The Story of Khantabahl

Before I begin this narrative, a disclaimer is in order-I was not actually present for the events described herein. By the time Khantabahl was founded, I had well and truly left Canberra. As such, the majority of this story comes from what I was told by the now sadly absent Sluagh Drusilla.

In the latter half of the 1960s, Canberra had only two freeholds. The first, Rose Cottage, had existed since the early days of the city, and was the home of a clutch of Sluagh, led and watched over by the ancient Drusilla. While the Cottage has in recent times played host to a diverse array of fae and mortals, it was at this stage almost entirely dominated by the Sluagh. 
A second freehold, Caer Taghairm, had been founded by a family of Trolls a few years earlier, following the creation of the artificial lake. This was a much more public and accessible freehold, and Canberra’s commoner authorities were quick to set up court there. 
Now, Caer Taghairm has always been a pleasant, egalitarian sort of environment, but even somewhere as accommodating as that is going to have it’s misfits, fae who simply cause too much trouble or who’s words aren’t guarded enough or who are simply too different from the rest of the court to be accepted. In the case of Caer Taghairm, the misfits in question were a trio of Pooka wilders, hippies who had come to Canberra with the intention of setting up a commune for “like-minded individuals interested in peace and harmony” on the outskirts of town. This venture failed miserably, but the Pooka fell in love with the city and decided to stay, turning their hands to the time-honored Pooka tradition of pranking anyone and everyone whose paths they crossed.

At the time, Caer Taghairm was controlled by Baron Magnus, a Troll whose natural conservative tendencies made him an ideal target for the Pookas’ attentions. The trio was convinced that if they could make the dour and serious Troll smile more often, the euphoria would spread through the freehold and indeed throughout Canberra itself. Considering the close connection between Magnus and the newly-formed freehold, they may have been right, but as events transpired no-one ever found out.

For three months, the Pooka band made Magnus’ life and the lives of those around him unbearable. It wasn’t that their pranks were malicious - they were just constant and showed no regard for the safety of anyone involved. The Pooka enchanted mortals en masse by selling glamour disguised as marijuana out the front of the bakery where Magnus worked. They turned an elevator the Baron was riding in into an aquarium. They even removed the engine from his car and grew grass there instead. Needless to say, none of this particularly endeared the trio to the Baron. It didn’t help that the three Pookas’ animal aspects were those of verminous creatures-a rat, a bat and a rabbit respectively. While today that would probably not mean anything, these were less enlightened times.

Anyway, after the trio sent a mortal choir to sing Christmas carols on his lawn at four in the morning in the middle of July, Magnus summoned the Pooka before him and offered them a choice-they could either tone down their antics or leave Caer Taghairm. Having delivered this ultimatum, Magnus sat back and waited safe in the knowledge that his life was about to become a lot easier. 

After about ten minutes’ deliberation, Ozzy the rabbit Pooka, a scruffy-looking individual with too-large eyes, came forward.

“Milord,” he said “we’ve thought about what you said, and our answer is this; We were prepared to put up with your lack of a sense of humour, and Drusilla being creepy and weird, and the redcaps snapping at us all the time, but if you’re not prepared to treat us the same way, then we’re going.”

With that, the Pooka left, greasing the floor as they did so. A few hours later, however, they realised the impracticality of their decision. With no money and very little in the way of marketable skills, the trio simply couldn’t afford to leave Canberra, but after Ozzy’s speech they couldn’t return to Caer Taghairm either. 

Now, in the bushland to the north of the city in an area later to be settled as Gunghalin, there was a hill where trees refused to grow on the summit. This hill was a natural font of glamour and hollowed with caves and vaults within, but it had been claimed since time immemorial by a vile creature known as the Whisperer. It was for this reason that the hill was bare - the creature exercised such a powerful influence over the local environment that nothing would grow there. 
The exact nature of the Whisperer was the cause of some debate. Some commentators at the time believed it to be some sort of powerful chimera, while others hypothesized that it was one of the Prodigals. Still others told stories of the vengeful spirit of a frustrated artist who had died there years before. 
On a personal note, both Drusilla and I encountered the creature during the first half of last century, and we were never able to figure out what it was either. 
The air of mystery was compounded by the fact that no-one had ever actually seen the Whisperer itself. Rather, they heard its voice issuing from drainpipes, open cupboards and other dark places. The Whisperer had long ago perfected the art of throwing its voice into all sorts of unusual spaces, an ability it used to both scare off anyone who ventured into its domain and to drive to madness and self-destruction any artists within its sphere of influence, assaulting them with a constant barrage of whispered criticism and hissed curses. Whether this was a particularly brutal method of ravaging or simply pure sadism is a question we were never able to answer. Previously, two expeditions had been sent to hunt down the Whisperer, but both had disappeared into the shifting mazes surrounding the creature’s lair in the Dreaming, never to be seen again. 

Of course, the Pooka knew none of this-they simply smelled the glamour on the wind and followed it until they came to the mouth of the maze, an immense hedgerow and boulders affair that dominated the lower slopes of the hill. By this stage, the Whisperer had become aware of their approach, and as the Pooka watched, the hedges rustled and shifted ominously as though moved by some non-existent wind. Surprisingly unfazed, the Pooka ventured into the maze and were soon hopelessly lost. Everywhere they turned, the Whisperer would create the appearance of a wall of branches, all the while rustling and hissing like a chorus of Sluagh.

Tired and frustrated, the trio slumped against the walls and waited for the inevitable. It was then that the rat-Pooka, a bright young woman named Catherine, had an idea. Taking Ozzy’s shirt, she gnawed it into strips and wrapped it around her head so tightly that she could neither see nor hear. Thus protected from the Whisperer’s illusions, she led the Pooka through the maze into the enchanted caverns below. 
In time, the whispering hedges became echoing caves, which some say are connected to the one true labyrinth itself, and the real world gave way to the Dreaming. The Whisperer shifted tack. Rather than simply attempting to mislead and disorientate the Pooka, it spoke directly to them. Using the same techniques it applied to its artists, it told them they were worthless and weak and that Magnus was right to expel them from Caer Taghairm. 
On anyone else, such psychological bullying might have worked, but the Pooka as a kith have always been notoriously angst-free. In fact, as the Whisperer talked, the bat-Pooka Silas realised that he could hear the difference between the echoes of the caves and the voice itself. Armed with this knowledge, Silas took the lead from Katherine and led the Pooka deeper into the caves, until finally they came to the central chamber. In the dim, erratic light from the embryonic balefire, they saw the Whisperer. Silas would later describe it as “a sort of negative photograph of an octopus’s shadow” and in light of the lack of conflicting evidence, we may have to take him at his word. 
For its part, the Whisperer was intrigued by these fae who had been seemingly stupid enough to walk blindly into its lair with no thought for their own safety.  So, while the other Pooka curled up next to the fire and went to sleep, Silas and the Whisperer talked, a conversation as long and rambling as only a Pooka can make it. The Whisperer spoke of extending its dark vocal tentacles throughout Canberra and thence the world and strangling the life out of it, and Silas realised how monstrous the creature he was dealing with was. 
And as Silas extolled the virtues of always seeing the funny side of everything, no matter how bleak it seemed, the Whisperer realised that it couldn’t let these Pooka leave, or they would destroy its fearsome reputation. As this realization dawned on the Whisperer, it slid one of its albino tentacles into the fire to gather the glamour it needed to deal with the Pooka-and found it exhausted. While it had been talking to Silas, the other Pooka had been draining it of glamour. Furious, the Whisperer howled, shaking the cave. The howl reverberated off the walls, shaking loose stones which had lain unstable but undisturbed for centuries. 
The Pooka ran from the falling rocks, changing as they did so, and the Whisperer shot after them. Unfortunately, while a rat and a bat and an amphorus octopus can slip through narrow cracks without much trouble, the same cannot be said for rabbits, and Ozzy was trapped behind falling walls of rock. Running blindly, stalactites crashing down around them, the Pooka burst out into the clearing at the top of the hill, the Whisperer close behind. Seeing the Pooka had nowhere to hide, the Whisperer raised itself up over them-and shrieked as the first rays of sunlight hit it through the trees. Like most creatures of darkness, sunlight was anathema to the Whisperer, and it could feel its powers slipping away. Summoning the last of its strength, the Whisperer forced a tree to grow in the centre of the clearing, collapsed into the shadows of its branches and was never seen again.

The rest of this story is a series of formalities. The Pooka gathered a cleanup crew and removed most of the debris from the upper tunnels. The balefire was renewed, and Baron Magnus and the newly-enobled Baroness Catherine and Baron Silas settled their disagreements. It is a testament to Magnus’ stubbornness that though things were officially settled between them, Khantabahl (or One Tree Court as it became known by the Seelie who saw it only from afar) was for many years afterwards seen as something of a refuge for Unseelie fae. The cloth which covered Catherine’s eyes was eventually shredded down to make several sturdy strings, which to this very day are the only safe way of traveling through the mazes which fill the Freehold’s three entrances.
As for Ozzy, the Whisperer did a lot of damage to the caves, collapsing chambers that were never properly mapped in any case. Huge portions of Khantabahl remain unexplored, and it’s entirely possible that he’s down there still. 

Steerpike the Sluagh

