shouted across. ‘Get down there. A new seam’s been unearthed, and I expect a wagonful of phraxrubble from each of you by the end of the shift at the very least.’ He tapped his cane and smirked. ‘Well? What are you waiting for?’


• CHAPTER THREE •

The miners shambled forward, lighting the side lamps on their helmets as they approached the entrance to the mine. Grint Grayle ticked their names off his list as they passed him. Nate stepped up to the pit entrance, his gaze fixed on the tunnel beyond. As he walked past, the mine sergeant stuck out his cane. Nate tripped and stumbled forward, landing heavily on the ground. He looked round to see Grint’s thin face sneering down at him.

‘Better watch your step, Quarter,’ he smiled. ‘And keep those lamps lit.’

‘I shall, mine sergeant,’ said Nate through gritted teeth as Rudd helped him back to his feet.

The pair entered the mineshaft, Rudd in front, Nate following close behind. Their footsteps echoed eerily down the narrow tunnel. With the sides and ceiling of the rapidly descending shaft shored up with timber scaffolding of every size and description, the miners referred to it and others like it as ‘the Sanctaphrax Forest’ – for reasons lost in the mists of time.

‘Bullying swindler,’ Nate muttered.

Soon, the early-morning sunlight spilling into the tunnel behind them was replaced with the golden glow cast by lamps fixed to the vertical stanchions and cross buttresses. Maintaining that steady twilight glow in the mine was essential if the crystals of stormphrax were not to become too heavy to move. And it was the lamplighter’s responsibility to maintain it.

‘You know, I wouldn’t be surprised if Grint himself wasn’t siphoning off the lamp oil,’ Nate whispered to his friend.

Rudd turned. ‘But why?’ he said.

‘I don’t know,’ said Nate. ‘But I’m telling you, Rudd, he’s got it in for me.’

Rudd shook his head. ‘You’re imagining it, Nate,’ he said. He ran his finger down the faded scar on the side of his face. ‘Grint hates everyone.’

As they got close to the bottom of the shaft, the low rumble of approaching mine wagons reverberated through the tunnel. A moment later, a team of pit prowlgrins came into view, each one gripping the rear handle of the laden wagon it pushed with bony forepaws. Overworked and underfed, the creatures were pitifully scrawny, with scars – old and new – showing through their dull, mangy fur. Behind the line of wagons came a tall shryke, urging the prowlgrins on with savage blows from her ironwood flail.

‘Poor things,’ Nate murmured, his jaw set with impotent rage.

Rudd nodded. As most miners had learned to their cost, it was useless to expect the shryke drivers to treat their charges well. Grint had lost no time in recruiting the vicious bird-creatures after the death of Nate’s father, and the prowlgrins had paid the price ever since.

As they reached the bottom of the sloping shaft, the tunnel levelled out and entered a larger chamber. Five other tunnels led off it, like the spokes of a cartwheel. Two of the tunnels were in darkness. Their funnel galleries had already been fully excavated, the lights extinguished and the shafts closed. The three other tunnels were golden with a twilight glow, and from them came the sounds of scraping and hammering. Some of the day shift were already at work.

To their left, set into the soft rock, were the stores; a series of racks, shelves and hooks where the phraxmining equipment was kept. Rudd armed himself with his tools – a handspike, a sickle, a rasp and a pair of long-handled pincers – and slid the various handles into the leather loops which hung from his thick belt. Then he picked up the heavy double-headed pick and swung it over his shoulder.

‘I’ll see you at the phraxface, Nate,’ he said.

Nate was crouching down beside a huge barrel, filling his long-spouted oilcan from a spigot. He looked up at his friend. ‘Yeah, be there after my rounds,’ he said.

It had been Abe Quarter’s idea to give his son a specialist skill. That was why he’d taught him everything there was to know about lamplighting. He’d shown him how to trim the wicks, how to bleed the air ducts, how to synchronize the valves and, most important of all, he’d drilled him in the most accurate way of calibrating the degrees of light, until Nate could gauge twilight at a glance. As a lamplighter, it was Nate’s job to keep the mineshaft and galleries lit to exactly the right degree. Too dark, and phraxcrystals would rain down like leadwood bullets; too bright, and any miner striking a crystal with a pick would cause a massive explosion. Only twilight would do.

With the heavy oilcan making his gait lopsided, Nate Quarter set off on his rounds. He headed along the tunnel and stopped at the first lamp, where he unscrewed the cap to the oil reservoir, inserted the spout into the hole and carefully poured in oil until the red bar inside the lamp gauge rose to the top. Then, having screwed the cap back into place, Nate snipped off the charred strands of the wick and adjusted its height. When he had satisfied himself that the drip feed and valves were working as they should, he moved on to the second lamp in the tunnel.

As he made his way slowly towards the funnel gallery at the end of the tunnel, the noise grew louder – scraping, rasping, thudding, and the echoing clatter of the chunks of phrax-rich rubble as they tumbled down the spiralling phraxchutes and into the carts at the bottom. He entered the bottom of the first of the working funnel galleries he came to, and adjusting his goggles, looked up to see the dozen or so phraxminers clinging to the scaffolding or slung out on hanging harnesses, hard at work.

Seeing to the lamps at each level as he went, Nate slowly climbed the rickety ladders until he was high up in the vaulted shaft. Dust and larger pieces of rock fell down through the air, tapping against his helmet and tumbling harmlessly away. This was an old shaft. The massive bolt of solid lightning that, thousands of years earlier, had plunged down through the mid-stratum of compressed earth and shattered into countless million pieces, was all but gone. Yet it was up here, where the miners now were – at the point where the forks of that lightning came together and the bolt was at its thickest – that the largest crystals of stormphrax were to be found. It made the accurate calibration of the light all the more vital.

‘All right, Nate?’ came a voice from just above him, shouting above the sound of the digging.

Nate looked up and smiled. ‘Morning, Killim,’ he said.

The tusked goblin had been a good friend of his father’s. He grinned back toothlessly.

‘Getting bigger every day, Nate, so you are,’ he said. ‘Bigger and uglier …’ he added, and began to laugh – a dry, wheezing laugh that turned almost at once to a raw, hacking cough. He blew out a cloud of vapour, then clutched hold of a timber strut as, doubled over, he struggled to catch his breath. Slowly, he recovered. The colour returned to his cheeks. He looked up, pulled a filthy rag from his back pocket and dabbed at his streaming blue eyes. ‘That’s better,’ he gasped. The old-timer smiled at Nate. ‘Best get back to work before the mine sergeant docks my rubble price.’

Nate carefully checked the twilight calibration of the lamp overhead while Killim returned his attention to the phraxface. He watched as the old goblin painstakingly scraped away at the rock around a sparkling crystal of stormphrax with his handspike. Even in the twilight glow, a misplaced blow striking the crystal itself risked causing an explosion violent enough to destroy the entire mine. The old tusked goblin was a master of his trade, able to dislodge and clean a crystal in a fraction of the time it took most of the other miners. Long years of experience had given him the dexterity to work safely and fast.

Unlike the rubble, which was crudely sieved of its tiny shards of crystal, cutting out an intact shard of stormphrax was a skilled art. Killim finished the cut and held the gleaming shard of pure lightning up to the light before placing it carefully in the lightbox at his side. The mine sergeant would pay him handsomely for it up top. Shard price was twenty times rubble price, and every miner knew it.

As the morning passed, Nate tended to the rest of the lamps. The second funnel gallery was not as high as the first, the seam only half-excavated. Apart from one faulty feed valve, which he replaced, all the lamps were in good working order. Up one side of the long sloping entrance tunnel and down the other, Nate continued his work. The oilcan grew lighter. By the time he had finished seeing to the lamps in the newer, smaller, third chamber, it was approaching noon – not that the time of day meant much in the constant twilight glow.

He went back to the stores, returning the empty oilcan and lamp tools to the rack, and selected a handspike and pair of pincers. Then, humming tunelessly, he readjusted his ironwood helmet and set off for the new funnel gallery.
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‘How’s it going, Rudd?’ Nate called out above the noise of chipping and scratching that echoed all round him.

Rudd turned from the phraxface and wiped his brow. The dust and sweat had mixed to form a thick muddy paste which he smeared down the side of his face. He grinned.

‘She’s a beauty,’ he said. He pointed to the crystal he’d been working on. ‘A stave, by the looks of things, and nicely cracked.’

The miners had names for all the different types of lightning bolts. A splint, a stagger, a rake; a ragged sleeve, a nest of worms … It all depended on how the lightning bolt had solidified when it struck the Twilight Woods.

Some split into two prongs, some into several, and some into countless tiny filaments, impossible to mine. A stave was a single, zigzag-shaped shaft. As a young’un, Nate had always added lightning bolts just like them to his pictures of battling skyships. He thought that was the way all lightning looked. Now he worked down in the phraxmine, he knew just how rare they actually were. Every miner longed to work on a stave, yet many would spend an entire lifetime down at the phraxface without ever seeing one.

Standing next to Rudd on the narrow platform as his friend returned to the crystal he was cutting around, Nate lifted his handspike, and began scraping and scratching at the porous rock above his head. Drips of water fell as he did so, splashing onto his goggles and trickling down inside the collar of his jacket. Little by little, he chipped delicately away at the rock. Tiny particles dropped down beneath him.

‘Look at that,’ said Rudd, clasping the glittering crystal – the size of his fist – to his chest. ‘Beautiful.’ He placed it carefully in his lightbox. ‘And large,’ he grunted. ‘Should get a good shard price.’

Nate returned to the phraxface. As he prodded at the rock with the tip of the handspike, he heard the sudden change in tone that all miners listened out for. Most of the time, the porous rock made a dull rasping noise when scraped, but when a concealed crystal was near, the sound took on a silvery bell-like quality. Rudd noticed it too.

‘Looks like you’ve found a shard yourself, Nate,’ he said. ‘Careful now.’

Nate didn’t need reminding. Frowning with concentration, he scratched at the surface of the rock. Fine dust sprinkled down through the air. He worked at a small section of the rock, picking away patiently until, with a soft crunch, a larger piece of rock fell away to reveal the glinting tip of the jagged crystal above.

‘Magnificent!’ said Nate delightedly as he set to work digging out the embedded crystal from the surrounding rock. Finally, with a soft grating sound, the glittering shard came free. Nate placed it in his own lightbox. ‘Absolutely magnificent!’


• CHAPTER FOUR •

For the rest of the shift, they worked nonstop on the seam; Nate, Rudd and the other dozen miners who had been assigned to the fifth funnel gallery that morning, cutting slabs of phrax-rich rubble but not finding any more shards. Compared with Rudd, Nate was slow, stopping increasingly often to catch his breath and rub his aching shoulders. The hefty cloddertrog never seemed to tire. By the time the siren went, signalling the end of the day’s work, the mine crew had all but filled three of the wagons with rubble.

‘Most we’ve ever done in a single shift,’ said Rudd as he gathered up his tools and headed down the ladder. ‘And two shards between us! Grint will have to give us a good price.’

Nate followed him close behind. ‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ he muttered.

At the bottom of the shaft, the scuttlers – the lowest and most menial workers in the mine – were already busy sweeping and shovelling away the debris ready for the next shift. As he jumped down to the ground, Nate’s ankle went over on a piece of rock, and he stumbled against one of the squat goblins, knocking his broom from his bony hands.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ said Nate, retrieving the broom and handing it back. ‘Oh, it’s you, Slip.’

The scuttler – a bandy-legged grey goblin with a look of permanent terror in his eyes – nodded.

‘Yes, it’s me, Slip,’ he said, his voice husky and halting. ‘Grey goblin, from the nether reaches, nineteen years of age and in his twelfth year of service …’

Nate listened patiently. Scuttlers lived most of their lives down in the mines, always there to keep the oil drums full and the tunnels free of vermin. Although they were far below the Twilight Woods, the forest’s pernicious influence permeated the underground tunnels, seeping through with every droplet of water and breathed in with each particle of phraxdust. The miners, with their shift work and distant living quarters, were in little danger, but for the scuttlers it was simply a matter of time before they ended up completely deranged. That was why, at any opportunity, they would repeat details of their lives, in a vain effort to keep their minds from slipping away for ever.

‘Bad infestation, Slip uncovered. Piebald rats. Last night,’ he said, his husky voice stopping and starting as he concentrated hard. ‘Battered nine of them, did Slip. One, two, three, four, five, six …’ He counted off the number slowly and deliberately. ‘Seven, eight, nine. All dead. And Slip laid traps, for the rest …’

‘Come on, Nate.’ Rudd’s voice floated back along the tunnel.

Nate smiled at the scuttler. ‘I’d best be going,’ he said.

‘Yes, best be going,’ said Slip. ‘Best be off. But afore you do,’ he said, his voice lowering to an intimate gravelly rasp. ‘Afore you leave, there’s something Slip wants to tell you.’ He reached out and grasped the sleeve of Nate’s jacket. ‘A warning, Nate, ’coz your father, good he was to us scuttlers. Gave us time up top …’

‘A warning?’ said Nate softly.

‘The mine sergeant,’ said Slip, nodding vigorously. ‘Grayle Grint. I mean, Grint Grayle. Slip heard him say that flogging wasn’t enough – that next time, he’d fix you for good, Nate Quarter. So, watch out for yourself.’

‘Fix me for good? But how?’

‘He didn’t say,’ said Slip. ‘Not exactly. But Grint knew your father didn’t trust him, Nate. And then he had that accident. Now Grint’s suspicious of you. And we don’t want no more accidents, do we, Nate? No more accidents.’

‘No,’ said Nate thoughtfully. ‘No, we don’t. You see anything suspicious, you come and tell me, Slip.’

The grey goblin nodded, his piercing blue eyes wide. ‘Slip’ll tell you, Nate. Don’t you fear. Old Slip’ll keep a watch out …’
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Clapping the scuttler gratefully on the shoulder, Nate set off after Rudd. He found him leaning against the timber-lined wall at the bottom of the sloping tunnel of ‘the Sanctaphrax Forest’. All round them, like a herd of tilder moving through the trees, the other miners were passing in between the wooden props which jutted up at all angles from floor to ceiling as they made their way to the surface.

‘What kept you?’ asked Rudd.

‘Slip,’ said Nate.

‘What, that little scuttler?’

Nate nodded. ‘Confirmed my suspicions,’ he said, ‘that Grint Grayle does have it in for me. Slip overheard him—’

‘Been underground too long, that one,’ Rudd interrupted. ‘You can’t trust the word of a twilight-touched scuttler.’

‘Yes, but—’ Nate began.

‘I swear, Nate, you’re too friendly for your own good,’ said Rudd. ‘You get the weirdest little creatures latching onto you …’

‘Like you, you mean?’ said Nate, laughing, and it was Rudd’s turn to punch him on the arm.

They emerged from the fake twilight of the tunnels into the genuine dusk of the forest, the low orange sun sinking down towards the horizon. Nate and Rudd exchanged greetings with the miners on the night shift, just arriving to begin work. Then they stopped at the tally wagon and gave in their lightboxes, and had their shift earnings calculated.

‘Day shift, ain’t yer,’ clucked the scrawny shryke in the wagon and checked her list. ‘A shard. Good size …’ She placed it on the scales and added small ironwood weights until the two trays balanced. ‘Will get you … fifty gladers. And then your rubble price … Three wagons full at five gladers … Minus deductions …’

‘Deductions?’ said Nate, staring hard into the shryke’s yellow eyes.

‘Mine sergeant’s upped the stockade tax,’ she said. The bird-creature’s cold eyes narrowed. ‘You don’t like it, you can sleep out in the woods.’

She cackled as she peeled off promissory notes from a bundle in her taloned fist.

‘Thirty-five gladers. Don’t spend them all at once!’

Nate bristled, his fists clenched. But Rudd lay a calming hand on his shoulder.

‘Take it,’ he urged. ‘Thirty-five gladers ain’t bad for a single shift, Nate, and we don’t need the trouble …’

Reluctantly, Nate took the notes and placed them in the inside pocket of his tunic. Minutes later, Rudd did the same.

‘It’s not right,’ Nate muttered as they left the tally wagon and its escort of brawny mine guards behind at the mine entrance.

Along with the other miners, the pair of them headed back towards the camp. His hunger and his tiredness seemed to melt away as Nate pounded over the creaking boards, replaced instead by burning resentment at the mine sergeant and his cronies. The other miners, though, like Rudd, seemed content that their shift was over and they were back at last above ground – and with money in their pockets.

They marched on noisily through the increasingly shadow-filled forest. The sun set and darkness swept in across the sky, high above the canopy, pitching the forest below into the impenetrable gloom of night. By the time they came to the fork in the track, the rowdy miners had already relit their helmet lamps, and the yellow beams of light were bouncing from tree trunk to tree trunk.

‘You look like you need cheering up, Nate,’ said Rudd, glancing round at his friend. He stopped. ‘So what’s it to be? More slop at the stockade?’ He nodded up the left-hand fork, the lamplight shining along the track which led to the stockade. He swung round, till the same beam of light danced along the track to their right. ‘Or an evening at the Hulks?’

‘Hard call,’ grinned Nate – and set off after the others along the well-trodden path which would take them to the miners’ tavern.

‘Good choice,’ said Rudd, clapping his friend on the shoulders.

The pair of them fell into step with a group of returning miners. As they neared their destination, the atmosphere grew rowdier and rowdier.

There were a dozen mining stockades in the area, each one run by a different mine owner and housing anything up to two hundred miners each. Mining was thirsty work and Mother Hinnyplume – an enterprising shryke matron who, some twenty years earlier, had passed that way quite by chance – had immediately spotted a gaping hole in the market. Six months later, the Hulks – two ancient wrecked sky galleons, lodged in a massive lufwood tree, which had been shored up and turned into a tavern for the nearby stockades – was up and running.

At first, the mine owners had tried to shut the place down. They feared that the woodale, winesap and woodgrog on sale in the tavern would lower productivity in the mines. But they were wrong. The miners worked harder than ever, knowing that at the end of their long day’s work, they were to be rewarded with a night of carousing. What was more, the cut of the shryke matron’s profits which the mine owners took ensured that half the wages they paid out to the miners went straight back into their own pockets.
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A cheer went up when the glittering lights of the Hulks came into view at last. Nate smiled as he heard the pounding music and looked up to see the great timbered sides of the old skyships, peppered with gantries and walkways and illuminated with strings of lamps. The two mighty vessels had crashed centuries before, and were skewered by the branches of the great tree that now grew around them. Mother Hinnyplume had built onto the original hulks until the former shapes of the great vessels were all but buried beneath cabins, gantries and viewing platforms.

The first of the miners marched up the wooden walkway that wound round the tree, shoved the swing doors open and strode inside. Nate and Rudd were jostled from both sides and behind as the eager crowd funnelled through the narrow opening, laughing and shouting as they spilled into the cavernous hall beyond. Originally the aft hold of the old skyship, it was now open from keel to the captain’s cabin, several storeys above. Huge ale vats, embedded in the walls, disgorged a steady stream of frothing woodale into drinking troughs below.

Rudd and Nate drew up a bench and sat down. They weren’t the first. The tavern was already half full of workers from the other stockades, loud with deep, hearty voices and gales of laughter.

Rudd leaned across to a passing tavern maid – a young gabtroll with a funnel-shaped cap and a filthy apron over her threadbare dress – and took two empty tankards from her upraised tray.

‘Stick ’em on the slate, Gelba,’ he said. He handed Nate one of the tankards and dipped his own in the nearest trough. All round him, the cluster of fellow miners did the same. Rudd raised his tankard high. ‘To Gallery Five!’ he roared.

‘Gallery Five!’ The bellowing cry echoed round the hot, dark tavern as the twenty-strong team lifted their glasses and quaffed the woodale to the dregs in one fluid movement.

Two more gabtroll tavern maids brought broad platters of snowbird wings and highly spiced tilder sausages. They laid them in front of the hungry miners, who tucked in with relish.

‘It’s not so bad, is it?’ said Rudd, turning to Nate. ‘This life.’

Nate shrugged. His father had hoped for better things for him.

‘Food. Place to sleep. Constant work … Y’know, I’ve been hearing all kinds of stuff from Hive. That new pink-eye recruit was saying … ‘Parently, there’s no work to be found. All sorts are living on the streets. Begging.’ His face grimaced indignantly. ‘Begging! Can you believe it, Nate, eh?’

Nate shook his head. Distant Hive, like Great Glade – the city of Nate’s birth – was fabled for its wealth and opulence. Could such rumours really be believed?

Rudd was beginning to slur his words. ‘And, of course,’ he said, stumbling to his feet and sweeping his arm around expansively. ‘Best of all. We’ve got all this …’

A puzzled frown passed across his face as his arm struck something solid. He glanced round blearily and found himself staring into the furious gaze of a massive hammerhead goblin. The hammerhead looked down slowly at the woodale dripping down the front of his ornately embroidered topcoat, then back into the cloddertrog’s reddening face.

‘A … apologies … Thuggbutt,’ Rudd muttered, recognizing the hammerhead before him. He pulled a rag from his back pocket and began dabbing uselessly at the wet patch.

The hammerhead knocked his hand away viciously. Two more hammerheads, even taller and broader than the first, loomed at his shoulders. They had phraxpistols holstered at their sides.

‘It … it was an accident,’ Nate said, climbing to his feet.

The first hammerhead thrust his brutal face into Nate’s. ‘You again,’ he snarled. ‘Nate Quarter, the lamplighter I gave a flogging to just last week – and who, only this morning, was so … disrespectful.’

Nate held his ground. He too had recognized Thuggbutt and the others at once. They belonged to Grint Grayle, the mine sergeant, and were leading members of the mine guard. They didn’t often come to the Hulks, preferring the relative comfort of the mine sergeants’ mess – but when they did, it invariably spelled trouble.

‘We’re not looking for any trouble,’ Nate persisted. ‘And I’ll make good any damage …’

Thuggbutt laughed unpleasantly. ‘Let’s see how you make good this bit of damage,’ he said, suddenly pulling a heavy ironwood cudgel from inside his topcoat and striking Nate hard across the side of his head.

Nate spun round and tumbled heavily to the floor. For a moment, everything went black. The next minute, there were legs all around him and arms reaching down towards him. The tavern waif was peering at him through huge black eyes, his ears twitching as he searched Nate’s thoughts to find out what he would do next, while Mother Hinnyplume herself – her gaudy red and purple feathered cape flapping – carved a path through the gawping crowd, a flail cracking menacingly in her claws.

‘I’ll have no fighting in my tavern,’ she screeched.

‘There will be no fighting, Mother Hinnyplume,’ came a gruff, slightly nasal voice. ‘I shall see to that.’

Grint Grayle stepped forward from the shadows. He pulled a phraxpistol from his belt and raised it. Nate stared in horror, unable to move. The barrel of the weapon was pointing directly at his chest. Their eyes met. The mine sergeant’s jaw clenched, his upper lip curled – and at that instant, Nate Quarter knew with absolute certainty that the death of his father had been no accident. Now, he too was about to be disposed of, in what later would be passed off as an unfortunate drunken brawl.

‘No!’ howled a loud voice.

It was Rudd. Elbowing the closest hammerhead hard in his gut, he threw himself through the air. The phraxpistol went off, filling the great hall with a blinding flash, the tang of woodalmonds and a crack so loud that, for a moment, the pounding music seemed to fall silent. Nate looked down, to see his friend slumping to the ground at his feet, a hole the size of a woodsap in the back of his skull.

The triumphant expression on Grint Grayle’s vicious scarred face turned to one of fury. Nate spun on his heels.

‘Don’t let him get away!’ the mine sergeant’s voice roared as he reloaded his weapon.

Head down, Nate shoved his way between the scrum of bodies lurching this way and that as they struggled to find cover. Behind him, he could hear the mine sergeant bellowing for the guards to ‘Stop him!’ The hammerheads came after him, cursing and swearing as they barged into miner after panicking phraxminer in their path. Without looking back, Nate reached the door and plunged into the cool night air outside.

He could scarcely take it in.

Rudd, his friend, was dead. Decent, loyal Rudd, who’d watched his back and done his best to protect him in the rough, lawless mining camp ever since his father’s death. Rudd, who had toiled tirelessly at the phraxface and asked nothing more of life than a pitcher of woodale and good companions to share it with. Rudd had saved Nate’s life – at the cost of his own.
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The mine sergeant had finally shown his true colours. He wanted Nate Quarter out of the way, and he no longer cared who knew it. Nate knew that if he valued his life, then he had no choice but to leave the phraxmines of the Eastern Woods.

But first there was something he had to do …
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