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THE STORY SO FAR...
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With a rat his only friend and believing the moon to be his Mother, The Boy With No Name had been imprisoned for his entire life in a hole in the floor of Castle Underock by the tyrannical King Baltus, reasons unknown. 

Baltus had bigger worries with his tenuous grip on the oppressed realm of Igrador slipping. His army of the ten barons had failed to invade the southern land of Padoga and reclaim the long-abandoned city of Troha – fabled to have streets paved with gold – while the peasants spread a prophecy about a child stealing his throne, and the secret creditors who funded his war demanded repayment.

Then matters got worse when his soldiers captured an albino minotaur named Grim, meaning some of the Old World monsters had survived the Hundred-Year Hunt in which humanity believed they’d hunted every creature of the night to extinction long ago.

In a daring escape, Grim unexpectedly released the boy from the hole, returning with him to Myrr Wood where he met the Nightlings: a ragtag bunch of the last few creatures of the Old World, including the last living lykkan named Morgana.

They named the boy Dark and discovered he has a magical gift – he can mimic any ability he sees, including each of their own fantastical powers. 

Meanwhile, Baltus and his royal advisor Crowl hired barbaric mercenaries called the Whites to hunt down the Nightlings, and sent childsnatchers to collect every child in his kingdom to be interrogated in the dungeons by the vile Good Doctor to hopefully discover the prophesied usurper.

While collecting children from Undermoor, the king’s men were thwarted by Dark when he saved a young girl named Starr.

Then Crowl set two traps: one that saw Starr captured but Dark escape; and another in which several Nightlings were killed in a battle against the Whites, and Morgana captured. In Underock’s dungeon, Morgana discovered Crowl’s secret – he was actually one of her oldest friends, the shapeshifting doppelgänger Rasha, who had turned traitor in a deal with the King.

When Dark found out the surviving Nightlings had escaped on wagons loaded with barrels containing an explosive black powder, invented by the alchemist Lh’Peygh and bound for the King, he hatched an ingenious plan. The barrels were put in a giant wooden wolf that was wheeled up to the gates of Castle Underock.

Thinking the Nightlings were hiding inside, Baltus ordered Rasha to set it on fire.

BOOM. 

With the castle shattered and most of the soldiers obliterated, along with Rasha, the Nightlings stormed in. 

While Morgana hurled the Good Doctor to her death into a bottomless pit then released the tortured children from the dungeons, Dark rescued Starr from the King’s blade, and bit him with a lykkan’s bite, forcing the King to become a wolf under the full moon. But as Baltus-wolf escaped, his final taunting words were that he knew Dark’s father.

Unable to put his friends in any more danger, Dark slipped away to find answers in a world he did not know, alone.

But an unknown power, displeased with all these events, hired the librarians of Lakháus Librarie to investigate and determine who or what was responsible. Their findings, compiled in the book titled Bestiarum Noctis, convinced them to hire an assassin to find and kill the boy who runs with monsters.

She is The Girl With The Knives.

And she never misses...
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CHAPTER I: THE GIRL WITH THE KNIVES
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THE GIRL WITH THE KNIVES LAY DEAD ON THE ROAD.

It had been five days since the bloated man in the seedy backroom of a haberdashery in the Culdiheen capital of Forecastle had handed Morrigan the tiny scroll and a bag of coins. 

Five days since she had broken the wax seal bearing the mark of the one-eyed temple, and unrolled the missive to read the instructions:

Igrador. Boy. Dark.

Five days since she had signed the contract.

With her target somewhere in the northern realm of Igrador, she had made her way up the coast of Culdiheen through the shipping towns of Hul, Brace, and Mainsil, to the fishing and trading village of Mizzen, where everything stank of fish and whale oil. Here, she had found a boatsman willing to sneak her across the heavily guarded rivermouth: a smuggler who tried to tell her his name before she quickly cut him off, preferring shared anonymity for the transaction. He pocketed the coins and took her aboard his black-sailed lugger among mismatched crates filled with his contraband wares.

Under cover of darkness on a moonless night, he skilfully island-hopped the small boat out into the bay where the great River Tiberon spilled into the Tyolean Sea, then made the crossing over the churning sea toward the Igradorean coast. The smuggler’s black sails and low freeboard kept them hidden among the dark waves from a watch tower that stood on an outcrop to the west with wide views over the islands of the bay and along the stretch of coastline.

Even though the crows had brought the news south that a calamity had befallen the Igradorian capital of Underock, bringing an end to the war they waged with Padoga across the river border, the river itself was still impassable in either direction with the banks heavily watched and guarded on both sides.

As the smuggler unloaded his illicit cargo onto the pebbled shore, the last he saw of the unnamed passenger was her silhouette disappearing into the coastal forest above. To the east, lay the town of Ripasea, named in the old tongue for where the river met the sea.

Morrigan made her way through the trees at night until she met the road that ran from Ripasea to Wéarf further up the coast. Just before dawn, she’d stepped onto the road not far from where she now lay face down, barefoot, with the contents of her bag sprawled across the dirt. 

‘I think she’s dead,’ said a soldier, cautiously nudging her body with his boot.

‘What a pity,’ called one of his companions from a safe distance.

Five in all, their armour hung loose and incomplete beneath the Castrian tabards of Underock, dirty and tattered from life at the frontline. 

Following the fall of Castle Underock, there had been no more orders from the missing King Baltus or his War Council, and the years-long attempted invasion of Padoga ground to a halt. As the Castrian platoons ceased to be paid, those who weren’t immediately conscripted into one of the ten barons’ armies slowly disbanded, leaving the armies of Baltus’s former bannermen encamped along the River Tiberon while the barons squabbled among themselves over who had claim to the throne.

Bellies as empty as their pockets, these five soldiers were among the last Castrians to finally desert their stations and seek lives away from the disarray.

‘Looks like she was robbed,’ the soldier told the others.

Many deserters had already passed this way and any one of them could have killed and looted this traveller. With Igrador now unruled and in turmoil, the roads were also crawling with bandits trying to eke out a living after years of Baltus’s heavy-handed taxes to fund his failed war.

‘Check her pockets,’ ordered their captain. He pointed around the scattered stuff and told the other three, ‘See if there’s anything of value in this crap.’

While the men fanned out to fossick among the strewn items, the point soldier flipped over the girl’s body and brushed the curled dark hair from her face.

‘Wow. She was pretty.’

‘I wanna see,’ said another, dropping one of Morrigan’s empty boots in the dirt.

‘Just focus on what you’re doing,’ his superior ordered.

The point man patted down the pockets of the girl’s breeches, feeling nothing inside, then reached into her leather vest. That’s when he noticed something odd.

‘She’s still warm.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked the leader.

‘The body’s still warm,’ he repeated, glancing back over his shoulder to the others.

When he looked back to the girl, her eyes opened and he only had enough time to register their exquisite beauty – one iris was silvery grey, the other golden bronze – before he felt her dagger slide effortlessly across his inner thigh.

He let out a scream, falling back onto the road as he clutched at the wound pouring blood in a steady stream. Before the others could draw their swords, Morrigan hurled the blade at the nearest, striking him dead centre of his chest.

The third soldier rushed forward as the girl rolled to one knee, twirling her body in the dirt as she opened her cloak to reveal two neat rows of glistening knives tucked into a pair of leather belts criss-crossing her chest. Her hand was a blur as she unleashed another dagger and the man tumbled to the ground in a cloud of dust.

The fourth man turned on his heels and fled back along the road. Realising he was beaten, the captain dropped his sword and held up his open hands in surrender. 

The girl cast him a gentle nod as his cowardly companion continued to run to what should have been safely beyond the throwing distance of any knife. Without taking her eyes off the surrendering captain, she drew another blade, rose to her feet, and lunged forward as she hurled it toward the runner. Steel whistled through the air and thudded wetly into the back of his neck.

Seeing the man fall, his lifeless body tumbling along for several yards, the captain let out a yelp and dashed off the road into the protection of the woods.

Morrigan drew one more blade.

The man zigged and zagged through the undergrowth, trying to keep trees at his back and glancing every so often behind him. Confident that if he could no longer see the girl then she could no longer see him, he stopped to catch his breath.

There was a faint whistling sound, a dull clang to his left, and he turned just in time to see a flying dagger ricochet from one tree to another, altering its trajectory with such precision that it landed perfectly in a small gap in his loose chest armour.

The girl with the knives smiled at the sound of the body falling unseen in the forest.

For as long as she could remember, she never missed.

As a street kid, she had made money in taverns by betting people that if she could toss one of their coins into a cup from across the room, she could keep it, even if the cup was being erratically moved back and forth by the barman. This eventually led to more interesting feats of marksmanship with rebounds, blindfolds, and then people. Which was how she came to be the girl with the knives.

A whimper brought her attention back to the first soldier. He had tried to crawl some distance along the road, leaving a long red streak in the dirt until he collapsed by the roadside.

She approached him and sat down beside him, cross-legged. A speck of yellow buried within the tall rushes of dry grass caught her attention and she parted the stalks to expose a lone daisy straining to reach the sunlight. Her fingers gently fondled the flower as she spoke.

‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to kill you,’ said Morrigan as she plucked the long grass from around the daisy, one strand at a time, and the wounded soldier was unsure if she was speaking to him or the flower. ‘You’re already dead.’

Ah, she was talking to me, he realised.

‘You’ll bleed out from that cut. Right here.’ She surveyed the landscape around them – the plains and low hillocks at her back bathed in the golden light of the morning sun, the forest of pine and birch and ash opposite the road, and tendrils of chimney smoke rising from the distant rooftops of Ripasea in the south ‘Good a place as any to die, I suppose. But before you go, I need you to answer some questions.’

‘Why would I do that?’ the man spat, his fate already written.

She continued clearing the dry grass from around the flower, making a little patch in which it could grow happily without shadow.

‘I suppose that’s a fair question,’ she agreed. ‘Well, I’ll answer yours and then you can answer mine. Because, just as I know how to start such fatal bleeding, I also know how to prevent it.’

The man’s hands, soaked red, pressed harder against the gash in his thigh but still his life bubbled and dribbled between his fingers.

‘And it’s not by doing that,’ she said.

‘Alright,’ he caved. ‘What do you want to know?’

Her fingers caressed the stalk of the flower. Tiny filaments along its length, tickled her skin like fine hair as she asked, ‘What happened at Underock?

‘I wasn’t there. I was stationed at the bridge with the Third Company.’

‘I didn’t ask where you were,’ she scolded. ‘I asked what happened at Underock. If you’re going to waste time answering questions I didn’t ask, you’re not going to make it to my final question. Now, what happened?’

‘I heard it got blown up,’ he groaned. ‘In a mighty explosion.’

She had heard that the castle had been destroyed, but since she had never heard of a military weapon that could inflict such devastation, she assumed it was an exaggeration.

‘By whom?’

The man shook his head, unconvinced by what he had heard. ‘The Nightlings?’ he said at last.

‘Is that an answer or a question?’ she asked.

‘That’s what they say. Creatures of the night stormed the castle.’

His answer was not what she had expected. Her employer would only have sent her to Igrador to kill someone who had negatively impacted their interests. When she’d heard that Underock had fallen, she assumed that was the catalyst for her contract, that her target had been responsible in some way. But if these Nightlings had caused the events at Underock, she had to uncover a new pathway for information about the boy.

‘And what happened to your King Baltus?’ she asked.

‘They ate him.’

‘Who? These Nightlings?’

The man nodded, growing weaker now. ‘Please, I don’t know anything else about all that.’

‘What’s happening on the battlefront?’ she inquired, thinking perhaps her target was in that direction.

‘Nothing. The army has been stalled there for years, and now with Baltus dead, the barons are squabbling over who should be in charge, so it’s over. We’re heading home.’ He looked over at the bodies of his fallen comrades. ‘We were heading home.’

Morrigan pondered a moment, watching as the dark pool spread around the soldier. Her target had been described as a boy, so perhaps he was a young baron or one of their children who would overthrow the others or unite them against her employer. If that were true, surely her mission note would have been able to pinpoint a specific barony rather than the general location of ‘Igrador’. The nation was huge.

She tapped the little flower as if patting a child on the head, then stood up and dusted off her leggings. 

‘Well, I better be on my way.’

‘Wait,’ the man implored. ‘You said you’d help me if I answered your questions.’

‘Actually, I said I knew how to prevent this kind of bleeding,’ she corrected as she picked up her belongings. She’d scattered them about the road herself to make the scene convincing, but the scavenging soldiers had kicked them through the dust.

‘Then tell me how,’ he begged.

‘Sure, but one last question.’

‘What?’

‘Do you know of someone called Dark?’ she asked.

‘Dark?’ he repeated weakly. ‘Is that a name?’

Morrigan sighed. ‘Yes. A boy. In Igrador. His name is Dark.’

The man shook his head. ‘Never heard of him.’

‘Thank you for your time,’ she said politely, plucking her daggers from the bodies and wiping them clean on the dead men’s tunics.

‘How do I prevent the bleeding?’ the soldier rasped, desperate. ‘Tell me. You said you’d tell me. What should I do?’

As she shook dirt from her boots and slipped them back on, she smiled at the mewling man and simply advised, ‘Don’t get cut in the first place.’

Five and a half days since she signed the contract, she set off to find her target.

Somewhere in Igrador, there was a boy named Dark.
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CHAPTER II: UNDER THE SKIN
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AFTER DUSK, SYR BAYARD IDEN WATCHED THE CROWS PECK at the fresh bodies hanging from the bridge. They were the latest deserters from the armies of the ten barons, caught and returned to a dark fate swinging in the breeze.

Although, it was technically no longer a bridge without the middle four arches that once spanned the mighty river separating the two nations, demolished by the Padogin bear-riders when the Igradorian army had first marched to the border with orders to cross, conquer, and capture the abandoned city of Troha, where legend claimed the streets were paved with gold.

Iden heard his name being called and turned to see a young Whitmarshan messenger girl waving to him from higher on the bank. He trudged up the slope and was led through the camp that had fallen into utter disarray since the fall of Underock.

With the King rumoured to have been killed by resurgent Nightlings, the ten barons now squabbled over who should wear the crown, and the argument had spread like a trenchfoot throughout their armies. Quarrels became fights, divisions grew, and old enmities between the men threatened to erupt into outright civil war until the barons had ordered their armies be segregated. Two nights ago, all the tents and ramshackle buildings that had sprawled for miles along the river were disassembled and moved into ten new camps radiating out from Bridge Tower like the spokes of a wheel, separated by crudely constructed barricades of logs sharpened to points by axe and clearly marked with fluttering banners.

The tower itself, an imposing stone fort built from the same white blocks as the former bridge, once watched over the border crossing. It now served as the military headquarters for the armies of the ten barons.

Walking through the portcullis, Iden was joined by other knights bearing the Whitmarshan crest of the dead tree, and the group made their way along corridors to a well-guarded chamber. Inside, the Whitmarshan Baroness Delano Lacienega presided over a gathering of her advisors.

The Baroness’s claim for the throne was tenuous at best, so she deliberated with her counsel as to which of the other barons she should pledge allegiance. She could secure her position in the new realm if she aligned with whichever baron was eventually crowned, but if she chose the wrong one to support, her future position could be dangling from a rope.

The discussion had been going in circles for days. Even though he was an exceptionally fast learner, Syr Iden struggled to keep up with the politics that bounced around the room. 

Generally, the inlanders didn’t want a seasider to wear the crown, and vice versa. But the Buxtons also distrusted the Whitmarshans and had a long-standing territorial feud with the Undermoors. The Gillees and the Peak Crows were loyal to each other, but the former supported the Wéarfish while the latter despised them, as well as the Endlúnders who hated them back but had a fragile agreement with the Ripasee. The Rohillia maintained important trade relations with most others, but it fluctuated as much as the price of their timber. No one cared about the Lakháusi with their smug intelligentsia in a far-flung corner of the realm, one way or the other, and the Lakháusi simply buried their noses in their books, content with being the keepers of all knowledge.

Without Baltus, the Castrians of Underock no longer had any influence, having fled their fallen castle city to seek refuge in the towns farthest from Myrr Wood where the Nightlings lurked.

‘And what of these Nightlings?’ the Baroness asked, snapping Iden from his private thoughts.

‘We have only heard the same as you, m’lady,’ said one of the knights. ‘Rumours that some creatures of the night somehow survived the Hundred-Year Hunt and have returned.’

‘But we know not where they have gone,’ said another. ‘They have not been seen since the fall of Underock.’

They could be closer than anyone realises, Iden mused.

‘Perhaps they won’t be seen for another hundred years,’ suggested one man.

‘You’ll see them again,’ someone muttered, then Iden realised it was him. The room turned as one and he could feel the eyes of the Baroness upon him.

‘I mean,’ he stammered, ‘It’s unlikely they returned only to disappear again.’

The Baroness nodded. ‘I agree with Syr Iden. And we must consider the risk to Whitmarsh. If these Nightlings have been hiding in Myrr Wood all this time, who among us could say with any certainty that they are not also lying in wait in the Deep Wold that surrounds our home. Their presence might explain the mysteries and dangers of the swamp.’

The assembled soldiers stirred and whispered until the Baroness silenced them with a single hand.

‘We cannot abandon Bridge Tower and leave the other nine barons to decide the fate of the throne before the month is over,’ she continued with authority. ‘However, in the face of such unrest, we also cannot leave Whitmarsh unprotected against an attack, whether that be from any of the other baronies, or from Nightlings hiding in the Deep Wold. While the bulk of our forces will remain here, a small contingent of men will return home to begin fortifying.’

The assembly shared glances and nods before the Baroness began pointing at individuals.

‘Syr Barerra,’ she said to a knight with a wide, white moustache. ‘With your experience in battle, I charge you return and begin training our homeguard and a civilian militia.’

Barerra gave a deep and respectful nod. ‘Yes, m’lady.’ 

The Baroness’s finger continued to scan the room before coming to rest upon a heavyset man with a long scar over his left eye.

‘Syr Maston,’ she said. ‘As an expert in defences, I charge you return and engage builders and engineers to improve the outer fortifications.’

‘Of course, m’lady,’ said Maston with a nod.

‘Apply your wisdom to both a potential seaside assault from any of the other coastal baronies, as well as a Woldside attack in case we have Nightlings lurking at our back door.’

As Maston gave another nod, Iden pondered on the Baroness’s instructions. For a hundred years, the whole realm had believed every species of Nightling had been eradicated in the Hundred-Year Hunt, and since then, no one had ever seen a Nightling. Until a few weeks ago when creatures of the night emerged from Myrr Wood and ended the king’s reign.

He supposed, if the forest had hidden Nightlings for so long, then it was possible others were also hiding in the Deep Wold. As he wondered what kind of creatures they could be, he became vaguely aware of a name being called.

‘Syr Iden!’ the Baroness said for a third time, pointing a thin finger at him from across the room. ‘As a master of training, I charge you return and recruit able bodies for these endeavours.’

Iden pointed at his own chest and raised both eyebrows. Me?

‘Yes,’ snapped the Baroness. ‘Syr Barerra shall need those capable of fighting, and Syr Maston will be wanting many strong backs and arms for building defences.’

‘Yes, m’lady,’ said Iden, a little too weakly.

‘We must immediately stockpile supplies, whatever we can, while we can,’ she added. ‘And lastly, only these three Syrs may leave the camp. Any other Whitmarshan who deserts their post will be punished accordingly. Do I make myself clear?’

Silent nods spilled about the room. Iden thought of the crow-feed swinging from the bridge.

‘Do I make myself clear?!’ she demanded.

‘Yes m’lady,’ the men all chorused, but some sounded a little less emphatic than others.

With a wave of her hand, the dismissed knights filed from the fort. Iden listened to their hushed chatter about the Deep Wold: a vast impenetrable mire that surrounded their coastal village. While it had always provided the Whitmarshans safety from a land-based attack, they now worried it could be harbouring Nightlings. 

Every villager knew someone who had disappeared in the Wold, and there had always been stories of the swamp’s strange lights, fleeting shadows, and the never-ending, thick fog that reeked of sulphur. Perhaps these weren’t just the nature of the Wold after all.

Perhaps the old stories were true.

As the Whitmarshans trudged the barricaded corridor back to their camp on the northwestern side of the Bridge Tower, they passed a group of Endlúnders bearing the crest of a windmill, one of whom spat the words, ‘Fen-rats.’

‘What did you say?’ a Whitmarshan growled back.

‘You heard,’ came the reply. ‘Or have you got mud in yer ears?’

‘Blowhard,’ said one of the Whitmarshans and his comrades laughed at the witty reference to the Endlúnders’ wind-battered coastal town.

The laughter stopped when an Endlúnd soldier kicked a wad of mud into a Whitmarshan face, and the two groups rushed at each other. As fists flew, soldiers of Buxton watched from behind the barricade of their camp and offered chants in support of Endlúnd.

When a man’s nose was broken, he drew his dagger. At this, a sword was drawn. Then many swords and the two groups formed up to face each other, the air between them thick with tension. Iden began to draw his own sword when a hand fell on his shoulder.

‘I don’t know about you, Iden,’ said Maston, ‘But we just got a pass home, and I plan on getting there.’

‘Maston’s right,’ said Barerra through gritted teeth. ‘As much as I’d love to trounce some of these wind-asses, the Baroness has charged us with an important mission.’

Iden sheathed his sword as Maston pulled him away along the path with Barerra close behind, walking backwards to keep an eye on the standoff until they rounded a corner.

When clashing steel rang in the night air, threatening to spread across the whole camp like wildfire, the three knights hurried to their tents to fetch essentials for the long journey. 

Moments later, with a backpack containing a pair of furry slippers, bronze shears, a small book he could not read, a corked clay bottle that sloshed with an unknown liquid, two wooden dice from a game that was popular among the soldiers, and half a loaf of stale bread, Syr Iden met with Syrs Barerra and Maston on the outer edge of the Whitmarshan camp. As far from the Bridge Tower as they were, shouting and clangs of fighting could be heard from several directions across the camp.

Barerra’s steely eyes suggested a burning desire to rush back into the fray but, with a frustrated growl, he turned and passed through a narrow gap in the barricade behind Maston. Iden paused, watching their backs for a moment, then with a grunt of acceptance for this curiously unexpected opportunity, he followed.

Two hours later, the three knights had skirted the outside of the sprawling camp and were on the westward road far beyond the glow of the camp’s fires. Maston stopped to pull an oil lantern from his pack, and, after a few strikes of flint, the darkness was pushed back by a dull orange flicker.

‘Ordinarily, I’d have slept in my own bed and departed after breakfast,’ said Maston, ‘But I think the chances of us getting out would have dropped by the hour.’

‘We’ll find someplace to rest when we’re well away,’ huffed Barerra.

Maston slung his huge shield across his back and led the way, while Barerra keenly watched every shadow for surprise attacks that never came, and Iden kept a silent distance behind them. The three trudged through the scattered remains of what had been the continuous frontline for two years of entrenched warfare. In the early days, it had been meticulously organised but slowly became an intractable shambles as the fruitlessly stagnant conflict wore on. With the recent upheaval and reorganisation around the Bridge Tower, this entire stretch of the river’s north bank was littered with the abandoned remains of dilapidated tents, broken equipment, and the failed attempts at building a defensible river crossing, each thwarted by either the ceaselessly tumultuous river, an onslaught of Padogin projectiles from the far side, or both.

‘Let’s rest here,’ Maston eventually said, stopping beside an ornate dining table, its legs stuck deep in the mud. At odds in the desolation and refuse, the table looked as though it had fallen from the sky.

While Barerra dragged over a couple of crates for the two of them to sit, Maston placed the lantern on the table and pulled bread and salted meat from their packs. Iden dragged a small broken barrel to the far end of the table, sat down, and nibbled on his own stale chunk of bread. Maston uncorked a bottle to wash down his mouthful, and as he passed it to Barerra, a single raindrop splattered the wet shape of a crown on the table. Then another. And another.

‘Sard it,’ grumbled Barerra. ‘It’s going to be a wet night.’

He looked skyward as he swigged, then offered the bottle to Syr Iden. Leaning forward to take it, Iden felt two raindrops land on his outstretched arm and watched as they curiously melted a pair of holes in his sleeve to reveal his much thinner arm beneath.

Before the others noticed, he whipped back his hand and thrust it under the table. But Barerra, thinking his companion had hold of the bottle, released his grip and it fell with a thunk, spilling wine across the table.

‘You stupid fopdoodle!’ Barerra snatched up the bottle and passed it to Maston to check its contents. ‘I thought you had hold of –’ His voice trailed off.

At the end of the table, Iden was melting. As fat raindrops trickled down his face, his ruddy skin and neatly cropped beard dissolved to reveal streaks of a pale complexion, young and hairless. His Whitmarshan armour and tabard became ever more blotched with holes under every splattering drop.

‘Iden!’ barked Maston. ‘What’s happening to you?’

Barerra leapt to his feet and drew his sword as the rain fell harder, thicker. The liquid holes in Syr Iden grew larger, seeped across his body and washed together to slowly reveal a young boy seated at the end of the table, his slight chest bare and grubby, his mess of black hair running slick with water.

Though Dark had learned the doppelganger’s shapeshifting ability, and mastered it well, this was not something the shapeshifter had shared. He was just as surprised as the two knights to see the form of Syr Iden washing off in the falling rain. 

His time pretending to be a human had come to an end.

After the battle at Underock, he’d snuck away from his friends to follow the Baltus-wolf’s tormented howls, but had lost the trail on the southern side of Myrr Wood where the army encampment sprawled along the riverbank. Curiosity, and perhaps a dim hope of finding answers about this father, led Dark into the midst of the armies of the ten barons. When all he found were more examples of humanity’s violence and greed, exemplified by a Whitmarshan knight who was quick with a lash, the boy walked into the man’s tent one night and walked out in his form, able to roam unhindered and undetected throughout the camp as Syr Iden, hearing conversations, being privy to their meetings, and seeing the whole sordid hubris of humanity. For a week, the real Iden had not been found, and Dark had played the role well. Until now.

‘That’s not Iden,’ said Barerra.

The boy raised his eyes. They were the most colourless black the knight had ever seen, as if peering down a well to the dark mirror of water at the bottom.

‘Uh oh,’ Dark uttered, then gave a soft goblinesque giggle that instantly snuffed the glowing lantern, and the moonless night swallowed all three.

While the two knights blinked and twitched to quickly adjust their eyes, Dark had spent his life in a hole and could see perfectly fine in the darkness. With a deft spring, he squatted on top of the barrel then leapt onto the table, his hands raised like claws as the last vestiges of Iden washed away.

Glimpsing the shadow of movement, Maston flung the enormous shield on his back around to his front as he kicked his crate at the silhouette. ‘Witchery!’

Barerra raised his sword for a mighty swing, but Dark let loose a piercing shriek – the screech of the harpy. It rattled the knight’s bones, causing the falling blade to miss its mark and cleave the table in two as the boy flipped through the air. Dropping his sword, Barerra grasped his deafened ears and staggered backwards in the mud.

Hunkered behind his shield, Maston avoided the audible blast, but before he could launch his own attack, a thick mist suddenly rose from the ground and the boy was lost in the foggy darkness. The knight spun on his heels, peering in all directions, but could barely discern the reeling Barerra beside him, let alone the mysterious child that had been Iden. The mist had swallowed everything, including the boy.

‘I’ve never seen witchcraft before,’ he said, helping steady his companion on his feet.

‘EH?’ Barerra shouted, bells pealing in his ears.

Maston clasped the shoulders of his deaf companion to look in his face and raised his voice. ‘I said... I’ve never... seen... witchcraft... before.’

‘THAT WASN’T WITCHCRAFT,’ Barerra continued to shout as Maston retrieved his lantern from the mud and quickly relit the wick to fend off the darkness.

‘Then what was it?’ he asked, scanning about for the bewitched boy.

‘EH?’

‘What... was... it?’

‘A NIGHTLING.’
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CHAPTER III: TWO POTATOES
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AFTER SPENDING THE DAY WATCHING AND LISTENING to the hustle and bustle of Ripasea, Morrigan had gleaned enough to paint a clear picture of Igrador.

The realm was in turmoil.

Before this particular barony became a heavily militarised staging point, supply depot, and manufactory for Baltus’s war against the Padogin, it had once been a thriving fishing town on the mouth of the river where it flowed out into the Tyolean Sea. Now it was the first destination of deserters keen for a real bed under a solid roof, hot meals, fresh ale, and anything else that had been difficult to find in the frontline camp. And as discord fomented between the ten barons, the local Baron Leyati Overton had tactfully taken control of any Igradorian resources abandoned in the recent collapse of the war, and redeployed them to reinforce his garrison here.

In an obvious display of authority, the only splashes of colour hanging about the otherwise drab town were banners bearing the Ripasee crest – a blue scallop shell over a white and yellow chevron.

Alongside the absconding soldiers who concealed their insignia beneath cloaks, Ripasea had filled with peddlers, hustlers, smugglers, thieves, and all manner of peccant costermongers. There were families too, desperate to distance themselves from the potential epicentre of a civil war, and Morrigan wondered if any of the fleeing rats would be disturbed by the messy scene she had left further up the road, or would they simply step over the bodies and trudge on, keen to be further from it all, faster.

By the look of them, likely the latter.

But in all that she’d heard, no one spoke of the fall of Underock.

To find more specific information, she sought refuge in a tavern called The Two Oars. Gold lettering painted on a window, proclaimed the establishment served the Best Shellfish Stew This Side of the Tiberon.

Inside, such a rank odour of stew smacked her in the face that she immediately wondered if the other side of the river served anything less invasively pungent. It was the kind of smell that insisted you burn your clothes rather than wash them.

As always, Morrigan chose a table at the rear of a tavern, where she could press her back against a wall, keep an eye on everyone, and have clear paths to more than one exit.

In the nearest booth, four soldiers were playing War Chest, a game that had become popular across Igrador during the war. Players rolled dice marked with icons that represented different assets for battle, waging on the outcome of each turn. The game was named after the small wooden box in which the bets were placed, but at this table, the men dropped their ante into a human skull whose top had been cracked open like a walnut.

Bearing no insignia, but clearly unafraid to remain in Ripasea, Morrigan assumed the soldiers were former Castrians from Underock. With Baltus gone and their castle home destroyed, they had little to no allegiance to any of the barons and would likely seek a quiet life in whichever village took their fancy. Or become sellswords.

A dozen others sat around the taproom in groups of two or three, drinking from chipped tankards and doing their best to avoid eating the gruel that came out from the kitchen in wooden bowls. Behind the bar, a man too thin to have been pouring ale his whole life, wiped the filthy counter with an even filthier rag.

She leaned over to the dice players and asked, ‘Can I get in on that action?’

Three of the four looked up from their game and were mesmerised into silence by her mismatched eyes – one silver, the other gold.

‘If you buy us a round,’ said the fourth, keeping his attention on the pot of money.

Morrigan flashed four fingers to the barkeep as she dragged her chair to the end of the booth and plonked herself down.

‘You got money?’ said the soldier, finally glancing at her. He had a broad moustache shaped like horns with wax, and eyebrows to match. A flush came over his face when he noticed her magnificently unusual eyes.

It was a reaction Morrigan had seen her entire life. As a child, it had made her so consciously embarrassed that she avoided all eye contact, persistently staring at her own feet. From the age of four, the townsfolk often said she had eyes of the fae, or was cursed, and any ill fate in the village was blamed squarely on the ‘two-eyed girl’. While it made no sense as a denigration because everyone had two eyes (except the miller due to an accident with a plough shear), the young Morrigan believed it to be true when her parents left, forcing her to find her own way in the world, alone.

Until the day she discovered she never missed.

For an orphaned seven-year-old, this newfound prowess hadn’t just been a means to make money and save herself from starvation. It became a way to hide, in plain sight. When people marvelled at her extraordinarily flawless aim, they paid no attention to her eyes, as if her physical difference suddenly seemed perfectly normal, even mundane, by comparison with her ability. She ceased to be the two-eyed girl, reborn the girl who never missed.

And later again, when she fell into a profession she never asked for, she was reborn again as the girl with the knives, and her eyes became a signature.

She winked her golden eye to break the soldier’s stare, then dropped her coin purse on the table. It clinked satisfyingly.

‘Will this be enough?’ she asked, playing coy.

One of the soldiers, shrewder than his friends, was quick to notice the drawstring fastened with a little medallion bearing a familiar symbol. He looked down at his dice to see the same icon on one side – the one-eyed temple – and he worried his companions were oblivious to what he feared may be unfolding at the table when the moustachioed leader of the four dropped a spare pair of wooden dice in front of the girl.

‘I’ve not played before,’ she smiled, rolling a die between thumb and forefinger. ‘Can you teach me as we go?’

‘Alright then, darlin’,’ said the leader smarmily, tapping a thick finger on the rim of the open skull. ‘You start by placin’ coins in the chest.’

‘How much?’ Morrigan asked.

‘Maybe we’ll go easy on you and start with two pennings, eh darlin’?’ the leader grinned.

Without taking her eyes off his, Morrigan flicked a finger, and a single coin arced through the air to clatter neatly into the skull, followed by a second. Before the men could reflect on the girl’s impeccable aim, the barman placed four tankards on the table and three were eagerly grabbed. The shrewd man took the fourth drink somewhat gingerly, saying, ‘I think I’ll sit this one out.’

But his companions, too intent on fleecing the girl to recognise his subtle warning, each dropped two pennings into the skull.

‘Now, darlin’, we all roll one die. At the same time,’ the leader instructed, holding up a single die as if the girl had never seen one before.

As their wooden dice clattered on the table, Morrigan asked, ‘So were any of you at Underock when it happened?’

A hush fell over the table and Morrigan looked from one to the next, raising her brow. Was it something I said?

‘We don’t talk about that,’ offered one of the men at last.

Ignored his reply, Morrigan pointed at the castle icon shown on the topside of her die. ‘Is this good?’

The three men had rolled a crown, a sword, and an anvil. The leader explained the order of each die’s value – crown was the strongest, then his sword, then Morrigan’s castle, and anvil the weakest. ‘And now we all wager on the chances of our second die giving us the strongest combination.’

As the men each dropped more coins into the skull, Morrigan persisted with an air of innocent curiosity. ‘I was just wondering what actually happened. At Underock, I mean.’

‘We weren’t there, darlin’,’ said the leader, his tone insisting getting sharper.

Morrigan leaned forward and mockingly tapped the broken brow of the skull, asking it in a playful voice, ‘Were you there?’

The men all stared at her.

‘Are we going to play, or what?’ the leader scowled.

‘Sorry,’ Morrigan smiled. ‘What happens next?’

‘Well, you haven’t wagered yet, darlin’. And the bet stands at one groat, twelve pennings each,’ he said, looking hungrily at Morrigan’s full purse. ‘Unless you wish to raise it?’

‘Hmm,’ Morrigan teased as she slowly and deliberately took two coins from her purse, placing them on the edge of the table. She paused to inspect one, gave it a spit and polish on her sleeve before returning it to the table.

One by one, she flicked the coins with her finger across the table.

Clink. Clink.

Both landed with precision in the skull.

‘Two groat,’ she declared.

The men glanced nervously at one other, each wondering if this naïve girl’s audacity was merely misplaced cockiness. They’d been playing War Chest for years and refused to believe they were being hustled.

‘Alright then, darlin’,’ said the leader, calling the girl’s bluff. ‘Two groat it is.’

As each man increased their wagers to match, adding a handful of pennings until the skull was filled to the brim, Morrigan sweetly asked, ‘So who might be the person around here who does know what happened at Underock?’ 

The leader balled his fists on the table, staring at the skull. ‘Look, darlin’,’ he snarled. ‘We ain’t going to tell you nothin’, so give it a rest. Unless you want to end up like our dear friend here.’

‘We ain’t no gossipy spiones,’ sneered another.

‘Never said you were,’ Morrigan shot back, locking her eyes on his and forcing him to regret his outburst.

‘Just roll your die, darlin’,’ the leader demanded.

They each picked up their second die, shook them in their hands, and released the wooden cubes onto the table. Except Morrigan.

The man whose first die showed a crown, now rolled the icon of a chicken. The other who’d rolled the anvil, came up with a castle on his second die, while the leader exclaimed, ‘Double swords!’

Then, under their watchful eyes, Morrigan casually let her die clatter across the table and bounce off the skull’s teeth before coming to a stop.

Double castle.

‘Is that good?’ she asked, even though she knew it was.

‘It doesn’t count,’ the leader fumed. ‘You’re supposed to roll the same time as everyone else.’

‘Would that have changed the outcome?’ Morrigan asked with a grin, happily leaning one arm forward to collect the skull. But when the leader grabbed her wrist, her eyes darkened. ‘You’re going to want to let go of me,’ she warned. ‘Darlin’.’

‘You’re not takin’ my money,’ snarled the soldier.

‘Then I’ll take something else,’ she gently sighed.

He hadn’t even noticed her move, let alone draw a blade so quickly, yet he felt the sharp point of a dagger press dangerously against his groin under the table. Somehow, the girl had found the narrow gap between his protective codpiece and the chainmail without even looking. 

As he froze and let out a whimper, the others were unaware of the danger under the table. ‘What’s happening?’ asked one.

‘I have placed a blade somewhere your friend doesn’t want a blade placed,’ she explained. ‘And you should have noticed by now that I never miss.’

‘Take the money,’ the man insisted.

‘I’ll let you keep it,’ Morrigan offered. ‘If you tell me who knows what happened at Underock.’

‘You’ll be wantin’ to speak to Serell,’ blurted the shrewd man. ‘Serell Guerin. He was there.’

‘And where can I find this Mr Guerin?’ she asked.

‘He’s the cook,’ the man said. ‘Out the back.’

Morrigan stood, and as the man to her right felt the threatening blade pull away from his delicates, he thumped the table and rose to his feet. Before he could inflame the situation, the shrewd soldier quickly placed a halting hand on the leader’s forearm and nodded toward the girl’s purse.

It took a second glance, but the fuming soldier got the message and looked at Morrigan’s money bag as she tucked it away. The medallion on the string made him calmly sit back down.

‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ Morrigan chirped, relaxing her grip on the dagger concealed within a sleeve.

As she walked away, she chided herself for allowing the crest of her employer to be seen. Even though it had helped de-escalate a situation that would not have ended well for the soldiers, or anyone else who came to their aid, her business dealings were always a private matter. However, it also comforted her to know that those who recognised the symbol would understand it’s authority. And those who didn’t, would quickly understand the authority of her knives. Nevertheless, the moustachioed soldier struck her as the kind of man who might warn others about the girl with the mismatched eyes, and she needed her presence to remain a secret until she had found her target.

Morrigan passed the bar where she peeled back a curtain across the doorway from which she’d seen the bowls of stew emerge. Somehow, the pervading stench on the other side was even more powerful, as if the air in the tavern’s taproom had been dewy sweet. As she stepped into the kitchen, she instinctively pressed her sleeve against her nose. It did not help.

With dented pots piled high and the floor slick with brine and the unidentifiable entrails of things that had once lived in the sea, it was perhaps the filthiest and most cluttered room she’d even had the displeasure to be in. The benches were littered with rusty knives, offcuts, and clay jars, some of which lay in their side, spilling their contents among the refuse. And a large pot hung above an open fire at the end of the room appeared to be the source of the steam and stench.

A door in the far corner opened and a rotund man shuffled in, huffing under the weight of a bulging sack that clattered as he walked. At the fireside, he fumbled to upend the sack over the pot so a clacking cascade of clams, oysters, molluscs and more tumbled into the boiling water with a hiss and a splash. He recoiled from the great puff of steam and tossed the sack into a pile by the door.

‘Serell Guerin, I presume,’ said Morrigan.

Startled, the man spun about more deftly than it appeared he could. The fabric of his apron, grubby, scorched and tattered, looked to be held together only by the dark smears and muck. ‘I don’t do refunds,’ he said. ‘If you ate it, you ate it.’

‘No, I have a couple of questions,’ she replied. ‘About Underock.’

He turned back to his stew, saying, ‘Don’t know nothin’ about it.’

Morrigan picked up a potato from the filthy bench, toyed with it, spinning it on the grubby surface. ‘I just played a dice game that says you do.’

Eyeing her over one shoulder, the cook spat, ‘Then you lost.’

Before he could turn back to his pot, Morrigan threw the potato. Of course, she never missed, and it smacked the man squarely in the nose.

Enraged, Serell snatched up a tarnished cleaver in one hand and a blackened saucepan in the other. He rushed forward, hefting the broad blade above his head and swinging the pan like a shield, but he had barely made it halfway across the kitchen before Morrigan hurled a second potato.

His nose gave a crack and spurted blood. The cleaver broke free from his grip, arcing up into the air as his body pitched forward, tumbled and slid across the greasy floor to a stop at Morrigan’s feet. While the saucepan clattered away beneath a bench, the wayward cleaver thudded down into the floorboards right beside the man’s hand. His outstretched fingers were spared by barely a whisker under the angled edge of the blade.

‘My, that’s lucky,’ said Morrigan.

Misunderstanding whose luck she meant, the cook nodded his head in agreement, until the girl placed a foot on the cleaver’s handle, gently pushing the blade down so the sharp edge pressed into his fat knuckles. If he dared pull his hand away, he would surely lose a finger. Maybe two.

With her foot still balanced on what had now become a makeshift guillotine, Morrigan crouched down, the shift in her weight adding a touch of pressure to the blade on the cook’s much-needed digits. When he opened his mouth to scream, she shoved an onion it it, giving him the look of a fatted pig prepared for a roasting. Which, in a way, he was.

‘Now, now,’ she said. ‘So much drama for a few, simple questions. And you don’t want to attract any attention, because if it got crowded in here, I’d have to make this place even messier than it already is, starting with your fingers. Do you understand?’

He gave a whimper and a nod.

‘Good. So, here’s what’s going to happen. I will remove the onion, and you will quietly and calmly answer my questions.’

Another nod.

Her fingers grasped the bulb and plucked it out. Without even looking, she tossed it into the bubbling pot on the far side of the kitchen with a gloopy splash.

‘Apparently you were at Underock. What happened?’ she asked.

‘I already told ‘em everythin’ I knew,’ he sputtered.

‘Told who?’

‘The vestigators,’ said Serell.

She’d never heard the word before.

‘That’s what they called ‘emselves,’ he added. ‘The people askin’ questions.’

‘Oh,’ she realised. ‘You mean in-vestigators. From where?’

‘Lakháus Librarie,’ he replied. ‘They were writin’ ev’rythin’ down.’

‘So what did you tell them?’ Morrigan asked.

‘I was just a cook.’ he said. ‘In the barracks. But on the day it all ‘appened, an ordinary day just like any other, there was all this sudden fuss. Men runnin’ out to see somethin’.’ His voice trailed dreamily as he drifted back to the event. ‘So I’s followed ‘em. To get a gander at what all the fussin’ was about.’

‘And what was it?’ Morrigan asked.

‘A ‘normous wolf,’ he whimpered. ‘Taller than the castle wall.’

Morrigan’s brow furrowed. The man she’d cut and left to die on the road said creatures of the night were responsible for the fall of Underock, but to be taller than a castle wall, this wolf would need to be over forty feet! Surely such a beast could not have gone unnoticed before now.

‘And you saw it? With your own two eyes?’ she pressed.

‘Yes,’ the cook insisted. ‘All made of wooden planks and logs but shaped like a howlin’ wolf with its nose taller than the ramparts.’

‘Oh! A wooden wolf,’ Morrigan realised.

‘Like I told the vestigators. Some kinda siege engine, rolled up to the gates on great big wheels.’

Morrigan had been exposed to machinations of war on a few battlefronts. With skills that were sometimes required inside the camp of an employer’s enemy, she’d seen catapult, trebuchet, and mangonel hurling boulders or balls of burning pitch, while ballista and springald launched spears. Wheeled galleries and testudos protected invaders as they crept up to the walls where towers, ladders, rams, and siege hooks forced a breach.

The machinery was often crude and only truly effective when different devices were used in conjunction with each other. What the cook described was a single engine capable of demolishing a castle on its own.

‘How did it work?’

‘I don’t know,’ he implored. ‘It just blew everythin’ up. Destroyed the entire barbican, half the castle, and most o’ the men. I was on the far side, and the blast knocked me flat.’

When Morrigan was in Culdiheen, the crows had brought snippets of news from the north, rumours of the fall of Underock, but everyone had thought it was a metaphorical description. Sensationalism. But now it seemed the great castle of Underock had literally fallen down. She wondered, what could wreak such devastation? And who had the know-how?

‘Was it the Padogin?’ Morrigan asked.

The cook shook his head. ‘Tweren’t no bear-riders.’

Morrigan knew the Culdiheen were displeased with Baltus for prohibiting their ships from sailing to any Igradorian port except Wéarf where he charged high docking fees and tightly controlled all trade. As master shipbuilders, the Culdiheen certainly had the skills to construct anything of scale from timber, including a wolf taller than a castle wall. Except, timber was so scarce in their own nation, they would not have intentionally destroyed a resource so valuable to them.

Wedged between Culdiheen and Padoga, the Varhausi had plentiful forest for timber, but they fiercely protected it from logging. Besides, it was inconceivable such an immense siege weapon be transported across the river, past the Igradorian army, and all the way to Underock unchallenged.

This wolf-shaped weapon was not built by any of the bordering nations.

‘Who then?’ she asked.

Serell’s eyes implored her, but she pressed her foot on the cleaver and demanded, ‘Who?’

As the blade cut into his knuckles, he craned his neck to look in her eyes. It was only then that he noticed they were different: one steely grey like the cleaver, the other coloured like a copper pot. He whimpered, ‘The Nightlings.’

Morrigan’s eyes narrowed. ‘How do you know?’

‘I seen ‘em.’ The cook’s voice cracked. ‘They poured through the breach and slaughtered whoever survived the ‘splosion.’

It seemed the rumours of the return of the night creatures might be true after all, she realised. Perhaps they were connected to her target.

‘Was there a boy with them?’

‘All I seen in the cloud of dust was shadows,’ he said. ‘Shadows with horns and teeth. Shadows that howled and screeched.’

‘And then what?’ Morrigan asked.

‘I slid down through a wide crack in the castle wall and ran. Never looked back.’

She lifted her foot and Serell whipped his hand out from under the threat of the cleaver, sucking the cut in his knuckles. When he finally glanced up, the girl was gone.

*  *  *  *  *
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Well before dawn, Morrigan rose from a hard mattress in a tiny room above the tavern, scratching at her skin where the bed’s unseen occupants had bitten her in the night. As uncomfortable as it had been, she knew it was better than sleeping in the pouring rain that had fallen all night.

Stepping over the body of the moustachioed soldier, careful not to leave footprints in the crimson pool that had spread around him, she took his saddlebags and made her way downstairs in the dark. Out the front of the tavern, she untied his speckled horse, and rode eastward out of Ripasea, mulling on all she had learned so far. 

Underock had been destroyed by some kind of siege weapon built by an unknown enemy with engineering skills the likes of which had never been seen. This enemy was potentially in league with an army of the fabled monsters who were supposed to have been wiped out long ago in the Hundred-Year Hunt. While that made no sense and was dubious at best, it was obvious the men carrying swords on their hips but no crest on their tabards were former Castrians of Underock who had suddenly found themselves leaderless, penniless and without a home.

And anyone bearing the crest of a baron now faced each other as rivals, seemingly ignorant of a potentially greater threat from an unknown but powerful enemy, who may or may not be monsters. Meanwhile, the merchants struggled to make a living among the ruins of the realm that had made food and goods scarce, and the worry on the faces of the travelling families was not for the future of the failing kingdom but a fear of what now lurked in the dark.

Threaded through it all was a nervousness about what would come next. And who would take the throne.

Such simmering tension could erupt the realm into civil war at any time.

After the heavy rain that had fallen throughout the night, the road had become a mire so deep in places she was grateful for the speckled horse and wondered if its hooves felt the backs of fallen travellers beneath the mud, each squelch releasing their plaintive cries.

The further she followed the road, the more it became strewn with littered refuse, emptied and discarded crates and barrels, broken and battered equipment, all picked clean and left in the mud. The sun barely a glow on the horizon when she began to pass a few travellers who, like Morrigan, had set off early to travel as far as they could in a day. The difference, she suspected, was that she was as eager to get to her destination as they were to get away from their origin.

A mother and young girl stopped and held open hands to Morrigan, begging for whatever food she could spare. Their skinny arms were caked in the mud of the road, their hollow eyes dark with dust streaked by the rain and tears. Starving, broken and afraid, their plight was none of Morrigan’s concern, but she still rummaged in a saddlebag to find a parcel of hard bread to toss to the woman.

Further along, where the road overlooked the River Tiberon, a man was dragging an empty barrow through the mud, following the zig-zag trail of a small dog that instinctively picked a path for him to avoid the deeper bogs.

Then came two knights, plodding through the quagmire, and Morrigan chuckled as their stumbling, splashing feet found every bog the wise, little mutt had cleverly dodged. Both men bore the crest of the dead tree, one with a mighty longsword strapped to his back, the other an immense teardrop shield.

In case they were deserters desperate to have a horse of their own, she placed her left hand on the hilt of the dagger hidden in a sleeve, but the men avoided eye contact and passed without a word, seemingly in a hurry to wherever they were headed.

With the first edge of the sun peering over the horizon, Morrigan halted the horse and surveyed the long road ahead, if it could still be called a road, so littered with scrap, busted crates and barrels half-buried in the mud to make a fetlock-breaking ride that would be as dangerous as it was slow. Reaching the army encampment seemed to her more trouble that it might be worth.

Whereas, to her left, open grassland stretched clear to the north.

Feeling like she was being watched, she looked around and spotted the lone figure of a large man astride a bear on the far side of the wide and turbulent river. She had never seen a Padogin bear-rider before, and was disappointed when he turned the bear around and disappeared from view before the rising sun’s light gave her a better glimpse.

She sighed and spurred the horse into motion, pulling the left rein to steer the horse northward, when she suddenly noticed something else: only twenty yards away, a shadow moved under a shattered table on the road. With bare feet sinking as deep into the mud as the table’s legs, an urchin crawled out from beneath the makeshift shelter and squinted in the dawning light. Scruffy-haired and shirtless with tattered shorts, the orphan boy watched Morrigan turn off the road.

For a moment, she saw herself in this boy standing amid a depressing wasteland, young and alone. He shielded his eyes with a filthy hand, averting to look at his buried feet, and Morrigan imagined he was even more the poetic symbol of lost innocence than she had been at his age.

Someone was responsible for the devastation that surrounded him, she thought, as she now headed directly for Underock. Possibly the same someone she had been sent to kill.

Whoever he was.

Wherever he was.
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CHAPTER IV: THE LONG FOLLOW
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DARK WATCHED THE LONE RIDER veer her speckled horse off the muddy road to the north. She looked back over her shoulder for a moment, as if considering him for some reason, and although he couldn’t be sure as he squinted against the early morning glow, he thought for a moment that she appeared to have strange eyes.

By the time he’d pulled his spectacles from the pocket of his tattered shorts and slipped them over the bridge of his nose, their black glass shielding his sensitive eyes from the painful daylight, she’d turned away and was already riding north across the open plains.

It didn’t matter. His journey was to the west, and he knew the two knights couldn’t be too far ahead, weighed down by their armour and weapons as they trudged through the waterlogged mire.

After summoning the mist to envelop them last night – something he’d learned from the powerful dryad, Picea – he’d watched Barerra and Maston stumble in the mud and fall over the scattered debris until they sat on an upturned cart with their backs pressed against each other, watching for the Nightling in the dark. While the rain and their fear had kept the two Syrs awake all night, Dark sheltered under the broken table, able to sleep comfortably anywhere after having spent his entire life at the bottom of a dank pit.

When the rain let up before dawn, he stayed hidden to give the knights a short head start, confident he could catch up. He didn’t relish travelling in daylight, but the knights would lead him to Whitmarsh where he hoped to learn more about the Deep Wold and the secrets it held.

First, he needed a new disguise. The knights now knew what the boy looked like, and his cover as Syr Iden had been blown, so he’d have to assume another form. He could only shapeshift into someone he’d physically touched, and although he’d been in contact with many soldiers in the camp, travelling as any one of them could mark him as a deserter which could cause trouble that ends with a rope from a bridge. And before this past week, he’d really only been in contact with monstrous Nightlings.

Except for Starr. Even though he and the young girl from Undermoor had a lot of contact in their adventures together, it was the last time she’d touched him that came to mind, when she’d pressed her lips against his. A strange way to say goodbye, it had also been an unexpected sensation. Something good and pure. Which is why he couldn’t bring himself to use that particular touch to take her form.

Without realising, he softly brushed a finger across his lips.

Then it struck him. There was one Nightling who looked entirely human, at least at the time Dark had shaken his hand.

He looked down as his reflection in a murky puddle as he grew taller, broader, his thin pale limbs became tanned and muscled, his immature round face turned masculine, handsome. A neatly cropped goatee sprouted from his chin in black and orange tiger stripes.

‘That will work,’ he said with a voice like rich honey, as he adjusted the dark glasses on his new face. The face of Rasha, the doppelgänger from whom Dark had learned to shapeshift.

He only hoped it didn’t rain as he headed west toward the gentle plumes of smoke curling from the chimneys of a village into the brightening sky.

Hours later, he passed through the gates of the outer wall, under the watchful gaze of guards in armour emblazoned with a blue shell, the crest of Ripasea. Inside, the town smelled like nothing he had encountered before, and never wanted to encounter again. If the night’s rainfall had cleansed the air, it had not done a good job. The main street was paved but slick with mud and horse droppings and oily run-off from market stalls piled high with shells and fish, some fresh and glistening with dead eyes, others smoked and dried with taught, withered skin. Villagers and travellers filled the streets, hurrying to be somewhere else, yet getting nowhere.

Dark spotted the man he’d seen dragging a barrow past the broken table before dawn. He was kneeling beside a house, peering into a hole in the stone footing, when his little dog climbed out with something in its mouth. As the dog dutifully dropped its catch into the man’s open hand, Dark was mortified to see it was a dead rat. He knew it was not his rat, his first and truest friend, but the sight made him long painfully for his little companion and he now wished he hadn’t left Rat behind.

He missed all the creatures of the night who had shown him the world was much larger than the hole he had only ever known. And much darker. They had managed to live safely in secret for such a long time, but everything changed when they took in the boy they would name Dark.

The lykkan Morgana, who had been like a mother-wolf to him, had nearly been killed twice: first by the mercenary knights called The Whites and later when she was betrayed by the doppelgänger Rasha. The albino minotaur Grim, the last of his kind in the world, also nearly died when he found Dark in the hole and fought his way out of Underock with the boy. When Dark first met the Nightlings, the world’s last nine goblins had been among them, but now only five remained. Of the three harpies, only Rhea was left. A Bendith and one of the last three rock trolls had also lost their lives, as well as the sprite Leshy, right before the boy’s eyes.

That was why he had to leave the Nightlings. They were not his friends.

They were his family. And he had only brought them pain.

The man sniffed the dead rat, tossed it into a pile in the barrow, and sent his dog back under the house to fetch another, when a familiar voice stole Dark’s attention. 

Farther down the street, Syrs Barerra and Maston stood outside a tavern where two horses stood hitched to a rail. The knights were talking to a couple of strangers with drab cloaks covering their armour, the apparent owners of the animals.

‘How much for both?’ Barerra asked.

The strangers whispered to each other, and the larger one nodded before the shorter one spoke. ‘Twenty-five crowns.’

Barerra was insulted. ‘You must be moonsick! They’re a couple of old nags!’

‘These are fine beasts,’ the owner shot back. ‘The chestnut served me in the Battle of Nine Bears.’

‘Bah! That was two years ago,’ the knight scoffed as he took a closer inspection of the animal’s fetlocks. ‘Probably wouldn’t get us out of this filthy town, let alone all the way to where we’re headed.’

‘And where’s that then?’ asked the large man with a broad grin that said he already knew the answer.

‘None of your business,’ said Maston.

‘We’ll give you fifteen,’ Barerra offered.

‘Twenty-two,’ came the counter.

‘Eighteen,’ the knight demanded, making a show of clinking coins as he counted them from his purse. ‘Final offer.’

With a nod, the men pocketed the money and hurried away before the real owners of the horses emerged from the tavern to find them missing.

‘Get supplies and load the horses,’ Barerra told Maston. ‘I’m going to find a messenger we can trust. Meet me at the north gate.’

While Maston led the horses about town, purchasing provisions – saddles, bags, bedrolls, and food – Dark followed in disguise as the handsome Rasha, soon realising he too was hungry and had no idea how long the journey would be. Taking the opportunity, he swiped a smoked fish from a merchant’s table, an apple from another, a fresh loaf of bread from the back of a wagon, and an empty sack in which to carry his bounty.

The fish was chewy with a taste that reminded Dark of the stew his Bendith friends used to feed him. Even though the wolf Morgana had warned him to never eat anything the Bendith cooked (because of their habit of stealing human babies who then mysteriously disappeared) he had joined them for a meal one night on the basis that he hadn’t seen them steal a baby beforehand. 

However, now that he thought about it while chewing a mouthful that tasted eerily similar to Bendith stew, he also hadn’t seen them steal a fish beforehand.

When they arrived at the gates, an impatient Barrera huffed, ‘What took you so long?’

‘You try to find something other than fish in this stinking town,’ said Maston, handing over the rein of the pale horse and keeping the chestnut for himself.

Jostling through the narrow gates in a stream of people, the two knights were bumped a few times by a handsome stranger with a tiger-striped beard and unusual dark glasses until Maston haughtily barked at him, ‘Watch out!’

Once they had exited on the other side, the crowd thinned out and Dark surveyed the road ahead. Well-worn with wagon ruts, the paving stones slowly petered out not far from the gates, but at least the dirt road beyond wasn’t a muddy fen anymore. To the right, open fields were sparsely dotted with farming cottages, and a forest on the left gave him a pang of homesickness for Myrr Wood.

After several attempts to mount up in their mud-heavy gear, Syr Barerra circled his horse around Maston’s and said, ‘Given the events of last night, we should ride in haste.’

‘I’ll be glad to be as far from here as possible,’ replied Maston, still trying to clear his nose of the Ripasee stench.

‘If that was a Nightling who stole Syr Iden’s body,’ continued Barerra, ‘then Whitmarsh may be at greater risk than the Baroness fears.’

And with that, the two knights spurred their horses into a gallop.

Without a horse of his own, Dark would need to move faster than was humanly possible to keep up with them. But he had his own ways of getting places quickly.

Shuffling along the road among the travellers, he glanced back to make sure the Ripasee guards weren’t watching. While they were focused on the crowd pushing through the gate, Dark veered to the side of the road where he leaned against a beech tree, pretending to have a pebble in his boot.

Ahead, the knight’s horses were galloping up a gentle rise where a large oak sat on the horizon. As Dark leaned against the beech, his body went through its trunk as if the tree were just an illusion. But instead of falling out the other side, he stepped from the oak three hundred yards away, just ahead of the knights.

The satyr Caprice had shown him how to use trees as magical doorways, but he couldn’t rely on this all the way to Whitmarsh. The trees had to be living and large enough to accommodate his size, and the open fields and farmland didn’t have many of those. So, he had to mimic another one of the Nightlings, Chiwew.

Wendigo were curious creatures. Slightly shorter than the average human, they were strong, stocky and covered in thick grey fur. But it was their predilection for stalking travellers that they had been known for. Anyone passing through a wendigo’s forest would be struck with the eerie sense of being followed, but whenever they looked over their shoulder, they’d see nothing. And if the wendigo was feeling particularly mischievous, they’d put a whisper right in their prey’s ear from a long distance, sometimes mimicking a friendly voice or making vexatious suggestions. But no matter how quickly the traveller ran, even if they mounted their horse and kicked the animal into a full gallop, the wendigo had the uncanny ability to keep up, maintaining the same distance behind their fleeing victim.

Hiding behind the oak as the approaching knights bolted past, Dark stepped out onto the road and mimicked the wendigo’s follow. Having not done it before, he found it to be the most unsettling feeling at first. It seemed as though he was simply placing one foot in front of the other, except faster. But also, not.

To Dark, his pace seemed to be a regular walk, but he was covering ground at the speed of the galloping horses. That is, as long as he kept his attention on the knights. Because as soon as he glanced away, he suddenly found himself slowed to normal walking pace, and the change in speed was so disconcertingly instantaneous that his stomach heaved, threatened to be several feet outside his body, and he feared the chewy smoked fish might make a hasty reappearance. Quickly casting his eyes back onto the Whitmarshans, his body lurched forward, his stomach let out a smoky belch, and his legs were again mimicking the wendigo’s follow. 

He didn’t know how far Whitmarsh was, but by keeping Barerra and Maston in his sight, he figured he would be there soon enough.

And discover if more Nightlings were hiding in the Deep Wold.
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CHAPTER V: AMONG US
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DRAPED OVER A TABLE, THE LARGE CLOTH WAS EMBROIDERED with intricate coloured stitching: blue thread for the coastline, rivers, and lakes; a multitude of greens for the forests; the mountains in browns and greys; white for the roads and black for the townships with their names hand-stitched in decorative type alongside baronic coats of arms.

Near the centre was a pale, triangular patch where Underock’s coat of arms had been carefully unpicked, and the stitching of the embroidered castle resewn as a broken ruin.

The Baroness’s inner circle stood around and moved carved wooden figurines across the map, each one painted with a house sigil.

‘Discussions are no closer to deciding on a new ruler, and there are only two weeks left in the month of Ascension. In case relations become further strained, we should plan an exit from Bridge Tower because our force has the farthest to travel home,’ said Syr Vance, pointing out the distance between Bridge Tower in the south and Whitmarsh in the far northwest. ‘To get there, the road passes through Wéarf who could blockade our passage.’

‘And the northern road would take us past the ruins of Underock,’ said Syr Fanning to which the others all shook their heads. No one wanted that.

The Baroness quietly listened to each man discuss the merits and risks of moving their army such a long distance along roads through baronies that could take the opportunity to stop the Whitmarshans getting home, or staying alive.

‘Then don’t use the roads,’ she suggested.

‘The rough terrain would only slow our forces, m’lady,’ said Syr Fenton from a side table where he poured himself a goblet of water. ‘Even at a forced march, we’d add days to the journey.’ 

‘Not necessarily,’ said the Baroness. ‘I hear the road between here and Ripasea is now a treacherous bog strewn with debris, but it is open plains northwest to the Downlake lands, then strike west to the safety of Crow’s Peak.’

She looked around the nodding faces.

‘And we don’t march alone,’ continued the Baroness. ‘If the Peak Crows march with us, they too can be home sooner, and we’ll have safety in numbers against either the Gillees or the Wéarfish.’

While the knights moved the wooden pieces and chatted over the logistics, there was a knock at the door and the guards allowed a messenger in.

‘For the Baroness,’ said the girl, pulling a folded paper from her mud-covered cloak as she gave a half-bow.

When one of the soldiers reached for it, the messenger girl snapped it back.

‘Only for the Baroness,’ she said. ‘Specific ‘structions from a Syr B’rerra.’

Hearing the exchange from within the room, the Baroness clicked her fingers. ‘Come’.

Two of the nearest captains curled their hands around the hilts of their swords as the messenger approached. Baroness Lacienega took the paper, unfolded it, and read. Her eyes narrowed then scanned the room, looking from man to man as her hand slowly grasped the hilt of her own blade.

‘M’lady?’ one of the men asked. ‘What is it?’

‘Everyone out,’ she ordered, and they all bowed before dutifully heading for the door. ‘Except you, Syr Fenton.’

The knight Hamarr Fenton stopped, worried that he was about to be chided for questioning the Baroness’s route home.

After the doors closed behind all the others with a heavy thud, the Baroness said, ‘Traitors are among us, Syr Fenton.’

‘Who, m’lady?’ he asked, showing an eagerness to root them out at once.

‘That’s the problem. I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘But right now, you have just become the only man I can trust in my entire army.’

‘Thank you, m’lady.’ Fenton bowed, unsure.

‘Do you know why?’ she asked, approaching him.

While he knew himself to not be a traitor, Syr Fenton had no idea why the Baroness would single him out among the thousands who wore the sigil of the Whitmarsh tree.

‘Because of this,’ she said, touching a finger on the rim of the cup still in his hand. ‘You were the only one drinking the water.’

Fenton’s mind raced, wondering if the message had just informed her the water was poisoned. Had he just unwittingly proved his innocence while simultaneously bringing about his own demise?

She gently took the cup with one hand, and pulled out his arm with the other, then poured the water along his unflinching forearm. When he didn’t dissolve, the Baroness let out a soft breath.

‘M’lady?’ he asked, confused by her actions.

She flourished the paper. ‘Barerra’s message told of a disturbing encounter on the road that means we are all in grave danger,’ she explained. 

Syr Fenton had fought alongside Syr Barerra, and knew him to be fearless. If something had Barerra concerned, the rest of them should be terrified. ‘What happened, m’lady?’

‘It sounds impossible, but I do not doubt Barerra’s report. Not long after they left the camp, it began to rain, and Syr Iden dissolved before their very eyes. Barerra says the water... washed off his skin, revealed his true form underneath.’

‘What true form?’ Fenton asked.

‘Syr Iden was not Syr Iden,’ she replied. ‘He was someone else. Something else.’

‘What was he?’ Fenton asked, feeling more lost with every utterance.

She handed him the paper and, as his eyes darted back and forth across each line of the message, she returned to the embroidered map studded with the wooden pieces of ten armies. The might of humanity suddenly seemed not enough in the face of this new and malevolent threat.

‘It was a Nightling,’ she said, hurrying Syr Fenton to the letter’s inevitable conclusion. ‘And more of them may be hiding among us.’
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CHAPTER VI: THE HUNTER
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SOMEONE ELSE WAS LOOKING FOR THE BOY. And if she was good at just one thing, it would definitely be hunting. Which made it all the more vexing that she had not been able to find any sign of her prey.

Her nose, all the better to smell with, could pick up a single droplet of blood from half a mile away, and the odour of a bead of sweat lingering in the air for days. But still she could not find his scent.

Her ears, all the better to hear with, picked up a hundred different voices despite the ringing of smithy hammers, the thudding of axes in timber. None of them were his.

And her eyes, all the better to see with, never caught a glimpse of his passing.

Since setting off from the ruins of Underock, she’d been unable to find any trail of Dark – no scent, no footprints, not even a broken twig to mark his passing. After a while, she instead followed the scent of the one Dark had been chasing, because as much as Baltus had turned into a wolf, he still smelled very much like Baltus.

His trail led her around Myrr Wood to a watchtower on the forest’s southern side where he had looped in circles, seemingly testing the doors and stalking soldiers who ventured outside, before he headed further east along the lip of the chasm through which the river raged below, zigzagging his way up the Endless Falls, climbing higher into the mountains. 

But when Baltus-wolf’s scent disappeared at the edge of an immense waterfall, she turned around to follow the river back downstream to the massive army encampment around Bridge Tower.

She didn’t walk through the camp. She padded.

And what she found was eye-opening.

All her life, she had witnessed the chaos and destruction of these people, but the utter disarray of the camp was something else. After destroying the landscape of the entire riverfront in their years-long failure of a war against Padoga, they had now turned against each other. From their crudely constructed wooden fortresses splayed out from Bridge Tower, the soldiers of different houses peered out at their neighbours from arrowslits and crenels, territorial banners hung from the walls, their weapons close at hand.

She’d overhead talk of a skirmish that had broken out a few nights earlier and spread across the camp until all the humans were battling each other in the mud. She didn’t know how their barons had quelled the violence, nor did she care.

Pulling the hood of her cloak over her head, she watched a group of soldiers gather at the gateway to one of the makeshift forts. Even though each man’s armour bore the same sigil of a dead tree shown on the banners draped overhead, they were refused entry. As they fussed and argued with those inside, more soldiers came round a bend hauling a wagon loaded with several barrels, the wheels cutting deep scars in the mud.

The soldiers clamouring at the gate were ordered to form a single line where one of the carters cracked open a barrel and scooped out a cup of water to splash the first man. Ignoring the man’s protests, the carter waited a moment, then allowed him to enter before moving to the next. One by one, the men were drenched before being granted entry.

After the last had been cleared, she sidled up to the carter as he rolled a barrel from the wagon and heaved it upright next to the gate. 

‘What was that all about?’ she inquired.

Covered in mud and bent sideways from the strain, the soldier looked the stranger up and down before returning to his work.

‘Is there something we should be worried about?’ she pressed, rattling off a list of diseases that were common in a crowded, fetid camp. ‘Winter Warts? Breakbone? Swamp-pox?’

‘They’re just proving they’re who they is,’ he replied, prying open the barrel’s top with his sword.

‘What do you mean?’ the stranger asked from beneath the hood.

The soldier gave a sigh. Clearly this woman would not relent until she had answers.

‘’pparently there were a knight who weren’t a knight,’ he said. ‘They say water washed off ‘is outside and showed ‘is inside.’

Unaware of any such sickness that dissolved a person, she asked, ‘And what was his inside?’ 

The man finally gave the woman his full attention, only then noticing within the shadows of her hood that her long dark hair framed a face that was as fine as it was fierce. She did not look like one to be trifled with, but he also had the urge to show some measure of superiority. He leaned close to whisper, as if sharing a secret or curse that could not be uttered aloud: ‘A Nightling.’

She knew all about shapeshifters. Even thought she knew one.

‘What did he look like?’ she shot back. ‘Was he handsome with a tiger-striped beard?’

The soldier’s expression said it was an oddly specific description, but he shook his head.

‘No. They said ‘twas a child. With eyes like the night,’ he hissed.

The man suddenly found his arm gripped tighter than the stranger’s lean build should have been capable, jostling him to look in his eyes. Hers burned with a fire, a rage just begging him to set it free.

‘Where did this boy go?’ she demanded.

‘They says ‘e just disappeared,’ the man said, wrenching his arm free as he failed to notice her assumption that the child had been a boy. Or that he’d escaped alive. ‘But now they think there’s others like ‘im hiding under their skins. So we ‘as to wash off to prove it.’

Her odd questioning, the tenseness in her, made him take a step back from the stranger under the hood while placing a hand on the hilt of his sword. ‘Perhaps you should put your arm in that barrel,’ he suggested, but his tone said it was not negotiable.

The hooded woman approached the barrel and pulled up a sleeve to reveal a slender arm. Plunging it deep into the water, her hungry eyes stared down the carter, forcing him back another step, nervously glancing about for anyone who could come to his assistance. As she slowly lifted her dripping arm from the barrel, he began to draw his sword, then let out a breath of relief at the sight of her perfect skin, unchanged by the water. Before he could say anything, she turned and walked away into the darkness.

Hurrying along the muddy avenue between the spiked barricades, she made her way to the outskirts of the camp, emerging on the north side. Once clear of the battlements, she threw off the cloak and let it fall into the mud. Without breaking her stride, she leaned forward until she was walking on all fours, her claws pushing through the grass as she shook out her dark grey fur, thick and shaggy, her long snout sniffing the air, red eyes burning in the night. The she-wolf had just one pointed ear, and a stub where the other had been lopped off.

While Morgana still didn’t know where Dark was, she felt slight relief at finally having found where he had been. Knowing the boy, he was unlikely to have stayed among so many paranoid and dangerous humans after being discovered. But she didn’t know where he would have headed next.

She had to change her tactic.

Rather than hunt him as a wolf, she would have to hunt him as a human.

Padding north in the night, she could only think of one place Dark might seek sanctuary.
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CHAPTER VII: PICKERS
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WHERE THE BARBICAN ONCE STOOD WAS A GAPING HOLE, the two immense towers of the gatehouse reduced to rubble. On either side, the castle wall was a gap-toothed row of crumbling sections separated by cracks wide enough for a horse to pass through.

Castle Underock was a more devastated ruin than Morrigan had imagined, and she wondered how a giant wooden wolf could have wrought such destruction as she climbed over the piles of stones.

Clinging incongruously to the top of the broken battlements, was an immense oak. It was obvious a tree of this size couldn’t have sprouted in the week or so since the fall of Underock, but its tangle of roots weaved down the walls into the cracks as though it had stood there for decades. Where the base of the trunk met the wall, it split as if it had two legs, and its twisted branches gave the impression of mighty outstretched arms. In the texture and folds of the bark of its trunk, Morrigan thought a woody, ancient face appeared to be roaring, open-mouthed, two knotholes for eyes.

She shook off the impression as a trick of the light and shadow, but just in case the tree sprang to life, she took a wide berth around the oak sentinel, all the while chiding herself for such silliness.

High above, a solitary tower scraped the sky, crooked and cracked with a wide black fissure spiralling down around the structure’s entire height so it bent and leaned and threatened to collapse if nudged by the wind. A mass of black flecks circled the spire, cawing incessantly, ominously.

Climbing down the slope of the rubble into what was once an inner courtyard, she recognised a familiar smell.

Death.

More specifically, the remains of dead Castrians abandoned in this tomb. 

To steady herself, she placed a hand on a stone but felt the chill of steel beneath the dusty surface. She brushed away the fine grey powder to reveal a battered helmet. When she tried to lift it from the dirt, she found it was still strapped to the head of the wearer, his body crushed and buried deep under the rubble.

The plinking of falling stones from across the courtyard caught her attention and Morrigan froze. Shadows flitted among the detritus. She silently lowered the helmet back to its shallow grave but before she could reach for a dagger, she felt cold steel against her back.

‘What have we here?’ said a gruff voice behind her.

She tried to turn but the blade pressed harder against her spine.

‘I don’t want any trouble,’ she said.

‘But you seem to have found it anyways,’ said her unseen assailant.

Across the courtyard, shadows emerged from among the rubble: a dozen children in scrappy, filthy clothes, each with a wicker basket strapped to their back. Dirt and grime streaked their faces and filled the hollow pits around their eyes.

Pickers.

Whenever a place was abandoned, be it a farmhouse or a fort, a cottage or a castle, these organised gangs would arrive to pick through the property and find anything that could be sold. Because it was dangerous work, especially if a flood, fire, war, plague or curse had driven out the original inhabitants, the crews were entirely composed of expendable children, orphans and runaways snatched by a Pickmaster and forced into gruelling servitude. While their master got wealthy, the Pickers were given a few measly ferthings for the risk.

Morrigan knew the human carrion all too well. 

She used to be one.

‘I’m surprised to find you here,’ she said. ‘Aren’t you worried the Nightlings are still here?’

‘Bah!’ spat the Pickmaster. ‘I’d outrun them.’

‘You think you can outrun the creatures of the night?’ she scoffed.

‘No. But I can outrun the kids.’

He sounded just like her old Pickmaster, without a care whatsoever for his young crew, willing and ready to throw them to the wolves to save his own skin. In this case, literally.

As she eyed the gaggle of children, more appeared from within cracks in the castle walls. Perhaps twenty in total, they looked like they hadn’t eaten a proper meal in weeks. Some didn’t even have shoes, their feet swaddled in rags to protect their soles from the sharp rocks and broken steel hidden under the dust. One of them swayed on the spot, his eyes barely open.

‘I’m not here to take anything,’ Morrigan explained. ‘What’s yours is yours.’

‘Then what are you doing here?’ he asked, nudging the sword tip into her back as if to remind her who was in charge.

‘I just came to find answers.’

‘Anything you find here, belongs to me,’ he said. ‘Including answers. And now also you.’

The woozy boy staggered and collapsed into the dust, his basket spilling a clatter of goblets, silverware, plates and pitchers. The nearest children went to his aid, but the Pickmaster bellowed at them, ‘Leave him! Gather his picks!’

While the man was briefly preoccupied by the retrieval of his stolen hoard, Morrigan took the opportunity to roll out of the reach of his blade. She tumbled down the slope, coming to a stop on her haunches with a knife in each hand.

Atop the rubble pile, the Pickmaster was as she expected. A fat scrounger who only lifted a finger to don a mismatched collection of robes and finery he’d pulled from a deserted closet in a vain attempt to appear high-born and wealthy. Where Morrigan had come from, they were called scobberlotchers and skamelars.

This particular Pickmaster also wore a knight’s ornate helmet, a pauldron strapped over one shoulder, and an intricately etched gauntlet on his free hand. In the other was an Castrian broadsword with a pommel beautifully crafted in the shape of a crow, its wings stretching out to form the cross-guard and its claws grasping the sides of the blade.

‘Get her!’ he shouted.

Before Morrigan could unleash a knife, the swarm of children leapt onto her back, their baskets clattering and frail fists belting furiously as she fell to the ground. She heaved two aside in a clang of pots and pans, and could see the Pickmaster trudging down the slope through a rising dust cloud, hefting the magnificent sword.

With one arm freed, she loosed a dagger and the man fell, gurgling a mouthful of blood.

Because she never missed.

The Pickers abandoned their assault to stare at the man’s body rolling down the pile, coming to a stop as he gasped his final wet breaths. When they looked to the woman who’d killed him, there was a lostness in their eyes. One shrugged the basket from his back and let it fall to the ground. Another began to cry. Others exchanged worried glances, unsure what they should do next.

‘You’re free now,’ said Morrigan. ‘You can go.’

But they simply stood there.

‘Go where?’ a girl asked.

In truth, Morrigan didn’t know. She had only escaped from her Pickmaster because she had a peculiar skill, and he had made the mistake of letting her find a knife. The feeble urchins surrounding her probably had no gift from which they could earn a living, or survive.

‘Go wherever you want,’ she said with a wave of a hand. ‘Load your baskets and take them with you.’

The children seemed uncertain, their minds slowly working over the puzzle of their potential destiny, before the boy lifted the straps of his basket back onto his lean shoulders. Some of the children began to fossick in the dirt, but the boy showed initiative by choosing a more valuable trove: the Pickmaster’s body.

When he pulled the dagger from the man’s throat and wiped it dry, Morrigan said, ‘Ah, that’s mine.’

‘Not anymore,’ said the boy with a flash of his eyes.

At first, Morrigan admired the kid’s fearlessness but then remembered her employer’s instruction. As usual, it had been three simple words – a location, a description, and a name – and here she was in the centre of the location, facing someone who fitted the picture.

‘What’s your name, boy?’ she asked.

The Picker stopped to eye her sideways over his shoulder, the blade still in his hand.

She curled the fingers of one hand around another dagger beneath her cloak, her muscles taught and ready.

‘One,’ he said.

‘That’s your picker name,’ she replied, slowly sliding the dagger from its scabbard. ‘What was your name before that? Your real name?’

‘Dwyn,’ he eventually said, and returned to his picking.

Morrigan looked around the rest of the crew, half of them boys.

‘I don’t suppose anyone here goes by the name Dark?’ she asked, but they went about their fossicking without so much as a glance.

‘No one here by that name,’ said Dwyn.

Morrigan slid the blade back into its sheath and watched the other children for a moment. The remains of the walls towered over them, and she wondered how long they had been here. She had never picked a castle herself. It had been mostly houses and inns, and once a ship breaking up on the rocks in the middle of a storm. Not many of her picking crew returned from that job. And there was the flour mill that had been her last pick.

‘Do you know what happened here?’ she asked, shaking off the memory.

‘The Nightlings killed the king and destroyed his castle,’ said one of the girls as if it were obvious.

‘That’s what I heard, but how did they destroy the castle?’ asked Morrigan. ‘I mean, look at it. I’ve seen castles after an attack, and none were ever broken like this.’

The children pecked like chickens among the dirt, dusting off their finds and tossing them into their baskets, melodious little clangs and clanks echoing around the courtyard. The best Pickers worked in rhythm to create a musical sound that made the work less dreary.

‘I heard it was a wolf,’ she prompted. ‘A great wooden wolf on wheels.’

‘That’s right,’ said the boy as he unstrapped the gauntlet.

‘And it... just blew up?’ Morrigan asked.

‘That’s right,’ he said again.

‘How?’ she continued, getting frustrated with their dismissive answers.

The boy merely shrugged.

‘So where did they get this giant wooden wolf?’

The girl replied, ‘The woodcutters built it. In Rohil.’

Finally, Morrigan felt she had extracted some useful information from the Pickers. Having familiarised herself with a map of Igrador before leaving Culdiheen, Morrigan knew the village of Rohil sat on the edge of Myrr Wood. And while she struggled to believe in the existence of these Nightlings, at least in the way the rumours were swirling, she wondered if they were a fearmongering ruse and her target had somehow been responsible for the wooden wolf that destroyed Underock, even though he was a child. 

‘Was there a boy involved in the building of this wolf?’ she asked, and the Pickers exchanged glances.

‘That’s what they say,’ said Dwyn, now tugging at the Pickmaster’s shoulder armour.

‘Who says?’ Morrigan pressed.

‘People who was here,’ he said. ‘And before that.’

The girl added, ‘Before it all happened, people spoke of a prophecy in which a banished king would rise and take the throne.’

Morrigan shrugged at the relevance.

‘The boy in the hole,’ said the girl as if this explained everything.

‘What hole?’ Morrigan shrugged again.

She realised the plink-plink of the Pickers had stopped and looked around to see all the children were now standing around the courtyard. Silently and eerily, they each slowly lifted one arm at the exact same time, a finger outstretched to point toward the castle’s inner keep.

‘What’s in there?’ she asked, the hackles on her neck rising, but they all quietly turned away and went about their picking.

Leaving the children to fossick, she followed their directions deeper into the broken castle where the walls had been rent, gates had been torn from their hinges, and in the corners lay dark piles from which could be seen hollow eye sockets staring back, limp arms dangling across the backs of others.

Beyond the walls of the inner courtyard, she found the entrance to the Great Hall, its roof torn open so that huge pillars rose in rows like giant fingers outstretched to the dusky sky above. Along the length of the room were tall thin windows, their glass shattered, the shards spread across the floor with the debris of the collapsed roof.

At the far end, she could make out a raised platform on which sat the remains of an enormous wooden throne. Split in half, the top was missing, and the bottom lay on its side. Morrigan carefully picked her way through the broken beams but, halfway across the room, her foot slipped where the floor suddenly disappeared. Quickly grabbing hold of a timber beam, she swung both legs onto solid ground where she looked down to see a wide round pit in the middle of the floor of the Great Hall. The broken stonework around the top edge showed where some sort of barred grill had been torn out, violently.

The hole.

Crouching on the edge, Morrigan peered down into the darkness. The shafts of afternoon light that pierced the hall through the broken roof only reached about ten feet into the void below before being swallowed in the dizzying blackness that seemed as if it could suck Morrigan in at any moment. Her toe nudged a pebble over the rim, and it seemed an eternity before she heard it plink at the bottom. In the stonework down the sides of the well, she could discern sections where the grime and mold had been worn off, the bricks polished smooth, and the crevices widened – handholds and footholds – where someone had climbed up and down, time and time again. Someone who had been imprisoned in this pit long enough to learn how to climb its perilous walls, and had done it so many times they left marks in the stones.

Someone who eventually escaped into the world above.

Someone who would have a heart filled with vengeance.

In Igrador. A boy. Named Dark.
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CHAPTER VIII: WATER AND BRAGGOT
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HAVING SPENT HIS ENTIRE LIFE IN THAT HOLE, Dark was greatly disappointed when the two knights left the road to take a wide berth around villages. He had set out alone to explore the world, see things he’d only ever heard of, learn all he could about humanity, and search for clues to his past, but Barerra and Maston were travelling across country, following small trails through the tight green hills of the Downlake lands to avoid encountering anyone from an opposing barony.

Spotting wisps of smoke rising into the sky from a village to their west, Dark contemplated venturing into the town while the knights camped for the evening, but after a long day under a blinding sun that had been like talons in his sensitive eyes, even through the dark glass of his spectacles under his hood, he needed to rest. Besides, they were leading him to Whitmarsh, so he’d still get the chance to explore another human town before searching for Nightlings in the Deep Wold they’d spoken about.

As the sun set, and the blanket of night was pulled across the sky, Dark took off his glasses and rubbed both eyes with the heels of his palms. It felt like sand or ground glass under his eyelids, throbbing deep inside his head. While he had travelled in daylight before, he would normally stick to the shadows and avert his eyes, but using the wendigo’s follow meant he had to stay on the open path chosen by the knights while keeping his eyes fixated on them.

In the morning, he was thankful to wake under dark grey clouds that eased the strain on his eyes as he pulled the hood over his head and continued to follow the Syrs northwest where the hills eventually flattened into undulating plains. The air was getting crisper, and a fresh breeze brought the scent and taste of salt. Toward the end of the day, another town appeared on the horizon where the land fell away to the sea.

Dark had never seen the ocean before, and his stomach lurched when he took his eyes off the knights to behold the view. Green-blue water churned and frothed against the shoreline, sending up bursts of mist, while in the distance it stretched all the way to the edge of the world.  

Clinging to the clifftops, the town appeared to be spiked with a hundred tall poles that gave the impression of a forest stripped bare of all but the trunks, each topped with a basket or platform where white birds wheeled overhead.

Along the coastal cliff, a road was leading travellers on a long, slow climb up the hill toward the town gates, but the two knights were again riding around the eastern side of the walled village. Then he noticed the reason why. On each side of the last hundred yards of road outside the gates, more wooden poles were topped with wagon wheels laying flat, each with a body tied to the spokes, arms and legs stretched out, splayed for the birds to feed. And not all of them appeared to be dead.

More deserters, thought Dark. Or traitors, spies, enemies from another barony.

Yellow banners, hung either side of the town’s gates, bore the symbol of an orange basket burning with red flames atop a vertical stick. Dark recalled it as the emblem of Crow’s Peak, to whom the Whitmarshans were allies, but in these troubled times, the knights dared not risk entering the town.

Dark also chose not to, but he could no longer use the wendigo follow to pursue them. If anyone on the road or town wall saw the strange figure moving as fast as a horse, they would surely send soldiers after him.

Skirting around Crow’s Peak, the land on the other side sloped away from the cliffs and down toward a bay. At the bottom, several carts had gathered where the road from the village met the sea. As the sun sank in a gold and pink sky to be extinguished by the distant sea, Dark arrived to see a long flat boat rowing out across the bay with the two knights and their horses on board before it became a shadow in the salty haze.

Remaining in the form of the handsome, bearded shapeshifter, Dark milled among the wagons and merchants. They had all just missed the last ferry to Whitmarsh and would have to wait for their passage at first light.

Among the idle chatter was worry that the feud between the ten barons would soon result in hard borders between the towns, preventing free trade. While these merchants were determined to do as much business as they could before it became difficult to travel from one barony to the next, they seemed unanimous that war was good for trade.

‘When there’s blood on the streets,’ said one.

And the others gleefully chorused the rest of the merchant’s motto: ‘Sell!’

*  *  *  *  *
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Dark awoke to the clamour of merchants jostling to the end of the pier, desperate to be on the first boat. He snaked his way through the line to see the ferry emerge from the mist, its oars cutting through the waves.

As it bumped up against the jetty, the traders didn’t even wait for the boat to tie off before they began tossing in their goods. The ferrymaster sized up each man’s cargo with a measuring stick and demanded payment based on how much space the goods occupied.

Realising he had no money, Dark quickly grabbed a barrel marked with the initials GB, and rolled it onto the boat behind the tassel-hatted merchant to whom it belonged. The man cast him a questioning glance and Dark paused to return a pleading look. Seeing the ferry fill up quickly, and not wanting to leave any of his barrels behind, the merchant nodded a silent agreement. Even with the extra pair of hands, they were still rolling the last barrel aboard when the ropes were untied and the ferry started to push away. The merchant was still on the jetty, so Dark shot out an arm and heaved the man onto the boat.

‘Thank you,’ he said, out of breath after the frenzied work.

A dozen oarsmen, six on each side, heaved their strong backs and muscled arms to power the boat into the waves and mist. Salty air on Dark’s tongue was a novel treat, but the churn and roil of the waves was not. The thickening mist swallowed the ocean around the boat and the air took on a rotten smell that reminded the boy of goblin stew, making his stomach grumble with hunger.

Cutting across the harbour, he thought of his Nightling friends and how he couldn’t wait to see the looks on their faces when he eventually told them of his adventures, whenever that day might be.

Slowly, shapes formed in the greyness and as the boat drew closer, they solidified into the walls and roofs of Whitmarsh rising from the deep mudflats where the ocean met a fetid swamp, perpetually blanketed in the foul mist. The wall was formed of timber piles struck deep into the mud, dark slime and oyster shells encrusting up to the tide line. Ramshackle buildings outside the fortifications stood on slender stilts and were connected by rope bridges. Below them, small skiffs and rowboats waited on the mud for the tide to set them free.

The ferry navigated a narrow channel cut into the mudflat to pull alongside the dock of the town with a clunk and shudder.

‘All out!’ bellowed the ferrymaster, and the merchants unloaded as quickly as they had loaded, tossing their goods onto barrows that had been lined up along the jetty. Having made this trip a hundred times before, it was an efficient hive of activity.

Dark was helping roll the merchant’s GB barrels up a gangplank when he noticed the Whitmarshan soldiers guarding the gate at the shore end of the pier. The first ferry passengers to reach them were being instructed to dip an arm into an upright barrel of water and show their dripping skin before being granted entry. 

For a boy not in the form of a boy, this was going to be a problem.

Barerra and Maston must have hastily implemented this safeguard against Nightling shapeshifters entering Whitmarsh. Dark looked around for an escape, but there was only the jetty above the mud flats. If he jumped, he’d be seen, exposed, and trapped in the thick mud crawling with crabs. All the barrows being wheeled to the gate were too small and heavily laden for him to hide on one. And the ferry was already pushing away, but leaping back onto it would not get him inside the town.

He had only one option.

Pushing through the crowd of merchants, each focused on keeping their goods balanced or their eyes on the strange new entry requirement ahead, the handsome stranger with the tiger-striped beard got shorter with each step, his fine robes slowly shrank and slipped to become ragged pants, the shoes disappeared to reveal bare feet, his hair grew long and unkempt as the neatly trimmed beard ungrew into a hairless chin. Bit by bit, in the jostle of the people and barrows and crates and barrels, enveloped in the thick fog, he transformed ever so subtly that no one person would have seen much of a change before he had pressed further into the throng. By the time he reached the front of the line, there was no tall, handsome stranger with a neat goatee. Only a grubby urchin with dark eyes who stepped up to the Whitmarshan guards.

Behind him, the barrel merchant had taken off his tasselled hat and was scratching his bald head, scanning the crowd for the handsome man who’d helped him.

‘Dunk yer arm,’ a guard ordered.

Now in his entirely natural form, Dark confidently plunged his left hand into the water and pulled it out to reveal a perfectly ordinary arm, albeit thin, pale and filthy. His skin did not dissolve and the guard barked his order to the next person in the queue. Dark breathed a sigh of relief. Either the two knights hadn’t told the Whitmarshan guards to be on the lookout for a scruffy-haired, dark-eyed, wild child, or they figured it didn’t matter since a shapeshifter could take any form.

As they waved Dark through the gates, a sentry placed a necklace over his head: an oyster shell that had been painted yellow and hung from a crude loop of twine. Everybody was given one after they passed the water test.

Inside Whitmarsh, there were no roads in a conventional sense. The entire town was elevated on stilts above the swampy mudflats, with wooden bridges suspended by ropes between rickety buildings that leaned drunkenly but remained standing against all odds. Some bridges were sturdy enough and wide enough for small carts and miniature ponies, while narrower bridges only carried people from one building to the next. Fishing lines, the tethers of crab pots, and complex systems of ropes and pulleys made a spider web across the spaces between. Beneath the messy network of catwalks and platforms, small flat-bottomed skiffs punted along a maze of canals dug into the mud between striped marker poles.

And the rank fog permeated everything.

While Dark amazed at the higgledy-piggledy of it all, he noticed the tassel-hatted man pass by, heaving his barrow loaded with barrels chalked with the initials GB. As Dark followed the merchant over bridges and walkways, weaving through the lopsided town, he saw Whitmarshan guards pounding on the doors of houses, demanding the residents come out to wash the hands and collect an oyster necklace. Twice, they stopped Dark, but with a flash of his yellow shell the scruffy boy was allowed to continue on his way.

Reaching a narrow building, each storey tilting at a different angle to the one below it, the merchant opened the door and was struggling to unload his barrow when Dark stepped out of the fog, tall and handsome with a striped goatee, an oyster shell hung around his neck.

The merchant looked surprised. ‘Ah, there you are. I lost you at the gate.’

‘Sorry about that,’ replied Dark as he helped roll a barrel inside. ‘It was a push to get through.’

‘My name’s Nadim,’ said the merchant.

‘Dark,’ he replied. 

They shook hands and the merchant said, ‘I’ve never met a Dark before.’

‘And I’ve never met a Nadim before,’ Dark shot back.

‘Fair play,’ Nadim laughed.

Hung above the door, a sign was carved into the shape of a crab and painted red with white lettering: The Crooked Crab.

They rolled the barrels into the tavern and Dark left Nadim to do business with the barkeep while he surveyed their surroundings. The Crooked Crab was as cockeyed inside as out, if not more. The floor had such a slope that the tables and chairs appeared thrown about the room, and the walls looked as if they’d frozen in mid-collapse. In the middle of the tavern, a pile of crab pots sat next to an open, round trapdoor in the floor.

The hole reminded Dark of someplace else, and he was wondering how many buildings had holes in the floors and what was kept in them when Nadim stepped beside him.

‘Why is everything so crooked?’ Dark asked.

‘Welcome to Whitmarsh,’ the merchant replied. ‘The whole town is built on a tidal swamp, and as the stilts slowly sink into the mud, the buildings get twisted and bent out of shape. But don’t worry, the buildings never collapse.’ He looked around the lopsided tavern, then added, ‘Almost never.’

When Nadim handed Dark a goblet made from a large crab claw, its contents gave a warm and spicy aroma. He clinked his mug against Dark’s.

‘You’ve earned the finest ginger braggot there is,’ said Nadim before taking a big gulp that left a frothy moustache on his upper lip.

They sat at a table and Dark sipped his drink. It bit his tongue but was sugary sweet on its way down and forced out a gassy hiccup. Nadim took out a leather purse, upending it to spill dice onto the table. ‘Do you play?’ he asked.

‘I’ve seen others play,’ replied Dark, which meant he knew exactly how to play. ‘But as you know, I don’t have any money.’

‘Just a friendly game then,’ said the merchant with a smile as he placed two dice before Dark, kept two for himself, and dropped the rest back in the purse. ‘I know a fellow who doesn’t want to be found when I find him. So what brings a man with no coin to the most remote corner of the realm?’

‘I’m here to do some finding,’ Dark said.

‘Another person who doesn’t want to be found?’ Nadim smirked as they both rolled their first die.

Dark shrugged. ‘I don’t even know who they are yet.’

Nadim checked the dice – he’d rolled a crown against Dark’s chicken – and confidently leaned back in his chair. ‘There’s a bit of that going around. The innkeeper was just telling me why these mudcrabbers are making everyone wash their hands. They’re looking for someone. Could it be the same someone you’re looking for?’ 

‘I doubt it,’ Dark grinned. ‘Because I’m looking in the Deep Wold.’

With a clunk, Nadim’s chair came back to rest on all four wobbly legs.

‘The Deep Wold?’ he hissed. ‘There’s not a man nor woman alive out there.’

‘I’m not looking for a man or woman,’ said Dark.

They rolled their second die, and both got exactly the same as their first. Nadim clapped his hands in surprise, ‘Oh-hoh! Double peasants against double crowns. That’s an Uprising, my friend. You have very good luck.’

As they collected their dice to roll again, Dark asked, ‘What’s it like out there?’

‘The Deep Wold? It’s not a place you want to go,’ Nadim said. ‘Leagues of deadly swamp filled with bogs that will swallow a horse whole, a fog so thick it blots out the sun and stars to make it impossible to find your way back, and the fetid air becomes so spoiled with sulphur the further you go that your lungs swell until they explode in your chest.’ 

‘Sounds like the perfect place for Nightlings,’ Dark muttered.

The merchant fell silent. The stories of the return of the creatures of the night were part of the reason he had made the trek to Whitmarsh, the farthest corner from shadowy Myrr Wood where the monsters were rumoured to be lurking.

‘Do you really think they’re here?’ Nadim’s voice crackled with worry.

Dark did not quell the man’s rising dread. ‘I hope so.’

*  *  *  *  *
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On the far side of the room, deep within the shadows of the crooked bar, a crack in the twisted timber was just wide enough a beady watchful eye to have an unobstructed view of the two men chatting at the table. One had been in the tavern a few times before, delivering the delicious ginger-flavoured ale that was a personal favourite, but the other was a newcomer. A stranger.

Even as their conversation dipped to a secretive whisper, there was no mistaking the word ‘Nightlings’ from the handsome stranger with the striped beard.

‘This spells trouble,’ the creature whispered to itself. ‘T. R. U. B. L.’

With a waggle of the creature’s finger, the stranger’s cup wobbled and tipped over, spilling braggot across the table. He chuckled and climbed back down through the floor.
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CHAPTER IX: NO AXE TO HIS NAME
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BEING ON THE EDGE OF THE VAST MYRR WOOD had become a double-edged sword for the town of Rohil. For centuries, convenient access to the seemingly limitless supply of timber had allowed the town’s thriving lumber industry to forge powerful and important alliances to the other nine baronies. But now it also meant the Rohillia were living right on the doorstep of their worst nightmares.

Only a few weeks ago, Old World creatures thought to have been extinct had suddenly emerged from Myrr Wood to attack one of the lumber crews, forcing them against their will to build the giant wooden wolf that destroyed Underock. The story had spread like wildfire, growing to become the tale of a hundred hideous beasts and malevolent forest spirits that devoured the life within your bones, so now the woodcutters were scared to work on the edge of the forest.

And with civil war brewing between the baronies, timber would be ever more essential for fortifications and siege engines. Whoever controlled the supply, could control a war.

So while Rohil’s Baron Holt Faraday remained in Bridge Tower to fight for his claim to the throne against the other barons, he had sent orders that the village focus their efforts on fortifying the town. Rohillia soldiers escorted cutting crews to and from the forest, while more protected the building works on the town’s eastern side. Patrols on the ground were armed with their distinctive axes, and others scanned the forest edge from atop specially-built towers with powerful ballista – enormous crossbows capable of propelling spears great distances.

Lines of men were digging a deep trench around the entire town, the excavated earth piled up on the inner side to support the new perimeter wall at a greater height. Engineers were raising battlements, erecting towers, and constructing defensive engines. The long arm of a wooden crane swung out over the half-finished gatehouse with two men clinging to the load of planks swinging from the heavy rope.

This was a town fuelled by both fear and frenzy.

Morrigan had never seen such industry, even in the renowned shipyards of Culdiheen.

She was forced to rein the speckled horse to one side of the road as a cart loaded with sawn timber rumbled past. The guards at the gate let the wagon through but crossed their poleaxes to stop Morrigan.

‘What’s your business here?’ they asked in unison, neither expecting the other to speak.

‘Looking for work,’ Morrigan lied. ‘Apparently there’s a lot to do here.’

The guards looked Morrigan up and down. While undoubtedly healthy, the girl was young with an obviously slight frame hidden under the folds of her cloak. 

‘What can you do?’ asked one with a smirk.

‘Anything I need to,’ she replied.

The other noted her dark complexion and unusual eyes. ‘Where are you from?’ he grunted.

‘Lots of different places, but came over from Culdiheen on a trading ship,’ Morrigan lied again.

The southern nation was famed for its shipbuilding and seafaring as much as for the hard workers that filled the gruelling needs of both. And they knew everything there was to know about wood.

‘See the overseer,’ the guard instructed. ‘Marketplace, centre of town.’

They uncrossed their poleaxes to let Morrigan ride through the bustling town, and as she took in the surrounding fervour, she began to doubt herself. The stories of the return of the Old World monsters sounded like a fabrication, a trickster’s clever ruse to hide a truth and further drive the realm into turmoil. But the extent of the dread she saw across Rohil was chipping away at her scepticism, like chisels into woodwork. 

At the marketplace, a signboard listed job vacancies in chalk: billier, cutter, delver, gongfarmer, rahmensage, skinner, snoregaffer, spokeshave, tooth-drawer, woodwright. A large man with a hooked nose sat at a long table underneath, writing in a book with a goose quill in his left hand. The right sleeve of his tunic was folded at the elbow and pinned to the shoulder, and an official-looking brooch on his chest bore a crest of three axes on a blue disc.

Morrigan dismounted at the edge of the square, tied the rein to a rail, then approached the overseer.

‘I hear you’re the man who knows every job in Rohil,’ she said.

Without looking up, he waggled the feather over his shoulder. ‘On the board.’

‘I’m not looking for a job,’ Morrigan explained. ‘I’m looking for someone who did a job.’

‘Complaints go to the guildmasters.’ When the overseer glanced up and immediately judged the young woman standing before him, his tone turned patronising. ‘What did they do? Built wonky shelves in your kitchen? Fireplace not wide enough for your best pots? Installed the commode too close to your bed? Whistled while they worked?’

Morrigan smiled. ‘Cute, but no. They built a giant wolf that blew up a castle.’

The overseer flushed red, his eyes glaring into hers. She smiled harder.

‘We don’t talk about that,’ he hissed. ‘Now you best be on your way, miss.’

‘How’d you lose that arm?’ Morrigan asked chirpily.

Taken aback by the randomness of her question, the man looked down to where his right arm used to be, almost as if noticing it for the first time.

‘Same way anyone does around here,’ he answered. ‘Axe.’

‘I’d hate to take advantage of your... loss, but it would be a shame for something to happen to the other arm,’ she warned.

Incensed, he growled, ‘Are you threatening me?’

‘I’m trying to protect you.’

‘From whom?’ he asked.

‘Me.’

Before the man could stand, further enraged at the girls’ impudence, she snatched the quill and jabbed it into the back of his only hand, then clamped her own hand over his mouth to muffle the scream in his throat.

‘I just need a name,’ she urged.

When he refused to answer, Morrigan plucked the quill from his hand and jabbed it into his forearm, dripping a trail of blood between the two holes. Wincing and groaning through the hand over his mouth, his darted eyes about the marketplace, looking for help among the villagers. Even though they were all focused on their own business and the clamour of construction, it was only a matter of time before a guard saw what was happening.

‘We don’t have all day,’ Morrigan snapped, pulling out the quill again. ‘So, let’s just go straight to your shoulder.’

He mumbled something with a rapid nod, so Morrigan released his mouth and levelled the quill tip toward his eye.

‘Owyne. Josse Owyne,’ he blurted.

‘Where can I find him?’ she pressed.

‘He’s always in the Tongue and Groove,’ the overseer whimpered, nodding to a laneway. ‘Down there. But he won’t talk to you. He doesn’t talk to anyone.’

Morrigan patted the man’s cheek as she gently lay the quill on the table. ‘Thank you,’ she chirped and hurried away.

‘Guards!’ the man bellowed behind her, but she was already moving through the hubbub and disappearing along the lane, ducking under planks hauled off a cart, and dodging workers whose hammers and axes littered the ground in wood chips.

‘Tongue and Groove?’ she asked a builder, and he only paused long enough to jab his hammer further down the street before getting back to work.

She found the tavern, its timber walls intricately decorated with carvings of carpenters and cutters plying their trades. Knotholes in the wood had been expertly incorporated into the design to represent the tops of tree stumps. Elsewhere, the grain had been burnished and charred to give shadow and texture to the trunks of the forest the men were cutting.

Inside, men and women chatted in groups, drinking from wooden mugs, seemingly oblivious to the sawdust that clung to their sweaty skin. The floor was also covered in a fine layer of sawdust that had fallen from the inn’s clientele over the years. Morrigan scanned the crowd and spotted someone sitting alone in the far corner, looking exactly like a man who didn’t talk to anyone.

Knowing the overseer would have given the guards her description and told them where she was headed, Morrigan quickly weighed up her options. Everyone in the room had a hatchet slung from their belt or an axe propped against a nearby wall, so they probably all knew each other within the industry, and would be quick to defend one of their own. While the man on the outskirts might not be afforded such protection if things escalated, Rohillia soldiers would arrive soon.

No time to waste, the girl with the knives crossed the room and sat opposite the loner. ‘Josse Owyne?’

With eyes bereft of life, the man barely glanced up before returning to his drink.

‘Leave me alone,’ he snarled.

‘I’ll leave as soon as you tell me a story,’ she said. ‘Because I bet you have a good story to tell.’

‘Sard off,’ he snapped and swung a sloppy fist that was easily dodged.

Morrigan grabbed the passing arm, twisted, and rammed it back on the table with the underside facing up. Despite the intense pain applied to his elbow and shoulder, Josse was not a man who winced or screamed. He simply glared into her eyes.

‘A broken arm is no good to a woodcutter,’ she taunted.

‘I’m not an axeman,’ he sneered. ‘Not anymore.’

‘Why not?’ Morrigan asked.

‘The guild kicked me out,’ he said. ‘Took my axe away.’

Morrigan needed to speed things along. ‘Because you built the wolf?’

Josse tried to pull his arm free, but she twisted harder, making his shoulder and chest contort uncomfortably into the table.

‘I don’t care that you did it,’ she insisted. ‘I just need to know why.’

‘I already told the scribes everything,’ he winced at last. 

‘What scribes?’ asked Morrigan.

‘The ones who came asking questions,’ he hissed. ‘From Lakháus.’

The ‘vestigators that the cook Serell Whatsisname had told her about, Morrigan realised, and it worried her that someone else had already been asking the same questions of the same people, because her employer was not above hiring more than one contractor for a job. And sometimes, a target had more than one enemy. If her competition found and eliminated the mark first, not only would she be unable to collect full payment, but her reputation would be harmed. Or worse.

‘Why did you make the wolf?’ she demanded.

‘Because the Nightlings forced me to,’ Josse growled through gritted teeth.

Morrigan needed confirmation. She twisted his arm again. ‘You saw them?’

‘Yes, I saw them.’ He gripped the edge of the table with his left hand. He wanted to let go, to swipe at her, but it was all that was keeping him upright.

‘What did these Nightlings look like?’ she asked, not out of curiosity, but to verify his truth.

Josse’s eyes glazed over. ‘A great big ghost of a beast with a bull’s head, horns as long as my arm, covered in tattoos. And a little fellow, a dwarf about yay high, in a pointy red hat.’

‘They’re real,’ muttered Morrigan, the last of her scepticism erased. Of course, everything she’d learned so far had already been hinting at it, but now she had a bonafide witness. She relaxed her grip on Josse’s arm for him to pull it free, holding up her open hands in surrender, but all he could do was scowl at her while he rubbed his shoulder to restore the circulation.

‘Was there a boy with them?’ she eventually asked.

‘A wild child with eyes black as the night,’ he nodded. ‘The wolf was his idea.’

‘Did he have a name?’ Her heart pounded as she said the words.

Josse nodded again. ‘They called him... Dark.’

At last! Morrigan finally knew she was on the right path. Her target was this boy who had risen from the hole and somehow found the last remaining monsters of the Old World to destroy Underock, kill Baltus, and bring about the chaos now rolling across Igrador. It was no wonder her employers wanted him dead. He was a loose cog in their mill.

But it almost meant she had a new problem. This boy could still be among the fabled creatures of the night – may even be one of them. However, that was a bridge she’d have to cross when she came to it, and all she had to do was get close enough.

Confident she’d heard everything she needed to know from the woodcutter, and with time running short, she stood up to leave, but Josse grabbed her arm. Morrigan pulled a knife so fast it was against his throat before he saw her move.

‘Are you going after him?’ the man asked, and it almost sounded like he was pleading.

She nodded.

Josse pursed his lips. The boy who ran with monsters had cost him more than his axe. Friends, family, and fellow woodcutters had turned their backs on the man who helped the monsters. With nowhere else to go, and no means to get there, he was a woodcutter without an axe, trapped in a town that had beaten him in the street for all that he had wrought.

‘I know how you can find him,’ he said.

Morrigan lowered the knife.

Then, over his shoulder, she saw the tavern door swing open and a helmeted head peer in. She swung left to hide behind Josse’s broad shoulders and whispered ‘How?!’

‘The children,’ he said.

‘What children?’ She moved her body further behind the woodcutter as the guard scanned the room, checking for anyone who matched the description he’d been given. A girl with mismatched eyes ought to be easy to spot in a crowd.

‘All the ones taken by Baltus’s childsnatchers. After Underock, they all came back. Except, when everyone asked the kids where’d they been, what had happened...’

Peering over Josse’s shoulder, Morrigan could see the guard dodging his head this way and that to get a better look at the girl hiding behind the woodcutter.

‘They couldn’t remember nothing,’ Josse finally said. ‘Nothing about where they’d been, what they saw, or what had happened to them.’

Finally catching a glimpse of the dark-skinned girl with silver and gold eyes, the guard ducked back out into the street. Morrigan knew that meant only one thing: It was about to get crowded in the tavern.

‘So what?’ she hissed at Josse. ‘How’s that supposed to help me?’

‘They’d all been bewitched. Except one,’ he explained.

‘And who was that?’ Morrigan hurried.

‘The girl who led them all home from Underock,’ continued Josse. ‘She knows everything that happened. Apparently, she knows the boy.’

The door burst open, and when four guards poured in, axes at the ready, the chatter in the tavern stopped as all eyes turned to the soldiers. Morrigan was mildly disappointed they’d assumed so few could take her, but if the crowd decided to get involved too, she’d run out of knives before she made it to the door.

‘Quickly! Where can I find her?’ she demanded.

‘You there!’ barked one of the guards, but before he could blurt out whatever clichéd demand of authority was on the tip of his tongue, the knife in Morrigan’s hand was no longer in her hand.

She never missed, and when the guard fell, the crowd erupted into shouting and running in different directions, desperate for an exit or a place to hide. In the pandemonium, the guards struggled to cross the room, stumbling into people while a cloud of sawdust kicked up from the floor.

‘Undermoor,’ said Josse, ignoring the mayhem that was unfolding.

Another knife, another dead guard, and a third tripped over the body in a puff of dust.

Some of the crowd recovered from their initial panic and, assuming the guards had finally come for Josse the Betrayer, grabbed their axes to help. 

Reading the room, the crowd turning on him, Josse took one last swig from his mug and said, ‘Find the girl, and you’ll find the boy.’

He hurled the wooden cup, sending an arc of ale at the crowd, then ran at the guards. One was flipped up and over his head to land on his neck with a sickening crack. As the crowd formed alongside the last of the soldiers, Josse scooped up the dead man’s axe and glanced over his shoulder to Morrigan. Feeling the familiarity of an axe in his hands once more, his face broke into a grin that was not kind.

Three more guards stormed in behind the heavily armed crowd that already outnumbered Morrigan’s remaining knives. Even with Josse’s wrath, she probably wouldn’t make it to the doorway.

But there was a window.

Morrigan broke into a run, stepped on a stool to gain height, and leaped shoulder-first at the window as she shouted, ‘What’s her name?’

As the glass shattered, the woodcutter swung his very last axe, yelling, ‘Starr!’
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CHAPTER X: WATCHER IN THE WALLS
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DARK HAD NEVER SLEPT IN AN ACTUAL BED BEFORE. Nor in an actual room. Even when he had assumed the likeness of Syr Iden in the battlefront camp for those few days, he had slept in a rickety cot in a flimsy tent. And even though that had been a considerable luxury compared to sleeping on a bed of moss and leaves among the Nightlings in Myrr Wood, which in itself had been a vast improvement over curling up on the wet stones at the bottom of the deep dark pit he had only ever known before that, he wasn’t sure he could ever fall asleep again if he wasn’t in a proper bed. The mattress was stuffed with goose down and horsehair, the ropes beneath were supportive yet springy, and the blanket thick and heavy. The gnats didn’t even bother him.

Nadim had secured lodgings with two separate beds for the night in The Crooked Crab and invited Dark to share the room. As soon as his head hit the pillow, he was fast asleep.

Not long after, hidden in the corner shadows, a panel of the wall slid open, and a short creature crawled out on hands and knees. When it stood up, it was less than half the height of either the merchant or his friend with the tiger-striped beard, had stubby hands and bare feet, and a pinched, angry face framed by a scrappy beard. Its pointed ears poked from holes cut into the sides of a hat that was scrunched and bent, as though the creature had at some time been dropped on its head, possibly more than once.

With a sneer and a waggle of its fingers, the blanket on one of the beds began to slide down as if pulled by some invisible hand until it crumpled on the floor. Nadim shivered and curled into a ball against the sudden chill of the night air.

The creature turned its attention to the second bed, magically pulling the covers to expose the handsome man with the striped beard. Dark also reflexively tucked his knees into his chest, and the creature gave a malicious little grin as it pulled a small blade from beneath its beard. Creeping across the room toward Dark, the creature flicked its wrist, made a quick slash, then another and another, silently and with precision.

When it turned the glinting blade to Nadim’s bed, its bare foot landed firmly on the sharp edge of something on the floor – a wooden die, chicken-side up – and the creature let out a howl.

Dark bolted awake to see the shadowy figure hopping on one foot in the middle of the room, rubbing the sole of the other. When he tried to get out of the bed, the magically severed ropes snapped, and his mattress fell through the frame. By the time Dark extricated himself from the broken bed and scrambled to his feet, the creature had limped for the open panel in the corner.

Seeing the hole was too tight for the adult-sized doppelgänger to give chase, Dark shifted back to his natural self and Nadim shrieked when his newfound friend suddenly shrank and morphed into a grubby child with tattered pants and scruffy hair.

Dark ran to the opening and crawled through to find himself in a narrow void between the walls of the tavern. The creature was dropping down through a hole to the level below. He followed it into a crawl space under the floorboards, where it popped open another panel and jumped down into the taproom of the tavern.

Landing beside it on the bar, Dark got his first real view of the creature and was surprised to see it looked very much like Redcap, the Barbagazi nome among the Nightlings. Except, Redcap was jolly with a face buried under a lot of beard and even more hat. And this nome looked ready to kill.

The nome appeared equally surprised to see his pursuer was not the man with the striped beard, but a shirtless child he had not seen before. In the moment of shared confusion, the two stood and stared at one another before the nome leaped off the bar and ran for the middle of the room. The trapdoor flipped open with a wiggle of his fingers, but before he could drop through the hole, Dark tackled him, crashing into the stack of crab pots.

Nadim appeared at the bottom of the stairs, followed closely by the innkeeper holding a wooden club. Upong seeing the two figures wrestling on the floor among the baskets and rope, the innkeeper rapidly pounded the club on the countertop, shouting, ‘Oi!’

When the two combatants fell off each other, Nadim eyed the boy who had not been a boy only moments before and a chill ran up his spine. The merchant had helped a Nightling into Whitmarsh, dined with it, and even given it a bed. ‘That’s him,’ he pointed at Dark. ‘That’s the shapeshifter they’re looking for.’ 

The innkeeper was rushing to the front door, shouting for the night watch, when the nome suddenly jumped through the open trapdoor. Following his lead, Dark leapt too, but one of the nome’s legs was entangled in the ropes and he only fell halfway before it snagged while Dark plummeted past him to land with a splat in the mud below. Dangling in the air, the nome thrashed about and his knife dropped from his pocket, disappearing in the slick mud with a gloop.

Above, the horrified face of Nadim peered down through the trapdoor’s hole, soon joined by the innkeeper.

‘They’re down here,’ he shouted, and the helmeted heads of two Whitmarshan guards also appeared.

Dark struggled to get up, the mud sucking at his arms and legs, and when he did manage to stand, his feet sank deep as he looked up to see one of the guards aiming a crossbow. With the nome suspended between Dark and the guard, he couldn’t risk a harpy scream. So, he smiled instead.

Fat purple lips stretched to reveal rows of pointed teeth, and an overwhelming fear ran ice through the guard’s veins as he squeezed the weapon’s trigger, sending the crossbow bolt wide of its mark. The faces in the trapdoor recoiled in panic.

Thrusting his hands into the mud, Dark frantically searched for the nome’s knife. His fingers found something hard and pulled it up, but it was a bottle. Next, he extracted a cup. Then a crab. When it snapped at him, he dropped it and continued searching until he finally plucked out the small blade and turned to the nome.

‘Stop squirming,’ he insisted.

There was more yelling from above and a bell began to ring in the distance. From the mudflat below the tavern, Dark could see the booted legs of soldiers running along the walkways and bridges between the surrounding buildings. Several stopped and crouched to let their lanterns spill light onto the dark mudflats below. 

‘Down there!’ came a shout.

‘There they are!’ cried another.

Others arrived, Syr Barerra among them. When the knights crouched down, he recognised the wild-haired boy with dark eyes, realising the Nightling had followed them all the way to Whitmarsh and somehow made it past their new security measures. He would not let it escape this time.

‘That’s it!’ he yelled. ‘Kill it!’

Dark tried to climb one of the wooden posts that supported the tavern, but his feet and hands were slick with mud and the pylon provided no footholds. With the wriggling nome just beyond his reach, he couldn’t hand the knife to him. Unless...

Dark began to grow. His lean limbs swelled with rippling muscles, horns sprouted from his head in long curves. As his already pale skin turned deathly white, patterned all over with blue sigil tattoos, his face bulged and distended until his nose became a broad snout, his ears long and pointed, and a shaggy mane of white fur spilled from his bovine head.

‘I said stop squirming,’ he snorted.

The entangled nome was already confused, not knowing who this child was, or why he had given chase instead of the tall, bearded man who’d been in the slashed bed, but upon seeing the boy turn into an albino minotaur, he ceased struggling, dumbfounded by it all.

When the beast pointed the small knife at him, he feared for his life, and quickly pointed two fingers at the rope, flicking his wrist in a slashing movement. The cord snapped cleanly, dropping the nome into the mud with a short yelp. There was a heavy plop next to him where the feathered shaft of a crossbow bolt landed in the mud. Then another.

Plucking up the nome, the minotaur tried to run. Bells were ringing far across Whitmarsh and the bridges teemed with soldiers scouring the darkness below the village with torches and lanterns. The enormous white minotaur was not difficult to spot, and the sticky mud slowed the beast’s progress. His long legs gave him reach over the mud flat, but his metal-shod hooves sank deep, and he struggled to wade through the mire as more bolts whizzed by.

Soldiers rattled across the bridges above, stopping to load their crossbows. The minotaur let loose a screech that shook the walkway and made men drop their weapons to clutch at their ears. He tucked the nome under an arm and ran beneath another building but when he emerged on the other side, a flurry of arrows rained from above, forcing Dark back under shelter.

‘That way,’ said the nome, jabbing a stubby finger while his other hand scraped mud from his eyes.

As soon as they stepped out, the nome waggled a finger at the rope bridge above them where half a dozen soldiers were knocking arrows and reloading crossbows. The bridge wobbled and shook, a rope snapped, and the men plunged over the side. Three of them were entangled in the ropes, dangling and shouting for help, while the other three plummeted into the mud with such force it swallowed them.

Following the nome’s directions, the minotaur trudged along. The further he went, the mud became softer, wetter, until his legs were sloshing through dirty pools of water. Soon, the town thinned out, its buildings further apart with fewer bridges stretched between them, and he could see the outer wall looming ahead. Pinpoints of light danced along the top of the wall where guards scanned the swamp below.

The nome snapped his fingers and barking could suddenly be heard from a watchtower farther along the wall. As the guards ran toward the noise, the nome pointed out a spot on the thirty-foot wall, but when Dark quickly waded across the fen, he couldn’t see any way through.

‘Put me down,’ the nome insisted.

The water came up to his chin, his beard floating out like a spider web on the surface and he sloshed toward a small archway in the foot of the wall, blocked by an iron grill that allowed the tidal swamp water through. The nome wiggled his fingers again and the iron bolts popped out, allowing the grill to fall into the mud with a splash.

Transforming back into his natural form, the boy crawled behind the nome through the small hole. His hands and feet felt the cold mud at the bottom of the swamp water, and floating scum and reeds stuck to his arms and legs.

Having escaped Whitmarsh, the Deep Wold now lay before them. 

A more inhospitable place did not exist in all Igrador. Great dead trees, black and twisted, rose from the swamp, the base of each forming small islands of fen grass separated by a patchwork of rank pools and scum-covered logs. Blanketed by the thick, still mist that glowed pale yellow under the stars and moon but swallowed the night sky and blurred everything more than a hundred feet away in every direction, the Deep Wold’s sulphurous reek burned the nostrils and choked the throat.

Splashing through the water, the nome got far enough away from the town wall to be out of sight of the guards, and found a small mound of wet land at the base of a gnarled tree whose branches were shaped like the misshapen claw of some giant drowned beneath the quagmire. He plopped down, out of breath, and Dark crawled up beside him.

‘Who the bog are you?’ puffed the nome.

‘I’m Dark,’ said the boy. ‘I came to find you.’

‘Me? Why?’

‘Because you’re one of us,’ said Dark. ‘Aren’t you?’

The little man sat up and scrutinised the strange boy lying beside him. Despite Dark’s apparent ordinariness, he had seen this child do some quite extraordinary things.

‘One of what?’ he tentatively asked.

‘A Nightling,’ chirped Dark as if that explained all.

It didn’t. ‘What’s a Nightling?’ asked the nome

‘The last remaining creatures of the Old World. There are a bunch of us,’ explained Dark.

‘Us?’ the nome inquired, peering around for the boy’s imaginary friends.

Dark sat up excitedly, counting his friends off on his fingers as he named them. ‘Morgana is a lykkan. Grim is a minotaur. Caprice is a satyr. Redcap is a nome. Grungendore and Odhow are trolls. Brymbo and Mwnt are bendith. The goblins are called Groak, Freck, Snoutfair –’

‘A nome?’ the man interrupted. ‘Did you say nome?’

Dark nodded.

The nome suddenly seemed interested. ‘A Boggart? Like me?’

‘A Boggart? No,’ replied Dark. ‘He’s a Barbegazi.’

‘Close enough,’ the nome muttered. ‘Better than a wretched Cluricaun.’

Even though the various nome-kind shared a common ancestry, Barbegazi, Boggart and Kobold hated their Cluricaun cousins. When human civilisation expanded in the second age, the Cluricaun chose to live among them, providing services in exchange for food and a bed, while the other nome-kind either kept a wary distance or actively sabotaged human encroachments. Even when humans began hunting the creatures of the Old World, the Cluricaun remained in servitude to them, hoping this would spare them but it only made the Cluricaun easier to find and eradicate.

‘What’s your name?’ asked Dark.

‘Tylere Wacanfeld,’ said the nome.

‘Are there more Boggarts in Whitmarsh?’ Dark asked, but the nome frowned and shook his head, forlornly scraping mud from his crumpled hat.

‘What about out here?’ Dark persisted, casting his eyes about the gloomy swamp.

The nome simply shrugged, as Dark pondered on the Whitmarshan’s fears and rumours. Surely, if a Boggart had been under their noses in the village, the expanse of impenetrable swamp was an even better place to hide.

Dark stood up. ‘Come on,’ he said and jumped over a murky pool onto a log.

Tylere watched the strange boy balance along the fallen tree.

‘Where are you going?’ asked the nome.

‘To see what’s out there,’ said Dark.

‘There’s nothing out there,’ the nome insisted.

Dark climbed from the other end of the log into the branches of the nearest dead tree and swung down onto the squelchy island beneath.

His silhouette called back through the yellow fog, ‘That’s only because you’ve never looked.’
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CHAPTER XI: MEMORIES AND SECRETS
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WITH THE FAT, PINK PIGLET TROTTING HAPPILY BEHIND, she walked away from the scarecrow in the cornfield where she’d left half an apple and a small carrot in a bowl. She wished she could have left more as an offering to the Green Man who kept the crop safe, but her family had little for themselves.

Looking back up the hill to the distant tree-line of Myrr Wood, she scanned the deep shadows, hoping to catch a glimpse of the monsters she knew lurked within. But the forest was disappointingly still, in stark contrast to her village.

Makeshift barricades had been hastily erected around most of Undermoor while the old motte and bailey on the far side was busily being fortified. Baron Dagan Granger had promised to provide safety within its strengthened walls to any villager who participated in the works while he remained at Bridge Tower. 

Even though her house, the last on this eastern side of the village, sat outside the barricades, and her family would not be afforded protections within the baron’s keep, she didn’t care. Not that she didn’t want her family to be safe. She just knew if the monsters came back, as everyone else feared, they would not come for her family.

Since ‘the troubles’, her family was no longer welcome in Undermoor. After all, she was the one who’d befriended the boy, welcomed him into the village, invited him to supper with her parents. And when the villagers realised he was the one King Baltus had been looking for, the reason child-snatchers had come and stolen all their children, they’d confronted the boy. Claimed he could do things. Magical things. ‘Witchcraft,’ they’d all hissed. But unfortunately, it hadn’t ended there. Because the boy then showed himself to be much more than a boy.

He was capable of frightening, dangerous, monstrous things.

He was a Nightling.

But also, he was the best friend she’d ever had.

He’d save her life. More than once.

As she walked from the cornfield to her rundown little house on the edge of town, she found herself dreamily remembering some of the moments she’d had with the boy called Dark. Teaching him to play hide-and-seek (at which he’d then cheated). The secret whisper he had put in her ear that day. The first kiss she had given him, surprising even herself. And, of course, their second kiss that would be the last time she saw him before she left to lead the stolen children home.

Her face clouded as the golden memories darkened so quickly.

Because, even though she had brought their stolen children home, reuniting the families torn apart by Baltus and his child-snatchers, the villagers still blamed her and the boy for their suffering. And when the mothers and fathers discovered their children had forgotten everything that had happened, where they had been, and whatever had been done to them, they hissed again, ‘Witchcraft!’

Except, she knew. She hadn’t been bewitched with the fog of forgetfulness. She remembered everything. Where their children had been. What had been done.

But she would never tell.

And the villagers hated her even more for that.

She pushed back the grey clouds in her mind, returning to the memories of warmth and light and the boy who had risen from a hole in the ground to smash the throne of the tyrant king. The boy whom only she knew. A smile began to spread across her pink lips again as she opened the door to her house.

Inside, her mother was sitting on a bench by the dwindling fire, but she was stock still, staring straight ahead with terror in her eyes.

‘Mama! What is it?’ she fretted, rushing in.

Then she noticed her father slumped in a corner, both his bloodied hands clutching the handle of a knife buried in his stomach.

As she raced to his side, the door slammed closed, and she turned to see the girl with mismatched eyes who’d been hiding behind it. 

‘You must be Starr,’ said Morrigan. ‘Your mother was just telling me about a friend of yours.’
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CHAPTER XII: INTO THE WOLD


[image: ]


DARK DIDN’T KNOW FEAR. Having spent his life in a hole, he hadn’t learned the lessons that ingrained self-preservation – what not to touch, what not to eat, who not to trust, where not to go, be wary. But he was starting to fear the Deep Wold was trying to kill him.

While wading across the fen, he could be knee-deep one moment, and the next he’d be suddenly thrashing about, desperately trying not to drown in a murky pool when the earth below the surface fell away to make the water deeper than his feet could reach. Rotten logs would break underfoot and throw him into a fen where insidious and unseen things clawed at his legs, dragging him down. What appeared to be the safety of solid land was often a floating patch of swampgrass through which he would fall and splash, becoming entangled in a morass of sticky, slimy reeds. Endless hours in the cold water bit at his shivering skin, cramping his fingers and toes, while the acrid fog relentlessly choked the air in his lungs.

And aside from the incessantly biting bugs and beady-eyed blackbirds, there was not a single sign of life.

He crawled from a muddy bog and clung to the sideways trunk of a gnarled tree to rest awhile. Although the sun was totally obscured, it gave the dense fog an all-encompassing glow of sickly yellow, that made Dark fumble for his glasses to ease his aching eyes.

In the distance, small lights danced and bobbed through the ghostly trees. Dark scrambled to his numb feet and headed towards the lanterns, figuring they were held by travellers who’d found a safe path across the swamp. Disappointed to have not found any Nightlings, he was relieved to finally see someone, whoever they were, to lead him out of the Deep Wold.

As he got closer, a faint singing wafted through the caustic air. He splashed across puddles and pools, clambered over logs, until the lights seemed to be within reach.

‘Wait,’ he called to them and the procession halted, the pinpoints bobbing up and down just beyond the next mire.

The singing stopped.

Mustering all his strength, he raced to close the final distance before the lantern-bearers changed their mind and continued on their way. The lights twinkled, beckoning him with their luminous beauty, and he reached out a pleading hand, smiling as he pitched forward.

Into a thick bog.

The mud sucked at his arms and legs. The more he struggled, the more he sank.

‘Help me!’ he begged, and the lights came closer.

But rather than pull him from the depths, they began to sing again, circling around the sinking boy, flickering one at a time. The bog felt like great muddy hands, grasping his legs, tugging him down until his shoulders went below the surface. His left arm was lost in the mud while his right stretched desperately toward one of the lights. It flickered out as another appeared to the left, beyond his grasp.

First his neck submerged, then his chin. The light drew closer and, despite his panic, Dark wondered why the holder of the lantern was not sinking to their death in the fen alongside him. Then he saw it was not a lantern, but a small sparkle of light, flittering about in the air as it sang.

‘Help,’ he blurted before the mud enveloped his mouth.

Unable to fight it the anymore, his strength sapped. He held his final breath as his nose sank beneath the mud, the twinkling light singing joyously, dancing over his muddy grave.

Just as Dark’s eyes went under, the last thing he saw was a shadow burst through the fog to devour the flickering light, then the world closed in on him, wet and suffocating and black. Having spent most of his life in a deep hole in the ground, being swallowed by the earth now seemed a fitting death for the boy.

Until something grasped his one free hand and pulled, hauling him up through the sucking bog, dropping him onto solid land with a wet splat. Flopping about like an undrowned fish, Dark gasped for breath and the fetid swamp gas burned his throat, forcing him to splutter with a hacking cough. There was a chittering scream, muffled and furious, and he scraped the mud from his eyes to see the Boggart clutching his hat with both hands. It jiggled and bounced about as whatever was trapped inside tried in vain to escape.

‘They’ll lure you to your death,’ said the nome. 

‘What are they?’ Dark managed through a cough.

‘Accursed will-o-wisps,’ said Tylere. ‘Faerie-kin.’

The boy’s experience with faerie-kin had been limited to only the sprite Leshy. He’d not taken kindly to Dark joining the Nightlings, but he’d never tried to kill him. On the contrary, Leshy had died while saving Dark’s life.

The boy looked around for the other will-o-wisp lights he’d seen drifting through the swamp. ‘Where did they all go?

‘There’s just this one,’ said Tylere, jiggling his hat at Dark. ‘Will-o-wisp have a tricksy way of flying to look like there’s more of them.’

‘Let me see,’ insisted Dark, clamouring to his feet.

‘Careful,’ warned Tylere, bringing the hat close. ‘They’re tricksy little skamelars.’

When the nome carefully opened the bundle just a little, a glowing light emanated from within. Dark peered in to see a tiny female figure, no larger than a coin, with delicate features. She was similar to a sprite, but with two pairs of long, thin, insect-like wings and sparkling skin. The will-o-wisp looked up at Dark, gave a malicious little grin, and zipped up at his face. 

He swatted at it, but the sparkling faerie was gone from his face and instantly appeared to his left. With another swipe of his hand, she was suddenly glowing to his right, moving from one spot to another in the blink of an eye. Dark flailed at it again, but this time when the will-o-wisp blinked, his reactions were quicker, and he snatched it from the air with his other hand. 

‘Let me go!’ it shrieked.

‘I won’t hurt you,’ said Dark.

At first, the faerie tickled as it fluttered and squirmed in his fist, but then it became hot, spurting sparks from between his fingers.

‘Maybe not, but they’ll try to kill you,’ said Tylere. ‘Already did.’

To prove his promise, and because it was beginning to burn, Dark opened his hand. The will-o-wisp tried to take off but only fell into the mud and flopped about. The boy reached down to carefully scoop up the faerie, now covered in brown gloop. With a forlorn twitch of a bent wing, the creature began to cry, ‘Look what you’ve done.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Dark. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you.’

‘What am I supposed to do now?’ she cried.

‘I’ll take you back to your friends,’ said Dark, pointing to a distant line of will-o-wisps floating in the sickly mist.

The faerie squinted at the bobbing lights as they seemed to draw closer. ‘They’re not will-o-wisp,’ she peeped.

Shadowy shapes began to form around the lights, casting beams through the mist, scanning left and right. One stream of light came to rest on Dark and Tylere, illuminating the fog around them to bathe their indistinct shapes in a vibrant yellow glow.

‘Over there!’ came a shout, the voice of Syr Barerra.

The silhouettes emerged through the swamp gas, forming into half a dozen barges carrying soldiers. Some held bullseye lanterns aloft to cast the beams across the marsh, converging on the boy and the nome, while others aimed crossbows. At the helm of one of the flat-bottomed boats, Barerra pointed at Dark and screamed, ‘There! Loose!’

Dark and Tylere dropped flat to their stomachs on the small mound as the bolts whistled through the air. One thudded wetly into the soft earth by the nome’s head, another embedded in a twisted log, as more sailed overhead through the mist.

‘We need to move,’ Tylere said as the soldiers reloaded their weapons.

‘Go! Go!’ hurried Dark.

The nome scrambled over the log and splashed into the swampy water. It was only shallow, but it came up to his chest. Dark cupped the will-o-wisp safely in his hands and let out an ear-piercing shriek that blasted across the marsh, churning the water in its wake until the sound hit the boats, rocking them violently. Several men were knocked over the sides, yelping and splashing as their heavy armour dragged them under. The rest, including a furious Barerra, held fast and readied their weapons.

Dark clambered over the log as three bolts thudded into the wood right where he’d been standing. Pushing through the water, he caught up to the struggling nome surrounded by splashes from another volley of crossbow bolts.

‘There’s too many of them,’ said Dark.

There were a dozen barges now, all converging their lantern beams on the boy splashing through the fen. The boats glided slowly on the water, but the men used barge poles to expertly navigate around the twisted logs and dead trees to gain on the escapees sloshing in waist-deep mud and scrambling over obstacles.

Dark could have shapeshifted into the large minotaur Grim, or even the rock troll Grungendore, to gain the height and strength to either push through the water or attack the boats, but the size would make him easier to see and a much larger target. It was too risky to stand his ground to fight when the boats were closing in from several directions, the crossbowmen able to see him from all sides with their beams of lantern light.

But they couldn’t chase what they couldn’t see, he realised.

Climbing onto a mound of swampgrass, Dark stood up in one beam of light. ‘Over here!’ he shouted.

All the lanterns turned their light on him, illuminating his shape in the yellow haze. As the soldiers reloaded and took aim, Barerra yelled, ‘Kill him! Now!’

Dark laughed. It was a hideous chortle, throaty and guttural. The guffaw of a goblin.

Every lantern instantly sputtered out, all snuffed at once, and the boy’s shape was lost in the gloom. Half the crossbows released, their bolts whistling through the acrid air but finding only swamp in an echo of splashes and gloopy plops.

While the men hurried to relight the lanterns, Dark caught up with Tylere and grabbed the nome’s collar to drag him across the swamp. By the time the lights cast their beams through the fog again, they were distant points spreading wider in search of their lost targets. But they did not appear to be giving up.

Sneaking away from the searchlights, Dark checked on the will-o-wisp. ‘Are you alright?’ he whispered.

She nodded and asked, ‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Dark,’ said the boy

‘Amaryllis,’ replied the faerie. ‘You’re not normal, are you? For a human, I mean.’

‘I’m not sure he is a human,’ wheezed Tylere. ‘I’ve seen him... do things.’

A light beam swung across their backs and they ducked behind a gnarled tree to wait until it passed. 

‘Is it just me or is it getting harder to breathe?’ the nome coughed between whispered words.

‘We’re nearing the heart of the Wold,’ said Amaryllis. ‘The air gets worse the deeper you go.’

Dark peered from behind the twisted trunk but couldn’t tell if the shapes in the thick fog were the men in their flat-bottomed boats or logs and stumps on low mounds of swampgrass. It was impossible to judge the distance of anything. Even Barerra’s barked orders and the replies of the soldiers were diffused by the dense fog, seeming to come from every direction all at once, making it impossible for Dark to tell if the sounds were far away or right behind him.

With no idea which way was which, he picked a random direction and slowly pushed through the reeds and bogs. They kept low to ensure their hazy silhouettes couldn’t be seen, crawling over patchy mounds of earth, slithering like eels in the mud, and scampering under logs, sometimes ducking so low into the water that their faces parted the scum floating on the surface. The air got steadily thicker, stinging their eyes and choking their throats, so they had to stifle coughs to avoid being heard.

Eventually, Dark could make out a shape looming in the fog – a wide, low hillock that tapered down into the water on one end – and dragged Tylere toward it.

‘Look! Some high ground to get us out of this mud,’ he coughed.

‘Maybe we can get above this accursed fog too,’ spluttered the nome.

One of the barges punted nearby and they pressed their backs against a log, holding their breath until it passed, then snuck out to cross the mire toward the treeless hill.

‘Wait,’ Amaryllis wheezed. ‘We need to turn back.’

‘Why?’ whispered Dark.

‘That’s the heart of the Wold.’

As they drew closer to the mound, Dark could see it was not a gentle slope from the fen, but a sudden rise of stone with crevices and folds, so covered in moss and swampgrass that it would be difficult to climb. He made his way around the perimeter looking for a way up, running his hand along the ridges and cracks of its craggy surface.

Rounding an outcrop at one end of the hill’s length, he spotted a barge and quickly backed against the slimy stone, squeezing into the shadows of a shallow crevice. The lantern cast its beam along the rocky mound while two more barges appeared out of the mist, the unmistakable silhouette of Syr Barerra standing at the front of one.

Dark was trying to squeeze further into the crevice when he felt the stone vibrate against his back.

‘I told you,’ whispered the faerie in his hand.

The stone walls began to close in and Dark quickly pushed the Boggart and scrambled out of the narrowing gap before it crushed them. Their splashes drew the attention of the soldiers, and they found themselves suddenly illuminated by lantern beams in the open.

‘There!’ shouted Barerra.

As the boats converged, Dark dragged the nome around to the other side of the hillock and was surprised to see the outline of a lone horse in the mist. Its legs were visible above the waterline, meaning it was be standing on solid ground, perhaps on a path between the deep bogs that could lead them to safety.

Getting closer, Dark was suddenly overcome with the feeling this horse was his saviour, his only hope, as if it were waiting for him, expecting him. He ran for it, dragging the nome behind. 

The nearest barge started to appear from behind the rocky hill just as they reached the horse. With shiny black skin and a long mane and tail that looked more like slick swampgrass than hair, Dark thought it was the most magnificent beast he’d ever seen.

As he tossed the nome onto the horse’s rump and reached up to its withers, Amaryllis squeaked, ‘Wait!’ but it was too late.

The animal’s oily fur came alive, squirming and curling like a hundred tiny tentacles around his fingers and hand. He tried to pull free, but it was as if he and the horse were joined as one and his hand would rip from his wrist before the creature’s living, sticky fur let go. Tylere too was glued to the animal, laying across its hindquarters with long strands of its tail wrapped around his arms and legs.

The horse galloped forward, taken them all with it. Dark held the will-o-wisp in his free hand and his feet splashed and dragged through the swamp until he hoicked himself up onto the animal’s back where his body was instantly grasped by the squirming, oily fur.

‘You really need to start listening to me,’ the faerie whined.

Looking down, he noticed the horse was not galloping through the watery fen, but across the surface, its hooves splashing and rippling the watery mud but never sinking, as though the deep bogs were solid ground and the horse had refused to notice.

‘What is it?’ Dark asked.

‘Depends where you’re from,’ said Amaryllis. ‘Sometimes they’re called a shoopiltee, or a tangie. In the old tongue it’s a cabbyl-ushtey. We faerie call them ceffyl dŵr, but to the humans they’re a kelpie.’

The nome grumbled from the creature’s rump, ‘Well done, boy. Prepare to be drowned again.’

*  *  *  *  *
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Barerra’s boat steered to the tip of the hillock, and he scanned the swamp where the lantern-bearer shone the beam of light as both men coughed in the thick, yellow fog. The damp cloths they wore over their mouths had filtered much of the sulphur from the air when they first set out from Whitmarsh, making it easier to breath, but the farther they went into the Deep Wold, the masks became less effective. Here, near the middle of the fen, they barely made a difference.

Scouring the rocky outcrop for the shapeshifting monster-child, he ordered the boat closer, wanting to climb up and use the rise as a vantage point.

The barge bumped against the low end of the hill, and he felt his way along the surface until he found a handhold among the moss and swampgrass. He grabbed firmly and was about to pull himself up when the rock moved.

Right before him, the craggy stone split, at first a thin horizontal crack as wide as his chest, opening to reveal a smooth glassy surface of burning gold underneath.

An enormous eye.

*  *  *  *  *
[image: ]


Far behind the galloping horse, the swamp gas lit up. There was a yellow flash, and Dark briefly wondered if the Whitmarshan lanterns had found them again, but then the light turned orange and hot. Suddenly, the sulphurous fog itself ignited, exploding out across the swamp in a burning wave from the heart of the Wold. Logs and trees burst into flames, some knocked flat by the blast. As the wall of fiery air closed in, the horse leaped over a mound and dove into the deep pool on the other side, taking its trapped riders under with it.

The trio held their breath and time seemed to slow as the surface of the water above lit up with flames pouring overhead. Dark’s eyes ached in the brightness, and he looked away to see a strange underwater world briefly illuminated by the flash that sent fish and eels and other less recognisable creatures scattering into holes and fissures.

When the fire passed and the watery world fell dark again, the horse rose and climbed from the fen. As it broke the surface, Dark and the others gasped mouthfuls of smoky air, the acrid sulphur burned off. The stickiness that held the boy and the Boggart on the kelpie suddenly turned slick and they fell off onto charred swampgrass that crunched under their weight. Wisps of smoke rose all around the Deep Wold and the yellow air was now grey and peppered with floating motes of ash.

‘You’re welcome,’ said a voice and Dark looked twice before realising it was the horse.

‘Thanks,’ the boy replied uncertainly. ‘What was that?’

The horse looked back to where the blast had come from. ‘The heart of the Wold. It makes this place what it is, but it’s... temperamental.’

Dark introduced himself and his companions.

‘Such a strange trio,’ said the kelpie. ‘A boy, a boggart, and a broken fae. I’d ask what brings you into the Wold, but I assume those Whitmarshan boats had something to do with it.’

‘I was looking for Nightlings,’ said Dark.

‘What are those?’ asked the horse.

‘The last remaining creatures of the Old World,’ explained the nome, quickly cutting off Dark.

‘Like you,’ Dark added.

‘Why?’ the kelpie asked.

‘To join the rest of us in Myrr Wood,’ said Dark. ‘We have a minotaur, a lykkan, a satyr, two harpies, two trolls, five goblins, a Barbegazi, two Bendith, and a wendigo.’

‘That’s quite a collection,’ mused the horse.

‘If you help us cross the Wold, you can come with us,’ Dark offered.

The horse seemed to think for a moment, then snorted and said, ‘Climb on.’

When Dark moved toward the animal, Tylere grabbed his arm and hissed in his ear. ‘What are you doing? Don’t you know anything about kelpies?’

The boy shook his head and shrugged.

‘They trap you, then drag you into the swamp,’ said the nome. ‘To drown.’

‘Does everything in the swamp try to drown you?’ Dark asked, glancing down at the will-o-wisp in his hand.

‘Not everything,’ said Amyrilla with a shrug. ‘Some things just eat you.’

Dark looked at the horse. It had certainly trapped them with its sticky skin, and taken them under the water, but it had also saved them from the rolling explosion of sulphurous fire and could gallop over the surface of the swamp without sinking into the mire. Dark didn’t see any other way to escape the Wold and get home to his friends.

‘Do you promise not to drown us?’ he asked the kelpie.

‘I’ll try not to,’ it frowned.

Given the dangers of the Deep Wold, Dark thought that was good enough.
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CHAPTER XIII: THE FIVE
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ON A WIND-BATTERED COAST, a dark grey sea smashed on the rocks below the tower. Two crows reeled against the gale under a violent sky, circling lower and lower toward the tower’s uppermost parapet where they landed on the Crowmaster’s outstretched arm.

He took the birds inside and gently placed them in separate cages among the forty that lined the room, each labelled with a small nameplate, and lined with fine straw and lamb’s wool. Anyone else would have thought the black birds identical, but the Crowmaster recognised Varis by her scruffy scapulars and Kraka with a yellow fleck in his left eye.

While most people saw them as just birds, he knew how smart crows were. They recognised human faces, and even held grudges against those they disliked, warning their flock of anyone deemed a threat. And he had seen crows call wolves to a dead body so they could rip open the carcass for the crows to peck at the soft flesh inside. 

The Crowmaster loved his crows.

From the leg of each, he carefully untied a tiny scrollcase, ironically made from the hollow bone of some bird other than a crow. He closed their cage doors and poked his pinky finger through the thin bars to give them both a loving scratch on their forehead, then hurried from the room.

Hobbling down the stairs and through two doors, he arrived at the chamber where The Five lounged on wide, cushioned chairs in the warmth of a roaring fireplace. With a courteous bow, he handed the scrollcases to the secretary named Bheidh, who sat at a small but ornate desk taking notes.

After the Crowmaster left the room, the corpulent woman called Gewinn asked, ‘What news?’

Bheidh unrolled the first scroll and read to himself before dutifully summarising the message aloud. ‘Our man in the Green Gorge reports that following the successful testing of the inventor’s prototypes, mass production has commenced.’

‘Excellent,’ said the hawkish man named Wes, clapping his hands gleefully. ‘That was much quicker than expected.’

‘The Bookkeeper assured us the inventor’s kind excelled at this,’ quipped the nearest, a thin woman named Lænan whose fine gown spilled across the floor with more fabric than was necessary.

‘What else?’ Gewinn prompted the secretary.

He opened the second scroll and read, ‘Igrador is in turmoil. The barons have not been able to decide on an Ascension to the throne. Relations are strained. Tensions rise and their armies have divided.’

‘Those churlish dalcops!’ blurted Merx, a dark-skinned man with impeccable hair flowing over his shoulders. ‘They will set us back by years.’

‘Funding Baltus already set us back by years,’ whined Wes.

‘I still say Baltus was the right investment,’ Lænan countered. ‘It was the return of these accursed creatures that has set us back.’ She picked up a leather-bound tome, waving it about so they could all see the intricately embossed cover, the gold lettering pressed in the centre: Bestiarum Noctis.

‘And the boy,’ added Gewinn, taking the book and flicking through the pages of illustrated monsters. On the final entry, the drawing of a scruffy child stared out from the text.

They all nodded. While their plan had already been taking longer than anticipated, the destruction of Underock had been a most unexpected development. But now everything they had carefully sewn into place was threatening to unravel with the revelation that the calamity was perpetrated by the hands of these monsters and some unknown child.

The last of The Five spoke from across the room. ‘That is why we sent the girl.’

Although he was not the leader of the enclave, Wliek was the eldest and had been a member of the group much longer than his colleagues. He stood and approached the secretary’s desk where he took the messages and cast his weary eyes over them. 

‘But we’ve had no word from her,’ said Merx. ‘How long has it been?’

The secretary flicked back through his paperwork and said, ‘Thirteen days.’

‘They say she never misses,’ said Wliek. ‘She’ll send word when she has completed her contract.’

‘If she’s not dead,’ murmured Lænan dismissively, making the others glance over.

With so much faith in the abilities of the girl with the knives, they hadn’t entertained the thought of her being killed by the boy who ran with monsters. But hearing it said out loud, and recalling everything they’d read in the leather-bound book that had been provided to them by the Bookkeeper from Lakháus Librarie, it suddenly seemed another unexpected development for which they should plan. 

Wliek read the first message again. An idea struck him and he would have smiled as he flourished the slip of paper in the air for the others to see, but he never smiled.

‘Then we shall prepare a contingency.’
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CHAPTER XIV: TEN BARONS
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THE MEETING HAD BEEN GOING AROUND IN CIRCLES for over two hours before devolving again into self-serving claims to the throne vacated by King Baltus’s disappearance. Or demise. Or death. Whichever fate he had suffered was becoming less important by the hour, at least to the ten barons vying for the crown in the large hall of Bridge Tower.

Every one of them was acutely aware that if a new ruler had not been decided before the end of the month, Igrador’s ancient Law of Ascension dictated it be decided by combat. For most, it was a terrifying prospect to face one of the larger and stronger barons in a tournament to the death. As baron of the Rohillia woodcutters, Holt Faraday was second to none with an axe. The barrel-chested Harvard Lankston of Crow’s Peak was revered as the best swordsman in the realm. And Leyati Overton of Ripsea had proven himself a formidable warrior with flail, morning star and horseman’s pick – often two at a time.

So the others argued and urged for a diplomatic decision.

‘My grandfather was cousin to Baltus’s father,’ said Holo Kai, Baron of Wéarf.

‘Distantly,’ muttered someone across the room, but the baron either ignored the remark or didn’t hear it.

‘And as Igrador’s largest shipping port,’ Kai continued, ‘our strong ties with the Culdiheen traders ensure a peaceful and prosperous alliance with a nation that shares our coastline border and has the most powerful fleet to protect Igrador against attack.’

‘Only against a seaborne attack,’ said Baxter Taosrán, Baron of Gillés, and the other inland barons nodded in agreement. The Culdiheen may be the realm’s most masterful shipbuilders with a vast naval fleet, a flotilla of mercenaries (better known as pirates), and the most protected trading vessels of all the seas, but they were all but useless in land warfare. ‘We must still contend with the Padogin only a stone’s throw across the river from where we sit right now. Not to mention the southlands beyond them, or the Cerulean Empire.’

‘Cerulea is beyond the Madragol mountains,’ Kai dismissed.

‘But we could not stop them marching around Mount Missing at the southern end of the mountains to forge an alliance with the bear-riders who would be so keen for revenge against us, they’d either join the Ceruleans or simply let them pass through Padoga unhindered and watch from the sidelines.’

Impatiently tapping the wooden arm of his chair with a silver ring bearing the Rohil crest of three axes on a blue shield, Holt Faraday chose this moment to interject. ‘If Igrador wants to forge an unbreakable alliance with Culdiheen, it will be through me. The shipbuilders want lumber, and since my barony controls Igrador’s vast supply from Myrr Wood, only I can ensure the peace and prosperity of which you speak.’

The ‘hear-hears’ of the inlanders clashed with the ‘posh-tishes’ of the seasiders, filling the room with a muffled jumble.

‘And my family tree also runs with royal sap through Baltus’s mother,’ added Faraday, looking to the Baroness of Lakháus who was in attendance. ‘As can be attested by the revered bookkeepers.’

Lakháus, in the northeastern corner of Igrador, was jointly ruled by two barons, the identical twins Casimir and Shiori Asatira. The youngest of all the barons, they were tall and thin with pure white hair, and possessed of a smug intelligence that riled the others, especially the more combative barons. While her brother remained in Lakháus, Shiori had been overseeing their forces from Bridge Tower since the start of the war.

She stifled a half-smile and looked up from writing in the book in her lap. ‘Should any of my esteemed peers seek proof of noble patents for their bloodline, talk to me privately and I shall send a crow to my brother who I’m sure could rustle up a royal tie to any one of the ten houses.’

The assembled barons knew what she meant. Lakháus Librarie’s immense trove contained the historical records of every house, going back a thousand years among the ancient scrolls and tomes. And for a sizeable donation, the librarians could ‘uncover’ a royal lineage for anybody. Even if one never existed.

‘Surely the end of Baltus spelled the end of his bloodline, and any claims to his lineage should now be invalid,’ proposed Boreas Nodin, the Baron of Endlúnd. The rest of the room knew, as well as he did, he only desired such a ruling because his veins contained not a drop of royal blood. Not even some distant, illegitimate fourth-cousin of a long lost great-great-grandfather, thrice removed. ‘And the end of Baltus also spelled the end of the war with Padoga. We have peace already.’ 

‘Bah!’ spat Baron Overton of Ripasea. ‘Peace is an illusion. My men still report constant sightings of bear-riders watching us from across the river. Just because we’ve stopped attacking Padoga doesn’t mean they won’t take the opportunity to retaliate for the years of trouble we gave them. Especially if they find out we are sitting here leaderless.’

All the barons nodded, to varying degrees, some adding a half-hearted shrug. Most of them had seen for themselves the barbarian Padogin astride their great brown bears, watching warily in twos and threes, never more, but with the air that a hundred others were only a horn’s call away. Before the Padogin destroyed the bridge, Igrador’s assaults had been repelled by thousands of bear-riders in never-ending waves of spear and claw and tooth. The enemy still roamed the grasslands just beyond the range of their archers.

Sensing a general agreement from the assembly, Overton continued. ‘The disbanding of the ten armies would mean it falls on the shoulders of my Ripasee to maintain a well-armed and fortified front along the river for the protection of the other nine baronies.’

The inlander barons of Buxton, Gillés, and Rohil scoffed. Baron Dagan Granger of Undermoor, the oldest in the room and somewhat sleepy, joined them belatedly and was left scoffing alone after the others had already finished.

‘It is madness for the sovereign of the nation to be in a bordertown,’ argued Perdy Gobind, the Baron of Buxton. ‘The crown must be inland where it is better protected on all sides.’

The other inlanders rapped their knuckles on the house crests of their armour, filling the room with the dull drumming of approval. While the inlanders disagreed over which of them should wear the crown, they were united in agreement that it must not be placed on the head of a seasider.

‘Being inland did not protect Underock,’ said Baron Lankston of Crow’s Peak, silencing the inlanders.

‘Besides which, by this inland logic, Lakháus is the farthest from any border so one of the barons Asatira should be crowned.’ Oddly enough, it was the seasider Baron Kai who made the suggestion rather than the Lakháusi, and everyone laughed at his jest, including Shiori Asatira before she returned to documenting the conversation. No one wanted a Lakháusi on the throne, not even a Lakháusi. They were more concerned with the preservation of knowledge than ruling the realm.

‘What say the Whitmarshans?’ Lankston asked. ‘We’ve not heard Baroness Lacienega’s thoughts on the matter.’

Because Whitmarsh was an ally to Crow’s Peak and would support Lankston’s claim to the throne, he hoped to turn the conversation in his favour, but was surprised when she took the assembly in an utterly different direction.

‘Trouble is already afoot,’ said Baroness Lacienega. ‘I recently received disturbing news that three of my knights–’ She stopped, corrected herself. ‘Two of my knights were attacked on the road to Whitmarsh.’

‘Who? Who did this?’ demanded Lankston of the room, his eyes lingering longer on the barons of Endlúnd, Wéarf and Rohil. Their longstanding feuds with the Whitmarshans were well known to all.

‘We might not be united in this room, but there cannot be hostilities in this period of Ascension while we decide the fate of the throne!’ snarled Taosrán of Gillés. He jabbed a finger at each of the other barons (except Lakháus) to accentuate his words.

When several pairs of eyes rested upon Faraday of Rohil, the man erupted in a scowling furor, half rising from his seat. ‘Cast your eyes elsewhere, my fellow lords and ladies! Rohil did not attack the Whitmarshans. And I sincerely hope the house of the dead tree did not assume so and launch a foolish retaliation against the house of the axe.’

‘Was Rohil attacked?’ asked the Baroness.

Faraday cast his eyes about the room as he lowered himself back down. ‘This morning, I received word there has been an attack within the walls of Rohil. Several soldiers and civilians were killed. Unfortunately, the perpetrator escaped.’

His eyes fell upon the Baroness last.

‘Do you have a description?’ she asked, hoping it might match the one she’d been given by Syr Barerra: a dark-haired child with eyes black as night.

‘A girl with caramel skin and eyes of silver and gold,’ he said.

The Baroness was disappointed to hear it was not the boy. But given that he had stolen the form of Syr Iden (who was still missing), it was possible he had assumed the form of this girl with mismatched eyes to cause trouble for another barony. Perhaps, she mused, he was working for one of the others to cause dissent between their two houses.

‘Whitmarsh did not attack Rohil,’ she eventually declared. ‘Just as we know Rohil did not attack our men.’

‘Who was it then?’ chorused the others, casting nervous and accusatory glances at one another.

The Baroness waited for the room to still, then replied, ‘It was a Nightling.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Lankston.

‘My men saw it for themselves,’ replied the Baroness. ‘And eyes are better witnesses than ears.’

‘What did it look like?’ asked Taosrán of Gillés, echoed by the mutterings of several others.

‘One of my own men, actually. A knight by the name of Syr Bayard Iden.’ Before the room could erupt again, she held up a hand to calm them, keep their silent attention for what she still needed to say. ‘Except this was not Iden. It changed shape into that of a child with wild black hair and even blacker eyes.’

The Baroness withheld the detail about rain dissolving the creature’s false form, keeping that secret as a Whitmarsh advantage for when the monsters came.

While the others broke into dismayed chatter and questions, Shiori Asatira paused writing to look up, giving the nod of a someone aligning old information with new inside her head. She was about to return to her writing when Faraday disrupted the room’s jumbled noise.

‘What did you say?’ He pointed an accusatory finger at Nodin, the Endlúnder.

Nodin blushed with guilt, or embarrassment. Perhaps both.

‘Say it again!’ Faraday demanded.

Nodin looked to Baron Perdy beside him, to whom he had shared the private quip, but Perdy quickly busied himself with dusting imaginary flecks from the blue cow on his heraldic brooch. Under the eyes of the rest, Nodin surrendered, puffed out his chest and repeated his statement boldly, defiantly, pretending he didn’t care if his sly remark was shared aloud.

‘I said everyone knows the Rohillia have already helped the Nightlings once.’

‘And what is that supposed to mean?’ Faraday growled through gritted teeth.

The entire assembly knew what it meant. It was well known a Rohillia lumber party had provided timber to the Nightlings, helped build the wolf-shaped siege engine, and even rolled it to the gates of Underock with their own horses.

Nodin spoke to the room. ‘Perhaps Rohil remains in league with them!’

‘How very dare you!’ roared Faraday.

‘A dark alliance to vacate the throne,’ mused Holo Kai, determined to add fuel to the fire at the inlander’s feet. ‘Then claim it for themselves.’

‘Do we even know if these Nightlings are real?’ said Baron Overton. ‘Rohil could have invented the story to cover their duplicity, divert attention with fear and superstition.’

Shiori held up a single finger, an interjection to pause the heated exchange. ‘If I may,’ she said, ‘The Nightlings are genuine.’

Carefully returning her quill to the inkwell balanced on the arm of her chair, she gave her audience time to settle and direct their full attention to what she had to say next.

‘Immediately following the business at Underock, my brother and I ordered the Bookkeeper of Lakháus Librarie send his learned scribes to Underock to assess the ruins for themselves and interview any witnesses or survivors. Their investigation subsequently took them to Rohil and Undermoor where, as some of you are aware, certain events occurred in the days before the fall of Underock.’ She glanced at the barons of each town she named. ‘Upon their return to Lakháus, they cross-referenced all this information with a hundred other texts in the Librarie, and have concluded, without a doubt, that several species from the Old World somehow survived the Hundred-Year Hunt, and have indeed resurged.’

Then she lowered her finger to allow their questions to fly about the room. Even though they’d heard stories from the capital before it was destroyed – of a ghostly, bull-headed beast, a feathered serpent with a gaze that turned men to stone, the soldier whose armour had been crushed by a giant wolf – they also knew such rumours took on a life of their own as they spread from mouth to ear. It had all been such unbelievable blatherskite, but now that it had been proven, this changed everything.

With the return of the Nightlings, the throne suddenly seemed more important than ever. Whoever sat in it would be able to ensure their house was protected from this new threat.

‘We need to know what the Lakháusi scribes have learned,’ said Baron Granger, especially concerned since his village of Undermoor had suffered ‘the troubles’. 

‘Yes!’ chorused others. ‘What are we up against?’

Again, Shiori’s raised finger brought silence. ‘The Bookkeeper has published their conclusive report in a single volume called the Bestiarum Noctis. It details everything that is known of these creatures – their appearance, habitat, abilities, and weaknesses. Every threat we now face,’ she said, then smirked and added, ‘Other than what is already in this room, of course.’

‘Then have your brother send this Beasty-Orum Noscatitis here,’ barked Faraday of Rohil, also well aware of the dangers posed by the Nightlings. ‘So we may all be prepared.’

‘Bestiarum Noctis,’ Shiori corrected, because the Lakháusi fervently believed information must always be conveyed accurately. ‘And Lakháus can do better than that. You may all have your own personal copy. For a price.’

The barons huffed and sneered at the note-taker’s profiteering from their peril. Baron Overton held up a single silver groat and said, ‘Here, take my money.’

‘Each copy will cost a thousand gold crowns,’ Shiori stressed.

‘What?! For a book?’ scoffed Nodin the Endlúnder.

The barons very well knew books usually sold for only a few groats, perhaps a single gold crown at most.

‘I could build a new wall around all of Wéarf for that,’ spat Holo Kai.

‘A thousand crown could buy all of Gillés’ finest pastries for a year!’ said Baxter Taosrán.

Shiori gave them both a contemptuous look. ‘If you can build a wall that will keep the Nightlings out, without even knowing of what they are capable, then go ahead. And if the Gillee bakers produce a pastry that can save us all from the monsters that lurk in the shadowy corners of the realm, I’m sure my esteemed peers would all be happy to pay a thousand gold crowns for it. Until such hopeful efforts come to fruition, Lakháus has the Bestiarum.’

In the brooding silence that followed, a clatter startled the room. A goblet, shaped like an octopus with twelve red tentacles plaited to form the stem, rolled across the floor, away from the chair of Holt Faraday.

His mouth opened and confusion spread across his face as no words came out, then he clutched at his throat, his chest. He moved to stand, panic in his eyes, and pointed a trembling arm across the room, stumbled two steps, three, before falling forward, landing face down in the middle of the circle of chairs.

Dead.

As the barons erupted into shouted mayhem once more, Shiori plucked her quill from the inkwell and took notes.
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CHAPTER XV: THE WELCOME PARTY
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RATHER THAN LURING THEM TO ANOTHER WATERY GRAVE, the kelpie revealed his name to be Balius and safely carried the unusual trio of a boy, a boggart, and a will-o-wisp across the Deep Wold. Dark had tucked the tiny faerie into his shaggy hair, where she was grateful for the comfort, and he thankful to have something living in his hair again.

At the swamp’s easternmost reaches, the muddy bogs gradually became shallow pools and then wet marshlands, and the fog slowly cleared.

‘What’s that smell?’ Tylere asked when Balius stopped beside the last dead tree.

Dark sniffed. ‘Air,’ he said.

For the first time in their lives, the Tylere, Amyrilla and Balius breathed fresh air. They’d never ventured to the outskirts of the swamp, let alone beyond its borders. Even though the air was clear and the earth solid and dry underfoot, the swamp-dwellers were suddenly hesitant to leave the Wold that had kept them hidden and safe and alive.

It took some time for Dark to convince them they’d be safe, and they only relented when he promised they’d avoid villages, hide from any humans they encountered, and only travel at night. Although, that last condition was for the benefit of the boy’s sensitive eyes anyway.

To cross the plains of central Igrador, they set off after sunset each evening, walked through the night, and rested at sunrise. To ensure they remained unseen, they would hunker in a ravine or hollow, and Dark would command the long grass and bushes to cover them. As the sun rose, Dark huddled against the horse’s flank and let its long black mane wrap over his eyes to block the searing light.

For the two nights they travelled, Dark regaled them with tales of the Nightlings – how Grim, the albino minotaur, had released the boy from the hole in the floor of the Great Hall of Underock, and of the time they all believed Morgana had been killed by the barbarous mercenaries called the Whites but she had only lost an ear and been captured, and how he’d met Green Man who taught Dark to control plants and trees, and when Redcap the Barbegazi nome had designed the immense wooden wolf they filled with explosive barrels and delivered to the gates of Underock.

Even though his travelling companions were excited to meet other Old World creatures they didn’t even know existed, and initially enjoyed hearing of their exploits against the tyranny of humanity, Dark’s incessant rambling eventually grew tiresome. None of them had the heart to tell him to shut up, but occasionally they’d interject with questions and try to steer the topic elsewhere only to find the conversation turned around and brought tangentially back to the boy and what he’d learned from his Nightling friends.

Dark demonstrated how he could raise a mist out of nowhere like the dryad Picea, and mimic the sprite Leshy to leave no footprints or sign of passing in his wake. They laughed when he whispered a wendigo taunt in Tylere’s ear from a great distance, and were amazed by the silence he created with a troll’s un-noise. He even copied the will-o-wisp by making the air around himself crackle and pop with fiery faerie sparks.

‘But I don’t understand how you made yourself look like more than one will-o-wisp,’ he said.

‘It’s called flitting,’ she replied, going on to explain that she didn’t disappear from one space to appear in another, but was able to cover the distance between as if there was no distance at all.

Unfortunately, this brought Dark back to telling how he could already cover great distances by using living trees as doorways like the satyr Caprice, and how the Bendith y Mamau taught him to erase someone’s memory with a mere whisper, and on and on and on he went.

Thankfully, his stories ended on the third morning when they reached the edge of Myrr Wood and the thick forest devoured them within its deep shadows.

Tylere, Amyrilla and Balius had never seen a forest before, at least not a living one. Instead of dead trees, deep fens, and acrid air, Myrr Wood was lush and green and carpeted in moss. And the air was so sweet, they could taste it with every breath.

The only similarity between the Wold and the woods was the lack of sunlight – in the swamp it had been obscured by the never-ending fog, whereas in the forest it barely shone through the dense foliage overhead, deepening the shadows and making the dew twinkle in the few thin spears of light that pierced the thick canopy.

Dark led them through shoulder-high ferns and around the massive trunks of ancient trees. They crossed ravines where little streams of crystal water flowed and passed under massive branches bowing under the weight of a thousand coloured fungi. It was a wondrous new world to the swamp-dwellers.

‘We’re almost home,’ said Dark, hurrying the boggart and kelpie along, desperate to see his friends again. ‘Come on! You’ll be safe here.’

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been away, as he hadn’t kept count of the nights, and he wondered if his family missed him as much as he missed them. Never having had a family before, Dark didn’t know how such things worked, but he felt the empty hole in his heart could only be filled by claws and horns and teeth and wings. And a rat.

Finally arriving at the small clearing around the twisted old tree stump that marked the centre of the Nightling camp, Dark leaped from the undergrowth, yelling, ‘Grim! Morgana!’

But there was no response.

No hearty roar.

No warm embrace of fur.

‘Hello?’ he called. ‘Where is everyone?’

There were no Bendith huddled around a pot of unsavoury stew, nor a gaggle of goblins rough-housing until one of them got hurt. No rock trolls sitting so still you’d think they were piles of lichen-covered boulders. No enormous wolf sleeping on her back with her belly and paws in the air, while a white minotaur honed his battle axe so sharp it cut the stone. No satyr, no harpies. No nome with a red pointed hat pulled low his face, no wendigo and, most heartbreaking of all, no rat.

No one.

As the kelpie and the boggart stepped into the clearing behind him, his shoulders slumped. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘They should be here.’

Then he heard a muffled sound from behind the stump and Dark rounded the dead tree to find Starr, gagged and bound. Her hands were tied with rope to a knife that had been stabbed into the ancient wood above her head. 

‘Starr!’ he gasped, rushing to her.

The pretty young girl’s golden hair, now lank and greasy, clung to her cheeks, and her clothes were dirty and torn. The last time Dark had seen her had been in the ruins of Underock, when she had pressed her lips against his.

Those lips, now dry and cracked, trembled when he gently pulled the rag from across her mouth. A lone tear formed at the corner of a terror-filled eye and rolled down her grubby cheek over a scratch crusted with blood.

‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘Who did this?’

But her parched mouth could only rasp, ‘Behind you.’

Dark spun just as a figure emerged from shadows of a twisted tree, and the first thing he noticed was the girl’s eyes – one gold, the other silvery grey. She briefly furrowed her brow as if surprised to see him, then he saw her hands held two glinting blades as mismatched as her eyes.

He dropped into a crouch, his hands clawed in readiness.

‘Who are you?’ he snarled.

*  *  *  *  *
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For a moment, Morrigan was caught off-guard as she recognised the grubby urchin who’d climbed from under the broken table and stood in the mud where she’d left the road for Underock a week ago. She’d become so accustomed to the mocking cruelty of fate, that it seemed almost natural to have already crossed paths with this boy.

It was also confronting that his age and innocence appeared incapable of anything that deserved the wrath of her employer. And yet, there was a darkness to him that spoke of years beyond her reckoning. 

And the one-eyed temple wanted him dead.

‘Are you the one called Dark?’ she asked.

He fired his question back at her. ‘I said who are you?’

And there was more of that darkness, just bubbling beneath the surface. Morrigan levelled one of her knives at him, feeling the balance between the blade and the hilt on her forefinger. She twirled the other to grip its point between thumb and finger.

Before she could repeat her question to confirm the boy’s identity, a little man, the smallest she’d ever seen, emerged from the other side of the immense stump and plodded around the circular clearing. With a scruffy beard, beady eyes, and a pointed hat that was crunched and limp as though he’d been dropped on his head, she wondered if this was the dwarf the woodcutter had seen with the boy. Behind him, a shiny black horse stepped into view.

‘Dark?’ piped the little man. ‘Is this one of your friends?’

The name was all she needed. At last, she’d found her target.

With her eye on the small hollow in the centre of his chest, she thrust her left arm in a low arc so fast that the blade became a silver blur slicing through the air.

The girl with the knives had found her quarry. She’d be able to head home, collect the rest of the bounty, and find a tavern. Job done.

Except, she missed.

*  *  *  *  *
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Dark flinched as the dagger flew past him, and quickly swivelled his head to see it wedged in the stump, only an inch from Starr’s head. She screamed, Balius skittered back behind the stump to hide, and Tylere ducked, looking back and forth between Dark and the stranger.

Furious at the attack on his defenceless friend, Dark rounded on the girl with the knives and unleashed the most devastating harpy scream upon her. 

*  *  *  *  *
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If Morrigan hadn’t seen it for herself, she wouldn’t have believed it. Somehow, incredulously, her knife had whizzed past the boy to thud into the twisted wood of the old tree stump behind him. In all her life, the hundreds of times she had thrown a knife, a stone, a peanut, anything that could be thrown, she had never missed. Never.

But it would not happen again.

As the boy screamed a pitiful child’s tantrum, she drew her second knife and aimed for his open mouth where the blade would pierce his soft flesh in a dastardly wound from which no one could possibly recover.

Except, she missed again.

The blade whistled past the boy’s throat to strike the girl tied to the stump.

*  *  *  *  *
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Dark didn’t understand. His thunderous screech should have knocked the girl with the knives on her back. Her ears should be bleeding, her eyes struck blind, and her heart exploding within the cage of her chest. She should be dead.

Was she deaf? he wondered.

A sickly sound from Starr made Dark turn to see her head loll forward and her body slump, dangling limp from the rope that tied her hands to the knife above her head. Then a crimson stain spread down her dress below the hilt protruding from the side of her stomach.

He ran to her, lifted her fallen head, repeated her name over and over. But she refused to wake.

Seeing his distress, Tylere rushed over too, waggling his fingers at the ropes. As they fell loose and the girl’s body began to crumple, he caught her and gently laid her on the ground.

Dark turned to the girl with the knives. She was looking at a fresh dagger in her hand, her brow furrowed as if confused by what it was.

‘I don’t get it,’ she murmured.

But Dark didn’t care.

He grew to three times his height. Lanky limbs bulged and rippled with muscle, his skin turning ghost-white and adorned with blue sigils, long horns sprouting from his head. He rushed headlong at the stranger, his long, curved horns dipped to rip out her intestines. 

*  *  *  *  *
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This was not going the way Morrigan had expected. Both blades had missed the boy who was now running at her, his head down to ram her.

Rather than trust a third throw would fare any better, she stepped aside at the last second, spinning as she stabbed the blade down at his exposed back, aiming between two bones of his spine. The blow might not kill him, but it would most certainly render his body useless.

Except, she missed again. Her blade slapped flat and useless against his shoulder while he tumbled past to crash into the bracken.

As she stumbled backwards, the most unexpected and curious feelings washed over her. She’d not felt them since she’d been a child.

Doubt. And fear.

*  *  *  *  *
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Scrambling to his feet, Dark was baffled by how the stranger had survived his harpy scream and then dodged the gore of his deadly horns. She should have been deafened, blind, reeling, split open and spilled. 

Suddenly wondering if he’d shapeshifted at all, he looked down to see his powerful legs on iron-shod hooves. He examined the muscles of his tattooed arms, raised his meaty hands to his head, felt the bull’s face, the horns protruding from his brow.

‘What are you doing?’ hissed Tylere.

‘I don’t know,’ Dark shot back.

Before he could make sense of it, the stranger rushed at him with a knife in each hand, and he felt her full force as if he were just a boy, not a hulking minotaur. He wrestled against her attack, gripping her wrists and kicking at her legs. They fell and rolled in the undergrowth, entangling in the bracken and ferns.

Tylere ran over to pull the woman off Dark, throwing her into the clearing with all his might. She tumbled deftly onto her feet, crouching with one knife in her left hand.

When Dark got to his feet, he saw the girl’s other knife protruding from Tylere’s chest. Strangely, the boggart didn’t seem to notice.

‘Are you alright?’ Dark asked.

When the boggart saw the boy staring at his chest, he looked down to see the bloodied handle.

‘Oh, that’s not good,’ he simply said, and fell backwards with a thud.

Dark screamed. It was not the screech of a harpy, nor the roar of a minotaur. It was the sound of a boy enraged and afraid and dismayed all at once.

‘Help me,’ he called to Balius, to anyone, as he knelt at the boggart’s side.

*  *  *  *  *
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Morrigan had drawn another blade in her right hand and was stepping toward Dark when she caught a movement in the corner of her eye. She quickly spun, ready to face another attacker, but it was only the black horse peering at her from behind the massive tree stump.

Then the horse did a most curious thing – there was a flash of shock in its eyes, and it ducked back to hide again. She wondered, if it and the little man were these Nightlings she’d heard so much about, how could they have caused so much turmoil and fear across the realm?

With his back to Morrigan, the boy was kneeling on the ground, trying to rouse his fallen friend. She stepped up behind, a blade in each hand.

Suddenly, there was a flash of light, and something darted from the boy’s shaggy hair in a shower of sparks so hot she could feel them peppering the skin of her cheeks. Morrigan recoiled, slashed both blades, and the light of whatever it was went out with a puff of smoke.

Returning her attention to the boy, she raised her blades once more, preparing to slash the soft flesh on either side of his neck with what is known as the Red Scissor.

She crept forward until he was within arm’s length and...

A massive blow to her side knocked the wind from her lungs and sent her body careening through the air. She crashed into a thicket and fell to the ground, gasping for air. When she was finally able to fill her lungs with painful, ragged breaths, she staggered to her feet to see what had struck her.

An immense tree was swaying its branches, its trunk bending and twisting, raining leaves as it shivered. She was reminded of the oak that stood impossibly on the ruins of Underock.

Standing at the base of the tree was a curious figure, seemingly made from wood. His limbs were thin and gangly branches from the log of his body, his skin was bark patched with moss, and his wooden face had knotholes for eyes.

As he stepped toward her, the ancient tree did the same, thudding forward on tree-trunk legs.

She drew another blade and threw, hoping this one wouldn’t miss.

It thudded into his wooden belly, but the bizarre creature simply knocked the knife out with a swipe of his arm. With only a tiny trickle of sap from the notch left by her blade, the wooden man kept coming.

‘What fresh madness is this?’ Morrigan wondered aloud.

She unleashed another knife, then another. The first hit the creature’s wooden chest, the second squarely in its face. But neither stopped it in its tracks.

It raised its arms and the gnarled oak tree lifted two of its own branches in imitation. When the wooden man swung down one arm, one of the oak’s branches swiped down on Morrigan. She darted aside, but with a flick of the creature’s other arm, the tree walloped her in the stomach and sent her crashing through the forest beyond the clearing.

*  *  *  *  *
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No matter how much Dark shook the boggart, he wouldn’t wake. He rushed back to Starr, pressing his hands against her sodden dress where the dagger’s hilt still protruded, trying desperately to scoop up the blood and push it back where it came from.

He felt a hand on his shoulder, and snarled as he spun about, but rather than the murderous girl with the mismatched eyes, it was the familiar, friendly face of the Green Man. A knife pierced the wood of his face between his knothole eyes.

‘Help me,’ Dark pleaded.

The Green Man grabbed the knife in his face and wiggled it to prise it loose as he soothed, ‘Come. We’ll get her to Caprice.’

Balius peered from behind the stump, sheepishly asking, ‘Is the girl with the knives gone?’

‘Let’s not hang around to find out,’ said the Green Man.

One of the stranger’s daggers was still stabbed in the Green Man’s chest. Dark grabbed the hilt with one hand, pressed the flat of his other against the man’s chest, and yanked the blade free. Sap trickled from the notch left by the weapon.

As the Green Man curled his branch-like arms under Starr’s body and gently picked her up, Dark lifted the boggart onto the horse’s sticky back. He then searched among the leave litter in the clearing for the tiny body of the will-o-wisp, but found nothing. Her light had gone out forever.

Dark balled his fists and kicked up a clod of leaves, letting out a deep animal roar as they fluttered down. 

‘Where is everyone?’ the boy growled.

‘I’ll show you,’ said the Green Man. 
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CHAPTER XVI: QUESTIONS NEED ANSWERS
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WHEN MORRIGAN AWOKE, SHE TRIED TO SIT UP, but the piercing pain of several broken ribs forced her back onto the forest floor. Staring up at the dappled light barely visible through the dense foliage as it faded toward evening, she realised three things. One, she had been unconscious for at least two hours. Two, the Nightlings had not found her. And three, she had to get away before they did.

As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she was now convinced the story of Underock was not a fantastic hoax conceived by some other nefarious party. The capital had most likely been destroyed by monsters. And judging by all she had gleaned from the chef, the Pickers, the woodcutter, and the girl Starr, there were more of them than what she’d just encountered. More creatures with more fearsome powers.

But of even greater concern was her utter failure to hit the boy with her blades.

Missing was not something Morrigan had ever experienced before. It was most unnerving.

Reaching into her cloak, she pulled out a small throwing knife and felt its lightness in the palm of her hand. Despite her ribs screaming at her to lay still, she closed her eyes and flicked her wrist, grimacing at the pain.

Thud.

When she opened her eyes, the blade was exactly where she’d intended, dead centre of a patch of moss twenty feet away. Clearly her aim was as uncannily bullseye as it had always been. She had also struck the wooden man with perfect precision, not once, but three times. And she’d struck the dwarfish man exactly where she’d intended, as well as whatever it was that caught her by surprise when it sparked out of the boy’s hair at her face. 

So why had she been unable to hit the boy at all, especially when he seemed so unremarkable?

From what she’d gathered so far, someone had already asked all the questions. Which meant they probably had all the answers.

Slowly, with an arm pressed gingerly against her side, the girl with the knives rose and staggered north.
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CHAPTER XVII: HOME
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IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN A HAPPY REUNION, after so long apart. One filled with hairy hugs and hearty claps on the back and roars of delight and the raucous exchange of adventure stories. But when the Green Man carried the dying body of Starr into the Nightling camp, Dark and the midnight horse behind him were mere distractions.

‘Temper’s beard!’ Caprice swore, rushing over. ‘What happened to her?’

As the first and only human ever allowed in the Nightling’s camp (since none of them considered Dark to be human), Starr was not only known to them all, but held a unique place in their hearts. She was the one they’d helped Dark rescue from the clutches of Baltus at Underock. It was obvious she and Dark shared feelings that were innocent and immature, but nonetheless there. And most importantly, the little village girl had given the Old World monsters a tiny glimmer of hope for humanity.

Like all goat-legged satyrs before the Hundred-Year Hunt had made Caprice the last of his kind, he was a master of herbal lore and medicine. As the Green Man laid the unconscious girl on an ornate cushioned bench, Caprice immediately set to work with his stash of plants and fungi.

‘Him too,’ said Dark, easing the unconscious Tylere from the kelpie’s back. The two Bendith – Mwnt and Brymbo – hobbled over to help carry the boggart and lay him on the ground beside Starr.

‘What happened?’ rumbled a voice like distant thunder.

The Green Man looked up to a scowling white snout. Round nostrils snorted below glaring pink eyes, and a pair of long horns curved out above. The hulking albino minotaur, Grim, was the unofficial leader of this ragtag family of Nightlings.

‘Someone had tied Starr to the old tree stump, and lain in waiting,’ said the Green Man.

‘Who?’ the minotaur demanded, his brow furrowing even more than it already was.

When the Green Man shrugged, Grim turned to Dark. ‘Who was it?’ he asked, but the boy seemed not to hear. ‘Dark!’ he snapped.

The boy turned and noticed the enormous ghostly minotaur for the first time, leapt at him, embracing his muscular thighs. Grim placed a consoling hand on Dark’s head and crouched low to be able to hug the boy back, wrapping him with huge arms.

In the tearful reunion, amid the worry and fear, Grim didn’t notice Dark’s shaggy crop of hair come alive and stickily coil around his fingers.

‘Who did this?’ Grim asked again, softly this time.

‘I don’t know.’ The boy shook his head, shrugging. ‘I mean, I don’t know who she was. It was some girl. A young woman with dark skin and eyes of silver and gold.’

Dark realised he still had the blade he’d plucked from the Green Man’s chest.

‘She used these,’ he said, placing the knife in Grim’s open hand before tearing away to Caprice’s side. The satyr had laid out several herbs and mushrooms on the ground while Mwnt pressed a cloth against Starr’s wound and Brymbo tended to the boggart.

‘Will they be alright?’ the boy asked, but before any of them could answer, his tone changed to an angry demand. ‘You make them alright. You fix them!’

‘I don’t have enough redleaf,’ said the satyr. ‘Not for both of them.’

‘What do you mean?’ Dark blinked.

‘After the battle at Underock, I used it all for everyone’s injuries,’ said Caprice.

‘Then get some more!’ The boy’s voice was not the boy’s voice. It was a thunder and darkness none of them had heard from him before.

‘It doesn’t grow at this time of year,’ the satyr gently explained.

Dark’s mind was racing to catch up. ‘So what can we do?’

Caprice didn’t know how else to say it. ‘I’m sorry. I can only save one of them.’

Dark looked from Starr to Tylere and back again, pools of red staining the earth and leaves beneath them both.

‘You have to choose,’ Caprice said softly.

It was an impossible demand. Only a few days ago, Tylere had saved Dark’s life in the Deep Wold. Twice. Surely the boggart was owed the same.

But Starr was a friend. More than that. He couldn’t quite describe how he felt about her, suffice to say he didn’t want to imagine not knowing her, seeing her, talking with her, or the strangely pleasant thing she did with her lips.

Whereas the boggart was literally the last of his kind, there were a million other humans, all as vicious and vile as the next. As soon as that thought flashed in Dark’s head, unexpected and unwarranted, he hated himself. It was a truly awful way to measure someone’s worth – by their number or the actions of their kind. Starr was unlike any other human. She was innocent and uncorrupted. She deserved to live with her family who loved her.

Just as much as Tylere, though. The boggart had never had the chance to live safe and among friends, sharing joys to make them memorable, and sharing pains to make them surmountable. He’d only ever known an existence within the walls of The Crooked Crab, surrounded by the ancestors of those who’d made him the last of his folk.

Those ancestors could very well be Starr’s ancestors too, giving her a future that had been so brutally taken from him.

How does one decide who lives and who dies?

Even though Dark had already made such a decision several times against soldiers at Underock, that had been in the heat of battle where the enemies were obvious and the choice simple: kill or be killed.

As his fingers clawed into the stained earth, Caprice laid a consoling hand on his shoulder and whispered, ‘We don’t have time to waste.’

Dark snapped, grabbing Caprice’s wrist and pulling to face him with black eyes larger than ever, teeth that seemed sharper, as he snarled, ‘Save her!’

While the satyr stammered for the right reply, but ended up saying nothing as he pulled his wrist free, Dark leaned down to Tylere’s ear, sobbing, ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I brought you here to be safe, and I failed. I’m so sorry.’

‘I’ll give him the vapours of hembane bulb for the pain,’ the satyr offered.

Grim gently directed Dark away to let Caprice work. Sitting together on a low, stone wall, Dark wiped the tears from his eyes and finally recognised where they were.

The Nightlings’ new camp was in the broken tower where they had first hidden the stolen wagons that were loaded with the barrels of explosive powder they’d used to destroy Underock. Once an Igradorian outpost, the tower had been built on the eastern side of Myrr Wood at the base of the hills that sloped upward to the mountains for soldiers to watch for enemies seeking a covert approach on the capital. But with the mountain range being impassable all along the nation’s eastern border, and the southeast protected naturally by the cascades of the Endless Falls, the outpost had been abandoned long ago. Its walls were now split and cracked, the roof mostly rotted away to reveal a criss-cross of old beams, the stairs and upper floors collapsed, and what remained of the stonework was being held together by overgrowing vines. Reclaimed by the forest, remote and forgotten, it made for a perfect Nightling home.

At odds amid the ruins and encroaching forest, various pieces of decorative furniture were scattered around the crumbling tower – a curious collection the Nightlings had taken from the ruins of Underock. In addition to the cushioned bench on which Starr lay, there were two carved chairs, and a large iron chest. Copper pots and pans sat near a pair of bellows and a silver urn holding cooking utensils.

By a campfire, the last five goblins in the realm – Groak, Guttle, Kench, Freck and Snoutfair (supposedly the handsome one of the group) – shared a meal with Chiwew the wendigo. In the shadows behind them lurked the massive silhouettes of Grungendore and Odhow, the rock trolls, and Dark was pleased to see them holding hands. A flutter among the rafters made him look up to see the world’s last harpy, Rhea, perched on a beam above.

You’ve changed, squeaked a voice by his ear.

‘Rat!’ Dark squeaked back. A whiskered nose peeked from a crack in the wall above Dark’s shoulder, but when the boy reached out his hand, the rodent slunk back into the niche.

‘What’s wrong? asked Dark, chittering in rat-speak. ‘Aren’t you happy to see me?’

You left me, said Rat, wounded.

This should have been expected. When Dark had been imprisoned in the deep, dank hole where he had spent his entire life alone, Rat was the first friend he’d ever made. His best friend, in fact. And since then, they had been practically inseparable, with the rodent living comfortably in the boy’s tangle of wild hair. Rat had given him counsel, been a confidante, and even saved his life. They had been through everything together.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Dark. ‘After the battle at Underock, I felt like everyone had suffered enough because of me. And I couldn’t risk bringing any more harm to them. Especially not you.’

He held out his hand again and, after a moment of hesitation, the rat crawled into it.

‘And I promise, I’ll never leave you again,’ whispered Dark, nuzzling nose to nose.

Rat sniffed at him, then scampered up to his shoulder and into his hair.

You’ve still changed, it said.

‘I know,’ said Dark.

Of course, Dark was bound to have changed. He’d experienced much while on his own in the world of humans, seen and learned a lot that would have altered his perceptions, thoughts and understandings. But that wasn’t what Rat meant.

The boy smelled different. There was an unusual glimmer to his skin, his teeth were sharper than before, and his hair seemed to come alive and wrap around the rodent.

He was changing. As a person. As a Nightling.

But into what? wondered Rat.

The boy suddenly noticed not all the Nightlings were there. ‘Where’s Morgana?’ he asked of the conspicuously absent wolf.

‘She hasn’t come back yet,’ replied Grim.

‘From where?’

Out there, squeaked Rat.

The minotaur seemed hesitant to answer but knew there was no way to dodge the questions from the ever curious and alert boy. ‘She’s been looking for you ever since you snuck away from us at Underock.’

‘But that’s been...’ Dark tried to count how many nights had passed. Until now, timekeeping held little importance to him. ‘Ages,’ he decided.

Several weeks.

Weary but desperate to make sure no one else died on his account, Dark stood up. ‘We have to find her!’

The minotaur forced him back down with a heavy hand on his shoulder. ‘It’s a big place out there. And a small place in here. She’ll find us faster than we’ll find her.’

Dark’s inner turmoil swirled. He had only snuck away from the Nightlings that night to protect them from further harm. But in doing so, he had unwittingly put Morgana in grave danger as she roamed the world of humans looking for him.

‘She can take care of herself,’ said Grim, but it sounded as if he was trying to convince himself as much as Dark.

The boy nodded silently. As a lykkan, Morgana could pass unnoticed through villages as a human, and return to her natural form as a colossal wolf if she ever encountered trouble. She was a survivor.

Dark glanced back to where the others were furiously working on Starr. If Morgana, with all her strength and deadliness was the ultimate survivor, Starr was the absolute opposite. A baby bird out of its nest. But Dark had crossed his world with hers, and she was now suffering the consequences, further cementing his believe that his actions always brought pain to those he cared about. As well as those he’d just met, like the will-o-wisp and the nome.

The thought made him realise someone else was missing. ‘Where’s Redcap?’ he asked.

If the diminutive Barbegazi had been there in his distinctive crimson hat, surely he’d be by the side of a fellow nome, using his inventiveness to find some way to help Tylere.

‘He went north.’ Grim tilted his horned head in that direction. ‘He wanted to find out if there were other Barbegazi in the White Forest.’

Redcap had once explained how his kind used to dwell in the ice-covered forest of the far north, where they were also known as the Frozen Beards. And the last time Dark had spoken with the dryad Picea, she’d said other Barbegazi were still out there. Having found a boggart nome in the Deep Wold, it now seemed certainly possible that Redcap could find more of his own kind in another remote corner of the realm.

‘I see you also got a horse,’ said Grim.

The black kelpie hovered in the darkness beyond the rim of the fire’s glow.

‘Oh, that’s not a horse,’ Dark said.

‘Sure looks like a horse,’ said the minotaur.

‘That’s Balius.’ Dark explained. ‘He’s a kelpie. And the boggart’s name is Tylere. I also found a will-o-wisp called Amyrilla, but I think the girl with the knives killed her.’

‘Who is this girl?’ Grim asked.

‘I told you. I don’t know.’ He thought about the encounter for a moment. ‘But she seemed to be immune to my harpy scream. A big one too. And she barely felt it when I charged her in the shape of you.’

‘Me?’ asked Grim, unsure whether to feel proud or bothered by the boy assuming his form.

‘Yes. Horns and all. But she just pushed me aside.’ 

The minotaur wondered if the girl had endured a harpy screech because she was deaf, but that would not explain how she could survive the charge of a minotaur. A human impervious to Nightlings was a new worry for which his head didn’t have space.

‘Is that why she came for you?’ Grim pondered aloud. ‘Why she used Starr as bait?’

Dark had not thought about it until now. The girl with the knives had indeed laid a trap for him, which meant she must have known that Starr and Dark were friends, found her at Undermoor and forced her to reveal the location of the Nightling camp. Starr hadn’t known the monsters had moved from the tree stump to the broken tower, so surely the girl with the knives should have expected to find more than just the boy at the tree stump.

‘What if she came for all of us?’ Dark proposed. ‘What if she’s hunting Nightlings?’

After all, she’d killed Amyrilla, mortally wounded Tylere, and tried to kill the Green Man. It was not beyond the humans to send a hunter to finish off what they’d started long ago in the Hundred-Year Hunt: eradicate every species of the Old World. Be rid of them once and for all. Especially now that the Nightlings had shown some survived and were still more than capable of devastating the world of men.

‘Good thing we moved then,’ said Grim.

The minotaur explained how, after Underock, the Nightlings relocated to the broken tower. Despite its dilapidated state, the ruin provided better shelter than the circular clearing around the tree stump. It was also further from the human villages on the other side of the forest, as well as the armies along the river to the south.

‘They’re not along the river anymore,’ said Dark. ‘After what we did to Underock, Baltus’s army gave up their war and are now all gathered around a place called Bridge Tower. There are thousands of them.’

‘How do you know?’ asked Grim.

‘I was there,’ said Dark.

The minotaur wanted to scold the boy for venturing into the dangerous world of humans but reminded himself why Dark had snuck away alone to pursue Baltus. When the former king had painfully transformed into a wolf, he’d tauntingly revealed he knew Dark’s father.

‘Did you find your answers there?’ asked Grim.

The boy silently shook his head. He was no closer to knowing anything about who he was, why he had spent his life locked in a hole, or why he could do the things he does.

When Caprice and Brymbo approached, Dark asked, ‘How’s Starr?’

Mwnt still sat by the prone girl, gently mopping her brow and cleaning her angelic face with a damp clod of moss.

‘She’ll be better without this,’ said Caprice as he handed Dark the knife he’d pulled from the girl’s belly. The blade was crusted with her blood. ‘I have plugged the hole with the last of my redleaf, sewn it closed, and made a poultice of ambling jasper, noxumille, and stinky galangal. We’ll know in the morning.’

Even though Dark had seen the satyr heal the wounds of every single one of the Nightlings at some stage, had faith in his medicinal expertise, he still worried for his wounded friend.

‘And the other one is awake,’ said Brymbo. ‘He’s asking for you.’ 

The boy’s eyes looked hopeful, but when Caprice grimaced, Dark hurried to the boggart’s side. The others followed so that when Tylere’s eyes fluttered open, he smiled up at the boy surrounded by a circle of monstrous faces.

‘I’m sorry,’ said the nome, his voice distant and drawn.

‘For what?’ asked Dark.

‘I didn’t really believe you. I thought this was all a lie,’ said Tylere weakly.

‘Then why did you come?’ the boy asked.

‘Because you said we’d be safe.’ Even though the nome’s words were said in kindness, the boy felt a sting.

The boggart’s tired eyes slowly glanced from one Nightling to the next, taking in the horns and hair, teeth and pointed ears. ‘But it was true. You’re all real. You’re here.’ 

Dark nodded. ‘Yes. We’re all here.’

‘They’re magnificent,’ said the boggart, his voice trailing off dreamily. His eyes slowly closed, then snapped back open, as if he remembered something important. ‘We can fight them now!’

‘We will,’ the boy soothed. ‘As soon as you’re ready.’

‘Because I’m not alone anymore.’ Tylere closed his eyes again. ‘Not alone.’

‘You’re not alone anymore,’ Dark sniffled. ‘You’re a Nightling now.’

But the boggart didn’t hear it.

Dark waited for his new friend’s eyes to open again, then looked up pleadingly to Caprice, then Brymbo, Grim, the others. Their sorrowful silence said more than any words could.

The boy howled, a long mournful baying that sent birds scattering from the trees into the night sky. His wild hair waved and snaked, his skin twitched and rippled all over, a moving patchwork of stone and tattooed white and fur and green, before settling back to his normal grubby self.

While it was not something any of the Nightlings had seen before, Rat felt it proved he was right.

Dark was changing.
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CHAPTER XVIII: KEEPERS OF THE BOOKS
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A COLD NORTH WIND BIT THROUGH MORRIGAN’S CLOAK as the ferry glided across the water, cutting a V of ripples in the glassy surface behind them. Ahead, a domed and spired building floated impossibly in the middle of the lake so that it sat on its own reflection and gave the impression of a hovering sphere, a full moon in a starless sky. Behind, jagged teeth of the snow-capped mountains swallowed the horizon.

This was the furthest north the girl with the knives had ever been.

As the ferryman brought them closer, gently swishing a broad oar back and forth like a fish’s tail at the rear of the barge, she could see the building had been masterfully constructed on a small island, consuming every square inch beneath its walls. They steered toward one of the building’s arched alcoves, deeper than the rest and filled with shadow. Passing through, Morrigan marvelled at the menagerie of carved stone animals climbing and crawling around the ornate windows and pillars – rabbits, bears, wolves, fish, foxes, squirrels, and many more she didn’t recognise but assumed they existed somewhere in the world.

The ferry wedged to a stop within the deep alcove between a narrow stone walkway on either side that joined at the ferry’s prow where an iron door was shaped and intricately decorated to look like hundreds of books and scrolls piled high. The ferryman waited silently for Morrigan to disembark then reversed his barge out of the tunnel as she approached the door. There was no knocker or bell-pull, so Morrigan pushed and found it swung open freely.

Stepping inside, the vast interior of Lakháus Librarie opened up before her like nothing she had ever seen.

Beneath the immense dome, towering shelves not only splayed out in all directions, but were stacked at random angles on top of each other, creating a maze of shelves that filled the cavernous space, from wall to wall, from the tiled floor to the very heights of the ceiling far above. It was as if some giant hand had scooped up all the world’s bookshelves and unceremoniously dumped them here in a jumbled heap, then shaken the room to properly mix them up so that someone had to instal hundreds of ladders and spiral iron staircases and wooden catwalks, criss-crossing from level to level, shelf to shelf, in a mad architect’s fever dream.

The dull glow from hooded lanterns made shadows flicker like ethereal creatures suddenly ducking and hiding behind the shelves when Morrigan caught them in the corner of an eye. She imagined lost visitors forever searching the gloomy sprawl for a single volume, stepping over the dusty remains of those who had died with their bony hands clutching their final tome. Their final tomb, she mused.

‘Is anyone here?’ she called out and her own voice echoed back from different directions along several aisles.

‘Sssh,’ hissed a voice from above.

Morrigan looked up to see a librarian standing on a ladder that was perched atop the second tier of shelving to reach the third. A silvery cowl covered the shoulders of her blue robe, and she carried a dozen books on a wicker shelf strapped to her back. The woman whispered something.

‘What did you say?’ Morrigan called back.

With an exasperated shrug, the librarian tucked a book back onto a shelf and climbed down the ladder to the top of the second tier of shelving where she descended a tightly spiralled staircase to the first tier, made her way across a catwalk to the top of another bookcase and down a final ladder to the floor of the three-dimensional maze.

‘I couldn’t hear you,’ said Morrigan, her echo calling back ‘I couldn’t hear you, hear you, hear you...’ as the woman emerged from among the shelves and crossed the room.

When the librarian finally arrived, she whispered, ‘I said Sssh, this is a librarie.’

‘Oh, sorry,’ muttered Morrigan, lowering her voice as she glanced around for any sign of the imaginary readers she might have disturbed. ‘I’m looking for a book.’

The librarian sighed and cast a laconic arm around as if revealing the hundreds of thousands of books that filled every conceivable space. ‘You’re going to need to be more specific.’

‘About the Nightlings,’ said Morrigan a tad too loud, causing the librarian to raise a finger to her stern lips.

‘This way.’ The librarian turned and led Morrigan into the labyrinth.

With her ribs aching every step of the way, they wove through aisles, climbed ladders, turned corners, ascended stairs, crossed gantries and walked precariously along the tops of bookcases, until Morrigan had no sense of how far they had gone. The only way she could guess at their possible location was with occasional glimpses of the vaulted dome above, but even that gave no sense of north or south, east or west. Here and there, she occasionally caught glimpses of other blue-robed librarians tending shelves, hauling their wicker backracks up ladders, or reading a book at a small desk tucked into an alcove made of yet more books.

Eventually they arrived at a long table sitting on the top of a wide bookcase somewhere near the centre of the labyrinth where a dozen red-robed scribes worked so furiously that their feathered quills sounded like the scratching of fervent chickens. More bookshelves stacked up and over them in square arches, from which hung an elaborate candelabra that bathed their writings in its flickering light. They appeared to be making identical copies of the same book.

The librarian picked up a completed tome and showed the leatherbound cover to Morrigan. A delicately embossed border framed the title set in gold leaf:

BESTIARUM NOCTIS

‘You’re the second one,’ said the librarian.

‘Is that so?’ piped Morrigan, wondering who had been first. When she reached for the book, the librarian pulled it away.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said tartly. ‘But given the pertinence of this neoteric dissertation, it is only accessible upon purchase.’

Several of those words were a foreign language to Morrigan, but she understood the book came at a price. Pulling out her coin purse, she said, ‘Of course. How much?’

‘One thousand crowns,’ said the woman.

‘A thousand?!’ Morrigan shrilled, and the chicken scratching stopped as all the disturbed scribes looked up. ‘I could buy a house for that!’

With a grimace, the librarian led an infuriated Morrigan away from the table to let the scribes resume their work in peace. ‘Which house?’ she whispered.

‘Well, it’s not like I’ve actually picked one out, but for that kind of money it’d be a very big house,’ said Morrigan. ‘On a large parcel of land.’

‘I mean, which house are you from?’ the librarian clarified in staccato.

Reading the woman’s expression, Morrigan quickly devised an answer and leaned in conspiratorially to whisper, ‘I am not at liberty to say.’

The librarian subtly looked Morrigan up and down, assessing her dusty clothes, worn boots, and cloak. The girl appeared to have been thrown through a forest.

‘Much research has gone into this book, and it is only available in very limited numbers as yet,’ the librarian explained. ‘If your baron would care to wait until more copies have been produced, in a year it will be available to purchase at a more modest price, or borrowed on the library’s standard terms of one farthing per day, with a five-farthing security – refundable upon return in fine condition, of course.’

Ordinarily, when Morrigan needed something immediately, she never had a problem using her knives to get it. But the nearby scribes would be too many witnesses, resulting in a much messier transaction that would only cause further complications. She could have just snatched the book and made a run for it, but even if she was able to find her way back out of the bookcase labyrinth, she’d still be trapped on the island library until the next ferry came, which would probably be loaded with Lakháusi soldiers who’d been alerted by some signal from the librarians, or a messenger crow. This situation needed tact.

‘Obviously, I am unable to carry such coinage in haste to procure the second copy,’ Morrigan purred. ‘But I have been instructed to pay a modest deposit in order to verify the library’s work before my liege will commit to purchase.’ 

She made a show of opening her coin purse, ensuring the sigil on the medallion was visible. The librarian noticed and demurely averted her eyes.

‘Of course,’ she whispered, handing over the book.

Morrigan counted out a hundred gold crowns, almost everything she had, then respectfully asked, ‘And is there a quiet corner where I could make my appraisal?’

She was shown to an alcove and left alone to open the book in the lantern light. The vellum was smooth under her fingertips, and she could still smell the fresh ink and the glue of the binding. Flicking the pages for a quick scan, the book was a kind of zoological encyclopedia, with each entry featuring detailed etchings surrounded by descriptive text. Except these were no ordinary animals.

One page caught her attention.

Under the heading ‘Green Man, The’ was an inked illustration of a curious figure made from bark and tree branches with leafy saplings growing from its moss-covered head. It wasn’t entirely accurate, but she recognised the knot-hole eyes as the wooden man who’d protected the boy in the forest. On the opposite page, was the depiction of an ancient oak walking on tree trunk legs with branches outstretched like massive arms. She instinctively clutched at her broken ribs.

Turning back to the frontispiece, she read the lengthy introduction that explained a history of the world from the Age of Monsters to the rise of human civilisation, with the tipping point being the Hundred-Year Hunt that eradicated every Old World species to usher in the Age of Man. This she knew from the stories she’d been told as a child and the folklore whispered in villages through which she’d travelled, but the pages went on to explain how rumours of the events at Castle Underock led the Lakháus Librarians to investigate, commissioned by an anonymous benefactor.

Morrigan glanced at her coin purse sitting on the table, and thumbed the medallion so the insignia glinted in the lamplight.

Worried the librarian would come to collect the book from her, Morrigan tried to quickly read as much as she could, but as time wore on she started to wonder if the woman had forgotten, or been unable to locate her in the maze. For the rest of the afternoon, she pored over the book, reading every word from front to back. Based on the accounts of witnesses and survivors, the monsters contained within the pages were deemed to be the most likely culprits of the fall of Underock.

She stopped at page twenty-seven, astounded by an illustration that looked exactly like the small man who’d been with the boy at the tree stump. Apparently, he was not a dwarf. The decorative title classified him as a Nome, specifically a boggart. At the bottom of the entry, she found the names and testimonies of the cook and the woodcutter who’d told her they’d been questioned by the investigators.

Even though the nome had fallen quickly to her blade, the book detailed other monsters that did not seem so easily defeated. The more frightening of them were the doppelgänger, the lykkan, the minotaur, and the troll (pages ten, twenty-two, twenty-four, and thirty-six respectively). 

But it was the last entry in the Bestiarum Noctis that surprised her most.

From beneath the heading Wild Child, the boy’s dark eyes stared back at her. While the illustration gave him a beguiling innocence, there was a depth to his deadlock gaze that appeared to be measuring her, weighing, calculating. She shook off the feeling and read the text that explained everything the investigators had gathered from their interviews: His potential origin in the hole at Underock, his willing companionship with the Nightlings, and the many unusual phenomena that had been experienced during encounters with the boy – unearthly mists, voracious plants, incapacitating screams, and frightening bewitchments.

She hadn’t seen any such things when she’d faced the boy, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t capable. Unless the witnesses listed in the Bestiarum were mistaken, because fear and panic had a way of confusing recollections.

Leaning back in the chair, she glanced around the bookcases. Thousands and thousands of volumes lined the shelves in every direction. Surely, there were more answers to be found.

Gathering her things, Morrigan left the alcove in search of the librarian. The maze of bookshelves soon swallowed her, so she climbed a series of ladders and stairs to an upper level for a better view, but the way the shelves were stacked atop one another at random angles across the aisles below blocked any clear line of sight to make the labyrinth even more confusing. As she was about to resort to the only way she knew of finding the librarian – yelling – she glimpsed a flash of blue passing between two shelves.

Teetering on the edge of the bookcase, perhaps a dizzying nine levels above the tiled floor of the library far below, Morrigan quickly looked around for a path that would get her across before she lost sight of the librarian: a ladder up a level, two shelves across, two ladders down, a turn and a staircase back up. No, wait. A ladder up, two shelves, a spiral staircase down, turn right, left, ladder down...

‘Oh, sard this,’ she sighed, and leapt across the void to land on the next bookcase with a thud that jolted a few books loose. She caught one, but lost her balance, windmilling her arms to grab the shelf before she plummeted backwards. The other books tumbled onto the tops of bookcases below, one bouncing and falling past nine levels of shelving all the way to the tiled floor where it split open on impact, spilling pages across the tiles.

‘You shouldn’t be up here,’ said a creaky voice from the other side of the bookshelf she gripped with white knuckles.

Morrigan peered through the gap where one of the books had fallen out and saw a man’s hard-nosed face glaring back at her through the hole.

‘Sorry, I got lost,’ she said.

‘You might never find your way out,’ the man chided.

Morrigan made her way along the shelf and around the other side to see the blue-robed librarian hunched with age and the weight of books on his backrack. Long white hair draped limp over the silver cowl on his shoulders with a few locks roughly plaited. Around his neck, hung a blue cord adorned with silver baubles of various shapes: a book, a scroll, a feather quill, a lantern. 

‘Have people actually gotten lost in here?’ she asked.

The man half-shrugged and returned to his work. ‘If they have, we’ve not found them yet.’

He was consulting a list on a paper scroll and taking books from the shelves to stack on his wicker backrack. The spines bore titles such as Poisǒun & Remedie, Allegort’s Efficacious Malignancies, and Trattati Dei Veleni.

‘Can you help me find something?’ asked Morrigan.

‘Is it the way out?’ he said with a cracked chuckle.

‘I found an entry in this book’ – she held out the Bestiarum Noctis, open to the page on the Wild Child – ‘and wondered if there’s anything similar in other books. Maybe more stories about children who can do things like this book says this boy can do.’

The old librarian shuffled closer, leaning forward to squint at the pages. He smacked his lips a few times, nodded, and ambled away along the narrow bookshelf. When he began to disappear, Morrigan realised she should follow and quickly caught up.

Again, she was led through the jumbled chaos of shelving, climbing higher toward the centre of the dome. The old librarian was slow and creaky, but surprisingly nimble on the ladders with the sure-footedness of a mountain goat.

‘Surely there’s an easier way to organise the shelves,’ said Morrigan as they reached the eleventh level. ‘Make it easier to find things. Safer.’

‘I suppose you think the shelves should all be in straight rows, on the ground,’ the man scoffed.

‘Yes?’ said Morrigan.

The librarian furrowed his furry brow. ‘But that wouldn’t make any sense.’

‘And this does?’ Her voice echoed out over a chasm between shelving.

The man tapped a finger on the front edge of a shelf and Morrigan noticed a small metal plaque inscribed with the words Laws and Statutes.

‘Lakháus Librarie is a living history,’ explained the librarian. ‘What appears as disorder and chaos to you is a natural and organic system connecting one bibliography with every other related field so each collection is a link in the many chains that tell the story of the expansion of knowledge itself, with all its tangential discoveries and information spreading out in an ever-growing map of everything that ever was in the order of time itself.’

Passing shelf after shelf, she noticed more plaques labelling each section – Governansce, Politiks, Social Historie, Heraldrie and Houses, Geneologie, Ancestrie – until the man said at last, ‘And here we are.’

They were at the very top of the maze, below the centre of the dome. From here, Morrigan could see the hodgepodge array of shelves spreading out in every direction below, and it no longer appeared as if some giant hand had dropped them all in a messy pile. The bookshelves were a zigzagging web, interconnecting and crossing over in twisted lines that all radiated out from the point where they stood. She imagined it as the roots of a tree, the lower sections birthing new tendrils of the present while the upper was fully formed ancient history.

The plaque on the shelf beside her read Old World.

Not all the books appeared ancient. Some were cracked, dusty and held together with patches of vellum, but others were recent publications, new works added to the section as the librarie expanded its knowledge on the subject. Drawing a bony finger along a row of spines, the librarian found a volume and slid it out.

He thumbed through it and handed the open tome to Morrigan. ‘This might be what you’re looking for.’

She read the column of text, at first unsure of its relevance, but as the words spilled further down the page, she felt a chilling tingle electrify below the surface of her skin. Her eyes widened, narrowed. The improbability of what the treatise proposed, the impossibility of it, somehow made more sense than it should. Worryingly so to the girl with the knives.

Morrigan turned the book over to read the cover.

A Comprehensyve Elucidation on the Prodigie by Galam Wilder.

She recognised the author’s name and quickly flicked through the Bestiarum, balancing it on the other book as she searched, remembered. Page twenty-six, nomes, and there was the name, Galam Wilder. He’d been mentioned throughout the book as an eminent zoologist who’d extensively studied the Old World creatures in the early days of the Hundred-Year Hunt.

She showed the page to the librarian, tapping on the name within the text.

‘Do you have other books by this man?’ she asked.

The librarian squinted at the calligraphy beneath her finger and nodded. But as he drew back and took in the whole page, his nod became a shake.

‘You do, or you don’t?’ asked Morrigan.

‘We have several books by Galam Wilder, but the Bookkeeper took his studies of nome-kind and their inventions with the crate to Green–’ The librarian stopped short, smacked his lips and politely said, ‘They’ve been borrowed.’

‘What a pity.’ Morrigan held out the Prodigie book and asked, ‘Can I borrow this one then?’

The old librarian pulled the scroll from a pocket and unrolled several feet of it as he scanned the handwritten list. Eventually, he clicked his tongue and said, ‘Unfortunately, not. It’s been reserved.’

‘By whom?’ Morrigan asked.

‘Some doctor,’ said the librarian, gently prising the book from the girl’s hands. ‘The request came by crow this morning.’

‘You have crows? May I send one?’ Morrigan asked, jingling her coin purse.

The librarian added Galam Wilder’s book to his wicker rack and pointed an open hand along the walkway, urging Morrigan to begin the journey back down. He said, ‘I’ll take you to our Crowmaster and then show you back to the exit. The librarie will soon close for the evening.’

The girl with the knives looked around the chaotic structure of shelves piled atop each other, with twists and turns and ladders and shadows. ‘What if someone did get lost in here?’

‘I suppose they might never be found.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ she said, feeling the weight of the blade hidden in her sleeve.
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CHAPTER XIX: FAREWELL
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SLOWLY FLUTTERING HER DREARY EYES OPEN, Starr could make out the imposing white form of the bull-headed monster, all horns and muscles and fur. With a wide smile, the girl sat up and threw her arms around Grim, her hands barely reaching either side. 

‘Nice to see you,’ he rumbled.

‘You too,’ she whispered.

The last time she’d seen the minotaur was among the ruins of Underock, after he’d raced up the tallest tower of the castle to rescue her from the clutches of Baltus.

‘How do you feel?’ asked Grim.

She could have said she was sore and tired, or sorry for leading the girl with the knives to the Nightling camp, or frightened for what the girl had done, or worried about her parents and desperate to get home. But when her eyes scanned the campsite and landed on Dark, she simply said, ‘Better.’

The boy crossed the camp quickly toward her, then slowed on the final few steps into an awkward shuffle, his hands wrenching each other behind his back. Starr thought he looked different. His arms were more toned, his shoulders broader. His lips were fuller, wider. His eyes darker. And when he smiled, his teeth seemed sharper than they should.

As he sat beside her, she noticed the patch on his shoulder where there was once the scar given to him by Baltus with a red-hot fire poker. It was now a thin line of pure white skin with half a curly blue symbol. When Starr gently touched it, Dark flinched and she recoiled her hand with an apologetic smile.

‘Are you alright?’ he asked, glancing down at the dark stain on her dress.

She followed his gaze and noticed, despite the dress being ruined, Mwnt had neatly sewn up the rip. Her hand gently brushed the side of her stomach where there was a persistent tingle and when she felt the patch of herbs over the wound, she suddenly remembered the final moment at the tree stump. The girl with the knives.

‘Who was she?’ Starr blurted, wide-eyed.

‘We were hoping you might know,’ replied Grim.

Her golden locks bobbed as her head shook, and she said, ‘She was waiting in my home for me to come in.’ Then panic rolled across her face. ‘She hurt Pappa! I need to go home. I have to get back to him!’

‘We’ll get you home soon enough,’ Grim soothed, gently patting a massive hand on her petite knee. ‘Do you know what this girl wanted?’

Starr looked back to Dark. ‘She was asking about you. Said she needed to find you. She made me lead her to you, but when we got there, you were all gone.’

‘I’m sorry you’ve been dragged into this,’ said Dark. ‘Again.’

‘I warned her about you. About all of you,’ Starr insisted. ‘But she didn’t believe it. Or didn’t care.’

Those final words hung in Grim’s ears. This dangerous girl with the knives was clearly very intent on killing Dark, at any cost. The question now was why?

‘Did you get her?’ Starr asked, glancing hopefully from one to the other.

‘She got away,’ said the Green Man, emerging from the woods. Relieved to see Starr awake and in good spirits, he cooed, ‘Hello little one.’

The wooden man had a friendly arrangement with Starr in which he kept her father’s cornfield free of pests and weeds in exchange for the offerings of food she left for him in a bowl at the base of the scarecrow. Even though the tributes had become more frugal of late, it was an old village superstition that was no longer upheld by anyone except the girl, and he deeply appreciated her for keeping the tradition alive. And for the potatoes. He loved potatoes.

‘I found the spot where she’d been thrown,’ he explained. ‘But she was gone. The trees said she headed north and left the woods.’

As a forest folk, the Green Man was not only a protector of the trees and plants, and could command them to do his bidding like when he’d controlled the oak to fight off the girl with the knives, but he could also speak to them. If asked what they’re voices sounded like, he’d have described it as a rustling of leaves in an underground storm that spread through their interlocking roots. Although no one ever asked, and probably couldn’t have comprehended such a sound anyway.

‘North?’ Starr bolted up, clutching at the tingle in her side that threatened to become more than a tingle. ‘She’s going back to Undermoor!’

‘I’ll take you,’ said Dark, rising to his bare feet beside her. ‘But we’ll have to go alone.’

On your own? asked Rat from his shoulder.

‘Well, obviously you’re coming with me,’ Dark quickly replied, scratching the little critter’s chin.

Worried the girl with the knives would still be hunting for him, Grim refused to let Dark travel to Undermoor without protection, until Starr pointed out that a seven-foot-tall, ghostly minotaur would cause a furore and panic in her village that was already in turmoil and on high alert. And the only other Nightling capable of discreetly blending in was Morgana in human form. Except, she wasn’t there.

‘What about the horse?’ suggested Caprice.

‘I’m not a horse,’ said Balius, a hint of insult to his voice. ‘And I don’t want to go into a human village either.’

Dark wanted to say he’d be safe, but that was a promise he’d not been able to keep for Tylere and Amyrilla. ‘We won’t hang around,’ he said instead. ‘And with you, we can get there and back again much faster.’

It was settled, even though the kelpie grumbled long after the Nightlings stopped listening to his complaints. The two children would ride upon Balius’s back, with Rat happy in the boy’s hair, and Grim walking alongside while Rhea flew overhead to keep an eye out for the girl with the knives. The Green Man said he would join them for part of the way, then peel off to return to his secret home among the trees.

As the group travelled through the forest, Grim listened to Dark tell Starr of his adventures since he’d last seen her. Unable to find Baltus-wolf, his journey had taken him into the encampment of the armies of the ten barons at Bridge Tower. After living among them in the shape of Syr Iden – ending with the unfortunate discovery that rain spoils his doppelgänger ability – he’d been to Ripasea, north to the Downlake lands, past Crow’s Peak and across the sea to Whitmarsh. He told her how he’d deceived the guards to get into the swampy town, escaped into the Deep Wold with the boggart, met the will-o-wisp and ridden the kelpie all the way home.

To Grim, the discovery of other Nightlings meant there was a real possibility that more goblins and harpies and Bendith and trolls existed somewhere. Perhaps more minotaur too.

Dark recounted his first view of a violently churning ocean as far as the eye could see, riding a ferry through fog so thick it swallowed the world, drinking more ginger braggot than he cared to remember, mastering the dice game that seemed a popular way for humans to give their money to others, eluding Barerra’s search party which ended with a fiery bang, and his first time sleeping in an actual bed with a mattress and pillow.

‘What was that like?’ asked Grim. 

‘Best night of sleep I’ve ever had. Imagine lying down on the biggest, thickest clump of fresh moss, but it’s softer and warmer and you can shmoosh up under a blanket if you get too cold, and if you get too hot you just poke your toes out the end,’ said Dark. ‘Or hooves.’

When the tales of his travels ended long after the Green Man had gone his separate way, the two children rode in silence, sharing furtive glances and awkward chuckles until they arrived at the northern reaches of Myrr Wood where the village of Undermoor was a short ride through the cornfields. The minotaur and the harpy said they would wait inside the shadowy tree line for Dark’s return.

With dusk approaching, Dark hurried the kelpie down the hillside through a field of dead corn stalks toward Undermoor in the vale below. He was not surprised to see it had become fortified since his last visit. Previously, only the baron’s keep had been protected behind high walls on the northwestern end of the low valley, but now the keep’s stone walls were being extended to encompass the village’s municipal buildings, while trenches and wooden walls surrounded the homes of the villagers.

Undermoor was quaint and sleepy no more.

‘Wait,’ said Starr as they approached the familiar scarecrow at the edge of the field. ‘I just realised, you can’t be seen in the town either. The villagers haven’t forgotten about you.’

The scrappy-haired boy would be quickly recognised in Undermoor. On his second-last visit to the village, Dark had used his powers to fight off an angry mob. And the last time, he’d been lured into a trap by a battalion of the king’s soldiers, ending in a calamitous and messy battle.

Whenever Dark visited, Undermoor ceased being a quiet country village.

She felt a pulsing ripple through his body behind her, moving up from his toes to the crown of his head, and she turned to see he was now a hawk-nosed man in a tasselled hat, but still wearing his dark glasses. Rat peeked out from under the hat.

Squeak.

Dark’s shapeshifting didn’t unnerve Starr. She had seen him assume her own form when he’d tricked Baltus in the tower. And she’d witnessed him flatten men with a heart-shattering scream, made plants do his bidding, become invisible in the blink of an eye, walk through trees as if they were doorways, make flowers grow with a simple touch, and whisper in her ear from across a field. For reasons she couldn’t explain, even though Dark’s magical powers should have terrified her, they were what made him so interesting, made him so likeable, made her drawn to him.

‘Who’s this?’ she asked.

‘A merchant name Nadim,’ he replied, his voice mature and gruff.

Riding out of the grey cornfield, Starr couldn’t wait to see her father. She knew he would be alright. He was strong, perhaps as strong as Grim in the loving eyes of a daughter, and her mother would have tended to him. They’d be waiting together on the doorstep of her house, a few hundred yards on the right.

But when her home came into view, she gasped. Instead, there was a smouldering pile of burned timber, the stone chimney like a crooked tombstone standing over the ruins.

‘Pappa!’ she yelled as she slid from the back of Balius and ran. ‘Mamma!’

Dark dismounted and chased after the girl, reaching her as she tried to lift a blackened beam far thicker than her arms, the charcoal coating her tiny hands. She was crying, calling for her parents, and he helped her move some rubble, but the pit of his stomach knew it was pointless. She would only find greater despair underneath. He could have shapeshifted from the merchant into Grungendore or Grim, whose strength would rip beams and stones from the pile in no time, except the sudden sight of either monster would terrify the villagers, bring the Undermoor guards upon him, and then the day would not end well for anyone.

‘Did the girl with the knives do this?’ he asked, but Starr kept digging, whimpering with every stone, every burnt piece of wood she pulled out.

He took her shoulders and lifted her away, turned her to face him, and asked again.

‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘It wasn’t like this when she took me away. Pappa... mamma... they should be...’ but her voice trailed off into sobs.

Dark wondered if the girl with the knives had come back to exact revenge, send a message, erase witnesses. After all, she had kidnapped Starr, used her as bait, attacked him, killed the harmless boggart and will-o-wisp, and nearly killed Starr. So it seemed likely she’d returned to senselessly murder Starr’s loving parents and destroy the only home she had ever known.

A white-hot anger rose in Dark greater than any he had felt before. The monster within, the many monsters, seethed and roiled and threatened to burst forth. He could feel them clawing at the inside of his skin, hear their growls and howls churning in his throat. If he ever saw the girl with the knives again, he would drain the life from her mismatched eyes.

‘You’re still alive?’ called a woman’s voice.

Standing behind one of the barricades in the street was Mrs Philpott, the town gossip who lived three houses down. Starr used to fetch milk from the crotchety woman, potatoes from her neighbour McGuthrie, and soap from Mr Anders across the way.

‘We thought you were dead,’ the woman said, but there was little concern in her voice. Almost a tinge of disappointment.

This was the woman who’d been part of the angry mob on Dark’s second appearance in Undermoor. She’d accused him of witchcraft when he’d done things a boy should not be able to do. And she was one of the group of villagers who, in the weeks after, had ostracised Starr’s family for bringing into their village the bewitched boy and the king’s men who’d taken their children while looking for him.

‘Who did this?!’ Dark demanded, stepping in front of Starr to face the woman.

Mrs Philpott didn’t recognise the merchant in the tasselled hat, and even though his dark glasses and the raw anger in his voice frightened her, the spiked barricade that stood between them emboldened her enough to point a craggy finger at the ruin and sneer, ‘Darkness begets darkness.’ 

Starr noticed a small patch on the back of the merchant’s patterned robe start to sprout thick grey fur, roughly in the spot of Dark’s shoulder scar. Starr laid a gentle hand on his arm and pleaded with a whisper, ‘Don’t.’

He turned and his rage quelled in her teary, imploring eyes, as Mrs Philpott hurried away under a wooden scaffold of the fortifications and through a gap in the unfinished wall that cut across the road to encircle the entire village, except Starr’s house.

‘But she deserves it,’ he said, glaring back at wall they’d built to exclude Starr and her family from their protection. ‘They all do.’

‘I know. But not today.’

She turned him to face her and leaned into him, hugged him. When the initial surprise and uncertainty faded, he tightly wrapped the arms of the merchant around her in return. With her eyes closed, she felt the same embrace of her father, warm and strong, and sobbed heavily into his body.

‘I had to choose you,’ he eventually said.

She didn’t understand. ‘For what?’ she asked between sobs.

‘You were both dying,’ he explained. ‘But we could only save one of you.’

Starr’s face clouded and she pushed her hands against his chest as she took a step back. ‘What do you mean?’

Her crying had stopped and there was a steely glare in her eyes, causing Dark to fumble for the words. ‘When the girl wounded you, she also got Tylere. But there wasn’t enough redleaf to heal you both.’

‘Tylere?’

‘He was another friend of mine,’ Dark explained softly. ‘A new friend. A boggart.’

It was a strange feeling that swept over Starr. She knew she should be grateful to be alive but was instead consumed by a guilt that seemed to pile on top of the despair already racking her tiny heart. Someone else’s life had been exchanged for hers.

‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Why me and not him?’

Dark knew the answer, but it was not something he could say. The words, unfamiliar to him, choked his throat. Her eyes, bright and deep, were welling with more tears, and it took him longer than it should to find something to say, anything. The words that came out may have been true, but it wasn’t the real answer to her question: ‘Because he was the last of his kind.’

The words may have well been wasps flying from his mouth. She looked away from him to the burned ruins.

‘So am I,’ she said.

The strength drained from her arms and her hands fell from his chest to dangle limp by her sides. Dark took one, clung to it with more than his fingers in both hands. All he could think of was the constant pattern of harm wrought upon those closest to him as a consequence of his actions, his decisions, his very existence in the world since he’d escaped from the hole. If he could, he’d undo everything that had happened, every choice he’d ever made, go back to the only life he’d ever known before all this. Be alone forever if it meant Starr and Morgana and Grim and everyone else could live in peace.

‘What if we start over?’ he pleaded.

She forced a sad smile and said, ‘I quite like the beginning we already had.’

‘What now then?’ he asked, not wanting to know.

‘Our end.’

‘But–’

She cut him off the only way she knew how. Closing her eyes to not see him as the tassel-hatted merchant, Starr stood on her tippy-toes and her lips pressed against Dark’s. It was clumsy and awkward, but her young heart demanded it, insisting their last moment together be like this.

When she pulled away, she asked, ‘Do you remember what you whispered in my ear that day in the flowery glen?’

He nodded, his cheeks flushing.

‘Me too,’ she said, then turned and strode away before he could stop her, weaving through the barricades under the reddening sky.

Goodbye, said Rat, but she only heard a forlorn squeak.

After she’d passed through the gap in the town wall where the road used to pass, Dark climbed onto Balius’s back and rode toward the cornfield, the sorrow in his heart drowning in a sea of rage.

The girl with the knives would pay for this.

All of humanity would pay for this.

Every. Single. One.

*  *  *  *  *
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From the top of the wooden wall, a hooded figure watched Starr walk through the gap below – the girl’s sooty cheeks streaked with tears as she weaved through the scaffolding – then looked back to the tassel-hatted man by the ruins of the house that had been left outside the fortified village. Whoever he was, he had ridden in from the southeast with the girl on the back of a black horse.

With Undermoor being the last town on the road from Underock, no one lived beyond its eastern border. But what was in that direction, she knew all too well.

When the stranger turned his horse around and headed back toward where he came from, she nimbly climbed down the scaffold to the road and followed the rider as night swallowed the sky.

She had questions to which he probably had answers. 
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CHAPTER XX: MOVING PIECES
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BHEIDH TOOK THE TINY SCROLL from the Crowmaster’s fingers and waited until he’d left the room before unrolling the message. It was not good news.

Cinching his evening robe tighter around his waist, he climbed the spiral stairs up to the opulent parlour. Only three of The Five were there at this late hour. Merx sipped from a goblet by the fire while Wliek read a small book in a high-backed chair. Draped across a crimson divan was the sprawling, fleshy mass of Gewinn, a line of drool on her chin as she snored.

‘A message from the girl with the knives,’ said Bheidh, holding out the slip of paper.

Wliek glanced up and half-closed his book, keeping the tip of a bony finger between the pages to mark his place, but it was Merx who crossed the room to take the missive. His eyes darted across the words.

‘Her task is done?’ asked Wliek.

Merx shook his head. ‘She wishes to decline the contract at full refund, less expenses incurred.’

Wliek snapped the book closed and placed it on the small table at his side.

‘On what grounds?’ he asked.

‘She claims... previously undisclosed information has come to light that negatively impacts mission success,’ Merx read aloud word-for-word through gritted teeth.

‘Summon the others,’ Wliek instructed the secretary.

While Bheidh left the room, Merx went back to the fireside to wait and Wliek drummed his fingers on the cover of his book, a clear sign he was picturing the pieces on the gameboard in his mind and strategising what to move where.

Eventually, the secretary returned with Lænan and Wes, she in yet another flowing gown of fine silk, he in an unbuttoned night shirt that threatened to reveal his wrinkled chest.

‘What is this message?’ asked Wes.

Merx held it out disdainfully and Wes hurried over, snatched it, and pored over the words. ‘She’s out?’ he spat as he handed it to Lænan. ‘This is unacceptable.’

‘Investments are your domain,’ said Merx. ‘You know they sometimes don’t pay off.’

‘But this is a contract exchanging cash for services. That’s a free market matter,’ Wes shot back.

The dark-skinned man stroked his chin. ‘Fair enough. Tell her we refuse to rescind the contract, or we’ll enact the break clause.’

Scrunching the paper into a ball, Lænan tossed it in the fire. ‘Where is she anyway?’

‘The Crowmaster said this bird came from Lakháus Librarie,’ said Bheidh.

‘At least we know where she is,’ said Merx.

In a swish of satin, Lænan moved to the map of Igrador spread out on a table with various carved wooden markers placed across it. She ran an elegant finger over the parchment, past the ten markers bearing the carved insignia of the barons around Bridge Tower, to Lakháus on the shore of the lake where the island librarie stood.

‘Why would she be at the Librarie?’ wondered Lænan. ‘Surely the boy isn’t there.’

Wliek finally broke his silence. ‘No, but everything we know about him is.’

He tossed his book aside as he leapt from the chair and crossed the room to join Lænan at the map. The others gathered around, leaving Gewinn asleep.

‘That explains this previously undisclosed information she complains about,’ said Lænan. ‘She’s learned what we have.’

‘That could cost us,’ said Wes.

‘This whole venture has already cost us so dearly,’ grumbled Merx.

‘I am well aware,’ snapped Wliek. ‘Liquidity is my domain.’

Each of The Five had control of separate but interconnected aspect of their endeavours. It was what made their organisation work so well, but could cause tension on occasion when an issue crossed the borders between their areas of expertise.

‘Should we continue to invest?’ Merx asked Wes.

The man nodded. ‘We agreed the reward would be substantial.’

‘But do we still have enough funds?’ Lænan asked Wliek.

‘We have enough, but I recommend we increase our coffers immediately,’ he replied.

Lænan nodded. ‘Our debtors won’t be happy, but I can raise interest rates.’

‘How long before we see the revenue?’ Wes inquired.

While she calculated numbers in her head, the secretary chimed in. Bheidh rarely offered his thoughts to the Five, so when he did, they always listened. ‘I know you wanted the boy dead to prevent any further unexpected complications, but I feel this latest development forces your hand. It may be prudent to run multiple arrangements concurrently to resolve the girl’s reluctance, the boy’s interference, and your hindrance.’

Knowing the secretary was aware of every conversation between the Five, every intention, every machination, Wliek considered this casual observer’s opinions with the gravity they deserved. ‘What do you suggest?’ he asked.

Bheidh placed several wooden birds on the map, each in a different location, as he replied, ‘Send three crows.’
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CHAPTER XXI: CHANGES
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THE BLACK HORSE CLIMBED THE HILL through the dead cornstalks.

‘I think we’re being followed,’ said Balius.

Still in the shape of the merchant Nadim, Dark cast a subtle glance over his shoulder. Dusk filled the grey cornfield with gloom, but his sensitive night vision caught the movement of a shadow within the shadows.

Ahead, the immense wall of Myrr Wood loomed on the hillcrest, and just outside the edge of the forest stood a single oak that was very different from the rest. With its morass of branches coiled and bunched on the front in the shape of a screaming face, and two heavy limbs outstretched on either side, curled like fists. He recognised it as the tree he’d animated to fight off the king’s men the last time he was here, and knew it meant the tangled, deadly thicket of Strangleweed was also nearby.

If the girl with the knives was following him, he could animate the oak again, or command the deadly Strangleweed to attack her. But with Grim and Rhea waiting for him among the trees, he didn’t want to draw them into a fight.

‘Turn east,’ said Dark.

‘We’re not going into the forest?’ asked the kelpie.

‘If it’s the girl with the knives, I can’t put the others at risk.’

‘What about me?’ the kelpie worried.

‘She’s after me, not you,’ said Dark. ‘I’ll face her on my own. Just run when I tell you.’

Given that the girl had resisted his attacks on their previous encounter, he wasn’t sure how he could face her alone. Dark only knew he must draw the girl away to protect his friends.

Directing Balius around the hillside below the tree line, they headed toward the old road that cut through the top corner of Myrr Wood. Once upon a time, it had provided access to the outpost that was now the broken ruin the Nightlings called home. As disused as the tower, the track had become overgrown and reclaimed by the forest so it was barely discernible in the daylight, and by the time they reached it under the evening sky, the trail had become nothing more than a dark narrow gap lost in the blackness of the woods.

Behind them, one shadow drew closer.

Dark contemplated his attack. If he quickly got close, the girl might not be able to throw her knives. Then perhaps he could assume the form of one of the rock trolls whose stone-hard skin would provide better protection against blades in close quarters, and he’d have the strength to shatter bone.

However, if she were as unaffected by his troll-form as she had been when he took the shape of the minotaur, perhaps he should remain his natural self, moving fast and ferociously with his own hands and teeth.

But claws and fangs would be better, he thought.

The shadow slunk nearer behind.

As they rounded a bend, Dark whispered to Balius, ‘Run.’

The horse bolted forward along the overgrown path, and the tassel-hatted merchant leaped from its back. In mid-air, he twisted and morphed, his body stretching out, filling, sprouting shaggy dark fur. His face distended, his nose becoming a snout, opening to reveal a slavering maw with savage rows of teeth. When he landed on his pursuer, they both tumbled along the ground in a ball of hair and claws and fangs until they came to a rest, one wolf standing over the other. They were identical in every respect, even to the one cropped ear.

‘Dark?’ said the wolf lying on the ground.

In an instant, the standing wolf reshaped into the boy, and he wrapped his arms around the lykkan’s neck, hugging deeply into her shaggy fur.

‘Morgana!’ he squealed.

Squeak! said Rat from his hair.

The wolf returned his embrace, enveloping him in her great paws. ‘Where have you been?’ she asked. ‘I looked everywhere for you.’

‘I’ve been everywhere,’ he replied.

As they hugged, Morgana shapeshifted to feel the boy in her human arms.

‘Why didn’t you call out?’ he asked. ‘You’re lucky I didn’t hurt you.’

She laughed, not because his notion was implausible, but because she was indeed lucky. ‘I didn’t know it was you.’

While the lykkan could pick up the scent of any prey, the boy had been invisible to her nose. He hadn’t even been leaving footprints or any signs of passing.

‘So why were you following us?’ Dark asked.

‘When I couldn’t find you, or any trace of you, I figured you might turn up at Undermoor to visit your little friend. I’ve been waiting there for days. So when I saw Starr arrive with a stranger, I needed to find out who it was.’ When at last they separated, she asked, ‘When did you learn to ride a horse?’

‘That’s not a horse,’ said Dark, scanning the shadows for any sign of the flighty Balius.

‘Sure looked like a horse,’ said Morgana.

‘Come, we need to find him.’ As Dark hurried along the old road, Morgana resumed her natural wolf form close behind.

‘If you’ve been at Undermoor for a while, did you see who burned down Starr’s house?’ the boy asked.

The wolf shook her head. ‘It happened in the night. Could have been her neighbours. Didn’t look like Starr’s family was welcome in the village anymore.’ But Morgana wasn’t so sure. When she’d found the ruin in the morning, there were lots of different scents, mostly villagers whose pungent odour she recognised but also a few she didn’t, and one that smelled altogether wrong.

After a few turns along the disappearing path, Dark spotted Balius hiding behind a tree. He called for the horse, urging, and reassuring him that the wolf was a dear friend, and when he finally emerged, sheepishly, the boy introduced the two animals.

‘He’s a kelpie,’ added Dark. ‘Not a horse.’

‘A kelpie?’ Morgana noted. ‘So, what’s your natural form then?’

With no understanding of any Old World creature other than those among the Nightlings, Dark shot her a quizzical look.

‘Kelpies are shapeshifters too,’ she said. ‘You didn’t know?’

Dark looked back at Balius. ‘Is that true?’

The horse nodded, and as it did, it shrunk and morphed, changing from four legs to two, until a man was standing before the boy and the wolf, wringing his hands and fidgeting bare feet with toes so short they almost didn’t exist. He had long black locks, oily and mane-like, and wore a simple tunic of horse hair. With sad round eyes and flared nostrils, Dark could still see the nervous horse in him.

‘This is your natural form?’ Dark asked, incredulous. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘You needed me to be a horse,’ Balius apologised.

While a lykkan’s natural form is wolf with the ability to assume a human form, a kelpie is the opposite. Their natural form is human with the ability to turn into a horse.

‘What else haven’t you told me?’

Balius shrugged.

Dark rattled off what he’d learned of the kelpie. ‘You can make people stick to you, walk across a swamp without sinking, drag people under to drown them –’ He gave a stern look on this point ‘– And take the form of a horse. Is that everything?’

Balius half-heartedly shook his head as it became another shrug. ‘Make people... like me.’

Dark wasn’t sure what that meant. He did like Balius, and as much as one could like a horse for being a horse.

‘Kelpies enchant people,’ explained Morgana. ‘They make you feel overwhelmingly friendly and trusting.’

Dark recalled the sensation he’d had when he first saw Balius standing in the Deep Wold, as though the horse was meant for him, was his saviour. He’d been uncontrollably drawn to the animal without realising how or why, wanting to reach out and touch it, pat its silken fur... and become trapped to be dragged under the water.

‘Are we friends?’ he asked.

Balius thought for a moment. ‘I’d like to be.’

‘Then you need to remember, friends, especially Nightlings, don’t use their powers on each other,’ said Dark with a smile.

The kelpie nodded and gave an embarrassed and apologetic grin.

‘Now, we have to get back to Grim and Rhea,’ said Dark. ‘Before they do something stupid.’

The wolf chuckled. She had known the minotaur a long time, and since bringing the boy into their lives, doing stupid things had become somewhat of a signature for him.

They headed westward through the trees, away from the old road, until they reached the edge of the forest that overlooked the vale of Undermoor. The boy had been gone so long that the enormous minotaur was pacing back and forth impatiently while Rhea, perched on a branch above, was trying to convince him to not run down to the human village.

Dark startled them when he called out, and Grim couldn’t decide if he was relieved or angry at the boy for worrying them, but when the minotaur saw the huge wolf also approaching, he settled on relief. The old friends greeted each other without words – she offered a convivial snarl while he tousled the fur between her one and a half ears.

‘And who’s this?’ Grim asked when he noticed the apprehensive man hovering behind.

‘That’s Balius,’ said Dark.

‘But he’s not a horse,’ said the minotaur.

‘I told you,’ mumbled Balius.

‘I’ll explain on the way,’ Morgana whispered.

With Rhea flying ahead, the group made their way back across Myrr Wood toward the broken tower where the rest of their Nightling family waited, and Grim finally felt as if his world was returning to normal, with the wolf at his side and Dark playfully running ahead, balancing along logs, leaping over shallow ravines, and pointing out things to the human Balius, things the kelpie had never seen in a foggy, dead swamp.

‘The boy has changed,’ said Morgana, when the others were out of earshot.

‘He’s done a lot since he’s been gone. Seen a lot,’ agreed the minotaur.

‘No, I mean, he’s different,’ explained the wolf. ‘Did you see the weird patch of hair on his shoulder where that scar used to be.’

‘I hadn’t noticed,’ said Grim, squinting in the dark at the boy’s back but unable to see anything from a distance. ‘Aren’t humans supposed to get hairier as they grow?’

‘Not like this. It’s fluffy grey fur,’ she said. ‘And his skin has a kind of sheen to it. An almost imperceptible moonlight.’

‘We’ve always knows he’s not like anyone else. Perhaps that just how he’s growing,’ Grim dismissed.

‘Perhaps,’ said the wolf. 

Although she wasn’t entirely convinced. There was something else, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it and if her friend didn’t see anything, she didn’t want to alarm him unnecessarily. Maybe this was just her wolf-mother instinct overreacting because Dark had been away from her for so long. The cub had left the den and explored the world alone for the first time.

Perhaps his ears weren’t pointier.

Perhaps his teeth weren’t sharper.

Perhaps.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER XXII: THREE CROWS
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THE FIRST CROW WHEELED THROUGH THE PLUMES of green smoke and spiralled down to the wonky building that clung to the cliff face at the far end of the narrow gorge. With a final rapid flutter of wings, it landed on the railing of a balcony that looked out over the noisy factories sprawling back down the chasm. Against the clanging, grinding, and pumping, the bird let out a series of caws.

Doors opened and out stepped a woman with flaming hair and a leather jerkin. Taking the crow upon her arm, she carried it back inside where her husband crawled on the floor over massive sheets of parchment, a quill held between his teeth.

‘You have a crow, my love’ said Myfanwy.

He hushed her with an urgent hand as he fervently clacked iron beads across a wooden counting rack, then scrawled on the paper, crossing out a line of figures and writing new numbers in their place. When he sat up, he flashed her a wide grin.

‘I’ve redone my calculations,’ he beamed. ‘The test results are even better than we thought.’

‘Really?’ his wife chirped, always delighted by his gleeful passion.

Lh’Peygh stood and admired the drawings spread across the floor around him. ‘Our guest’s designs have surpassed all expectations.’

Daring not walk over his precious work, Myfanwy circled around to a point that was nearest him and outstretched her arm to offer him the crow. The alchemist untied the tiny scroll from its leg and opened it while she patiently stroked the bird’s head.

‘We need to prepare,’ he eventually said.

‘For what?’ she asked nervously.

Their employer had asked a lot of her husband lately. He was a genius, but even this project had pushed the boundaries of possibility. She had lost count of the late nights, the frustration of the failures, the devastation they usually wrought, the unfortunate losses among the factory workers, the rebuilds, and the bouts of maniacal fervour as the innovations got closer to this point. Finally, with his efforts bringing such joyful success, she worried what their employer wanted now.

‘They’re coming to collect it,’ he said. ‘All of it.’

‘They?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’ He stepped across the plans and touched her cheek as gently as she stroked the crow. ‘We have visitors coming.’

*  *  *  *  *
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The second crow landed in the mud as rain pelted down, its wet feathers puffed out against the chill. When its cawing had gone unnoticed for some time, its wings released a spray of water as it flew awkwardly to a window. Warm light from within reflected in the bird’s beady eyes, and it’s beak gave the glass several hard raps until a shadow approached.

The window opened and a bald woman grabbed the crow firmly in both hands, lifting it inside. The tightly-rolled scroll on its leg had survived the weather, the ink only lightly bleeding across the tiny parchment so the three words were still legible. The woman knew immediately who the missive was for.

She wrapped a cloak around her shoulders and headed out into the rain, splashing through puddles until she arrived at the tavern on the outskirts of town. The sign above the door named it The Burned Toque.

Inside the smoke-filled room, she pushed through the crowd of towering men and women, rowdy and drunk, every one of them as bald as the next, until she found the only brute with a beard, pure white and plaited in two braids. He was behind the bar filling his cup from a barrel that had been split open with an axe. Around his neck, a curious pendant hung from a silver chain: a curved triangle of leather covered in grey fur.

She thrust the slip of paper over the bar at him. As he drank from the goblet, ale trickling down the plaints of his beard, his eyes peered over the rim to read the words.

With their funds running low, and his men overcome with boredom, he was pleased with the instructions. The only thing they loved more than their revelry, was their work when it paid well enough. And it always did.

He looked around the room and raised his cup with a roar.

‘WHITES, IT’S TIME TO MAKE SOME MONEY!’

*  *  *  *  *
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When the third crow flew through the window of the librarie, it had been expecting the Crowmaster. The bird had travelled this route many times in its life and always been handled by a kindly, wizened man with a curtain of hair around the back of his head. Not a young woman with caramel skin and mismatched eyes.

Morrigan had been hiding out in the Crowmaster’s quarters ever since he had sent her message. After a while, the incessant cawing of the hungry birds began to irritate her, and threatened to draw attention from the librarians, but she found the metal tin filled with grain and seed to keep them quiet. Fortunately, no one had come to request any dispatches, but five crows had arrived with messages from across the realm. Four were urgent requests from the barons of Whitmarsh, Rohil, Ripasea and Undermoor seeking to purchase copies of the Bestiarum Noctis. The fifth message made little sense to Morrigan, but she recognised the sender’s name as the person mentioned by the old librarian: the Bookkeeper. His message was to inform the librarie of the success of the designs by the ‘one in the box’ who’d been sent to some place called the Green Gorge.

During the days, she passed the time reading the book by Galam Wilder, and studied the Bestiarum until she knew it by rote, memorising every page, every detail. In the evenings, she ventured out into the librarie to find food, and ensure the body of the old librarian had not been found tucked inside an alcove behind a pile of books. He’d insisted on waiting for her outside the Crowmaster’s quarters to escort her from the premises before the librarie closed, but Morrigan wanted to wait for a reply and couldn’t allow another cog in the great machinery of it all to get in her way. It was only a matter of time before someone wondered where he was. Or he began to exude the smell of rotting death.

On one such outing, she found herself on a balcony overlooking a hall where dozens of scribes in red robes sat at long tables, fervently copying a collection of pages. When they’d finally finished their work for the night, she snuck down to get a closer look at the parchments. Almost identical to pages in the Bestiarum Noctis, each sheet focused on the details of a single Old World species. At the bottom of every page was the basic information of the creature, where they were commonly found, what powers they possessed, and notes on how to defeat them.

She had seen similar handbills in her profession.

But they normally featured an illustration of a wanted criminal, offering a reward for capture. Or death.

Within the privacy of the Crowmaster’s chamber, she opened the latest crow’s message and read the words with a sigh. Unfortunately, her employer had not taken kindly to her request to cancel the contract.

Through through the window, across the still lake, the glistening white town of Lakháus spread along the shoreline with the tall, thin spire of the baron’s keep at its centre, but it was a building on the water’s edge that drew Morrigan’s attention – a squat round tower with a waterwheel half submerged in a channel that had been cut to drain water from the top lake down to the lower second. 

She had once spent twenty-three days in a flour mill, not dissimilar to this one, after the miller’s entire family had died in a fire in the adjoining house. It was the last job she and her fellow Pickers had been forced to undertake. The job where she discovered the fire had been intentionally lit by her Pickmaster the previous day. The job in which she had found a knife.

For three weeks after that fateful decision, she and her Picking crew had hidden in the mill, watching the cogs perpetually turn the great stone wheel even though there was no more grain to crush. They hadn’t known what else to do, and even contemplated living there forever in their own little orphan community. Until the food ran out.

Morrigan would never forget the clackety-clack of those cogs, the incessant grinding sound of that big granite wheel turning on its flat bedstone, the rim stained red with the residue of all it had crushed.

The mill on the edge of Lakháus lake, however, was still. The sluice in the water channel was closed, preventing the wheel from turning, which meant the mill inside was silent. She imagined the cogs of the mechanism with their interlocking teeth desperate to bite each other, the wheel patiently waiting to crush again, all unable to do the one thing they were made to do because one part of the system had shut it all down.

The girl with the knives realised she had no choice.

In the morning, she would pack whatever supplies she could find in the Crowmaster’s quarters, gather her blades, and sneak downstairs to wait for the ferry.

Having found the boy once, she needed to find him again.
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CHAPTER XXIII: NO MORE TALK
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THE BODY OF HOLT FARADAY lay in the traditional period the Rohillia called bireven, allowing time for his family and subjects to mourn his death and make funeral preparations. As was their custom, the entire town would wear garlands of oak leaves while his corpse was burned on a towering pyre in a few days, and minstrels would exaggerate his exploits in song.

In the meantime, his fourteen-year-old daughter, Beil, would take up the mantel of Baroness of Rohil. And avenge her father.

He’d been poisoned, that much she knew. His last sip was from a red goblet shaped like a twelve-tentacled octopus, the sigil of Wéarf. While Baron Holo Kai admitted the goblet was his, he protested his innocence, suggesting someone had intended the poison for him but it was mistakenly picked up by Faraday sitting to his right.

Kai’s apothecary believed such a poison could have been derived from winter ragwort, a flower common in the northern plains near Buxton, whose people had a longstanding animosity against the Wéarfish. The claim may have been self-serving bias, but it was also true.

Infuriated by the insinuation, the baron of Buxton, Perdy Gobind, quickly placed suspicion back on Kai’s apothecary for being so certain of the poison’s identity. He demanded his own herbal masters be allowed to test the residue in the goblet, but the Rohillia refused to hand over the only evidence they had. Even though it had been sent to Rohil’s own apothecaries for testing, the others would likely dispute the results, and whichever baron became the primary suspect would deny everything.

Only the unknown culprit would ever know the truth.

If the poison was meant for Faraday, it was probably because, as the leader of the axe-wielding woodcutters of Rohil, he had been the strongest of them all and a likely victor if the Ascension was to be decided by combat. Until his teenage daughter Biel became a formidable warrior like her father, she was no match for the battle-hardened Overton of Ripasea, or the Peak Crow Lankston who was a renowned swordsman.

As the next likely contenders, both men now feared they could be next.

However, if Kai had been the intended target, the perpetrator could have been Lankston who had a longstanding feud with the Wéarfish. But it also might have been any one of the inlanders, which put all the seasiders at risk.

Almost every baron had cause to worry.

With tensions and fear already at boiling point, and accusatory fingers thrusting in all directions, the barons ordered their armies to decamp. Each believed the time for diplomacy was over, and no longer felt safe in the confines of Bridge Tower with an anonymous assassin on the loose.

Despite the period of Ascension drawing to a close without a ruler chosen, tents were dismantled within a single day. The most necessary supplies were crated, the scant remaining wagons prepared, weapons bundled, knights mounted, and foot soldiers formed into columns.

So began the long marches home for the ten armies.
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CHAPTER XXIV: CAWING
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‘HAVE YOU SEEN AFSNIT?’ became the question of the day throughout the aisles of bookcases. No one had seen the old librarian for quite some time, and they worried that the tiring climb of ladders through the labyrinth of shelves had finally been too much for his age to bear.

Search parties weren’t sent looking though. As always the librarie’s priority was the cataloguing, storing, scribing, and fetching of books, so it was decided the librarians would simply keep an eye out for him while navigating the bookcases in the execution of their important and ceaseless duties.

And if Afsnit had indeed passed this life, they figured he at least died doing what he loved, surrounded by books.

But when they noticed there had been no messages –no inquiries, no reservations, and no requests to purchase a newly completed copy of the Bestiarum – they knew something was amiss. One of the novice librarians, a girl called Boghylde, was sent to the Crowmaster’s quarters and could hear the ominous cawing of the crows as she approached along the corridor.

As soon as she opened the door, a whirlwind of black wings flapped about the room and the novice covered her ears against the piercing cacophony within.

‘Korbin?’ she called, but her voice was drowned out by the cawing.

Boghylde noticed some of the loose birds still had scrolls tied to their legs, incoming messages the Crowmaster had not retrieved. On a table, there was a handful of the little slips of paper that had arrived but not been dispatched to the librarians.

Ducking beneath the wings that flapped across the air above, she dodged the claws and beaks to search the room. She noticed the Crowmaster’s keys dangling from the lock of a small wardrobe on the far side of the chamber, and hunched over to cross the room with her hands shielding her face. When Boghylde turned the key and opened the wardrobe door, hollow, lifeless eyes stared back at her.

Korbin’s open mouth looked as if he were singing. Or cawing.

Before the novice could scream, it struck her how deathly silent the room had suddenly become and she slowly turned around. On the backs of chairs, the window sill, the rafters above, and even the doorknob, the crows were all perched about the room, beady black eyes twitching from her to the cupboard.

To the body of their Crowmaster.

And his carrion birds had not eaten for days.

The room exploded in a chaos of black feathers and beaks, flapping and pecking. Boghylde ran for the exit, swatting at the hurricane of birds, her hands and face torn and bleeding by the time she slammed the door closed behind her.

With the ravenous crows locked in to feed, she staggered back toward the main hall, tumbling down spiral stairs, bouncing down ladders, and finally falling in a heap on the tiles at the bottom. When she hit the ground, her robe gave a puff of little black feathers. Others clung to the sweat and blood on her skin.

Blue and red robes gathered around as she wept and blurted nonsensical half-sentences, but they managed to catch a message of just three words.

Korbin. Dead. Crows.

It was not unusual for an ageing staff member to pass away in the librarie, but the possibility of two in one day was unheard of. And when Boghylde finally recovered enough to explain she’d found the man’s body locked in a cupboard with his keys on the outside, a wave of worry swept across the room.

With a scribe dutifully documenting the events in a notebook, the librarians tended to the novice’s wounds while they discussed what they should do next. Of primary concern was keeping the librarie operational, which meant ensuring the incoming messages could be collected and processed, and return messages sent. None of them volunteered to brave Korbin’s quarters, so they would first have to send for a new Crowmaster from Lakháus to control and contain the riot of birds.

Once order was restored, they could then investigate what had happened to Korbin and try to find the missing Afsnit. 

As they debated the best approach and assigned tasks to each other, there was a gentle cough behind them. A single visitor stood in the open doors of the librarie, white-haired and pale-skinned. On her delicate nose, sat a curious pair of spectacles with small gears on the sides and multiple sets of lenses that appeared to flip in as needed. A black leather tunic covered from her black boots to her neck, buttoned up the front to a hint of a ruffled collar. She wore black elbow-length gloves, and leaned uncomfortably on a silver cane.

When she crossed the room toward the group, it was with a severe limp that drew their attention to the complicated metal braces encasing her twisted legs, her left foot dragging behind the right and the cane jabbing the tiles with every awkward step – sshhhm stoop, sshhm stoop, sshhm stoop.

‘I’ve come to collect the books I reserved,’ she said through a smile of shattered teeth, then noticed the bleeding and distraught novice on the floor.

‘Oh my. Can I help? I am a doctor.’
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CHAPTER XXV: THE RETURN
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MORRIGAN COLLECTED HER KNIVES. The first was still embedded in the tree stump where it had narrowly missed the girl called Starr, another higher where she’d tied the girl’s rope. Two more were among the leaf litter on the floor of the clearing. The points of those blades were congealed with blobs of a honey-coloured resin. The lifeblood of the Green Man, she guessed.

Moving around the tree stump, she spotted an unusual oak that was bent and twisted, as if it had swung its branches around. Her hand went to her pained ribs, now black, and she recalled the illustration of the walking tree on page nineteen of the Bestiarum Noctis.

It was easy to see where she had scuffled with the boy, and the spot where the nome had fallen. At the base of the stump was a pool of blood she assumed had spilled from the girl, Starr.

And a line of drips.

Tucking her collected blades back within her cloak, Morrigan followed this trail into the forest. Even though she was not a tracker, the signs of passing weren’t hard to find. A broken twig here. Some crushed bracken ferns there. The occasional droplet of sap. And it was all in a completely straight line, so that when the path seemed lost, she only had to keep moving in the same direction until she found the next clue.

It struck her odd that there were no deviations. In her experience, it was impossible to walk a straight line through a forest without finding a tree in your path at some point. It was as if the woods had moved aside to let them pass. 

Like this, the boy would be very easy to find again.

After only a few hours, she could hear chatter ahead. The conversation was indecipherable, peppered with grunts and snarls, and then a new voice, deep and rumbling like boulders tumbling down a hillside.

She crept forward until she could see a large shape looming amongst the trees. An ancient tower with broken brickwork held in place by vines had been swallowed by the forest. Shadows and campfire light flickered within.

Morrigan slowly circled around the ruin until she could see past the end of a low, crumbling wall. Within the old tower was a most unusual group from the pages of the Bestiarum Noctis, and they lived up to the description in the book’s introduction: a ‘cretinous cavalcade of creatures’. There were squat folk with more wrinkles than hair as pictured on page eight. Several green-skinned figures in patchwork armour from pages sixteen and seventeen. The horned man from page fifty-two, standing on the legs of a goat. A creature covered with a thick coat of grey fur, similar to the illustration on page thirty-nine. A towering bull-horned man from page twenty-four, but ghostly pale and adorned in blue tattoos.

The Nightlings.

And the boy – the Wild Child from page forty – relaxing against a pile of moss-covered boulders.

Even at this distance, the girl with the knives could easily hit him between the eyes.

Except she knew her blades would miss again. Even if his fantastic defence only worked when he was engaged in battle, and her blades actually struck him while he rested, oblivious to a threat in the darkness, she would then have to contend with the monsters. And while they were not impervious to her blades – at least as far as she knew – there were quite a few of them with their own frightful powers she dared not face.

As she crept closer, her heart pounding, there was a subtle shift in the air and, for just a second, she caught a faint whiff of fur and blood before a heavy force suddenly landed upon her back, knocking her flat beneath its weight. Morrigan tried to squirm free, but was flipped over and held down with great pressure on her chest, squeezing the air from her lungs. Rows of teeth opened above her face.

‘What are you doing here?’ snarled the wolf, its red eyes glaring.

On hearing the noise, the camp erupted. The minotaur grabbed his battle-axe in a stance ready for attack, and the goblins snatched up their rusty swords. As the boy leapt to his feet, the pile of boulders he had been leaning against rumbled upright into a towering rock troll. Dark raced over to see who Morgana had pinned beneath her mighty paws and instantly recognised the girl with mismatched eyes.

‘That’s her!’ he blurted. ‘She’s the one who attacked us.’

The wolf increased its pressure so Morrigan could barely breath as her already broken ribs screamed in agony, and she expected them to soon shatter inside her. Rather than try to wrestle the wolf off, she held her arms wide and flat in surrender, and opened her mouth to speak, but all she could utter was a plaintive peep.

‘I think she’s trying to say something,’ said the wolf.

‘Let her speak,’ said the minotaur, now standing over them with his axe.

‘No,’ Dark demanded, tears swelling in his furious eyes. ‘Kill her.’

Rat climbed from the boy’s hair to sit on his head, squeaking, Do it!

The girl was turning blue. Her eyes closed as her mouth made a faint hiss.

‘What’s she saying?’ asked Grim.

‘I don’t care,’ Dark snarled, leaning under the wolf to take the girl’s throat in his bare hands. 

He squeezed with all his might and Morrigan’s gold and silver eyes snapped open, staring up into the black wells of his as she gulped in one mouthful of air, enough to rasp the words, ‘I’m one of you.’

Dark let go, and the wolf stepped off the girl’s chest but stayed standing over her, razor sharp teeth ready should the girl make a sudden move.

After a moment, Morrigan took in a deep, painful breath, and her face flushed with colour again.

‘We’re the same,’ she wheezed.

The boy staggered back a step, looking down at her in confusion. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You and I,’ she said. ‘We’re both Prodigy.’

‘I don’t know what that is,’ said Dark. He looked to Morgana and Grim. ‘What’s she talking about?’

The wolf had heard the word before. When she had been a captive at Underock, right before the Nightlings blew up the gatehouse, the traitorous doppelgänger had told the king that Dark is what they call a Prodigy. He’d also said there were more like him.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Grim. ‘She attacked you.’

‘Killed your new friends,’ added Caprice.

‘She nearly killed Starr,’ rumbled one of the trolls.

‘That’s right,’ said a goblin. ‘And she’s a human.’

To the Nightlings, just being human was crime enough. Teeth were bared, claws raised.

‘Kill her,’ said another goblin.

‘Eat her,’ demanded a third.

They were whipping themselves into a frenzy, heaving and panting with bloodlust.

‘Kill her!’

Squeak!

‘You’re going to need to explain,’ Morgana said to the girl. ‘And make it quick.’

Morrigan slowly eased herself into a sitting position, wincing at her ribs. With the Nightlings surrounding her, she looked up into the furious pink eyes of the minotaur, then the troll, and the wolf, and came to rest on the boy. 

‘Haven’t you ever wondered why you can do the things you can do?’

As she reached for the satchel slung over her shoulder, there was a collective growl of warning. Raising an open hand to signal her submission, the other carefully, slowly, pulled two books from the leather bag: the Bestiarum Noctis and A Comprehensyve Elucidation on the Prodigie.

‘These will change everything,’ she said.

‘Books?’ spat the goblin Kench. ‘What can they do?’

‘Illuminate,’ said Morrigan. ‘And this one says there are humans, very rare children, perhaps one in a hundred thousand, who are born with a special... ability... of some sort.’

Grim and Morgana shared a worried look. Even though they well aware Dark was like no other human child, they had never addressed it with him. Never questioned it. Hoped it meant he wasn’t human at all. But to hear it announced, documented in some book, studied by humankind meant their enemies probably also knew Dark was powerful. And dangerous.

The rest of the monsters were not concerned by a couple of books they could not read. They still wanted to eat the newcomer. Maybe the books too.

‘What kind of ability?’ the wolf asked.

‘It could be anything. It’s different for each of them. Each of us,’ said Morrigan.

‘Us?’ muttered Dark.

The girl nodded. ‘I think I’m one too.’

She flicked rapidly through the book until she found a page, and jabbed her finger where the text listed reports of supposed Prodigy on a timeline back through the centuries: a girl who could pass through walls; a boy breathing underwater; a young man able to play any musical instrument including those he’d never seen before; brother and sister twins, one able to kill with a touch while the other could restore life; and a crone capable of seeing the past, present and future all at once.

‘According to the man who wrote this, there’s some sort of ancient bloodline, all the way back to faeries. It says there’s a... kind of magic in our veins... that makes us special. Gives us an extraordinary ability.’

‘What’s yours?’ asked Dark.

‘I never miss,’ she replied.

His eyes narrowed, his lips sneered. She had killed Tylere and Amyrilla, and struck the Green Man several times, but she had missed Starr with her first blade, and Dark with every other.

‘Sometimes you do,’ he said.

Morrigan looked in the boy’s lightless eyes. ‘That is a new development.’

‘What do you mean you never miss?’ asked Grim.

Careful not to alarm the monsters, Morrigan handed the books to Dark and slowly rose to her feet, but when she reached inside her cloak, the wolf snarled, the troll hefted his massive stone club, and the minotaur snatched her neck in a meaty hand, lifting her off the ground. His pink eyes flared. His bullish snout snorted hot air in her face.

‘Your fate is decided by your next move,’ Grim growled. ‘Choose wisely.’

‘Et me ho oo,’ Morrigan croaked. The hand on her throat loosened enough for her to repeat, ‘Let me show you.’

The group followed her rolling eyes to their campfire where the Bendith had left a copper pot, and with a blur of her hand, Morrigan hurled a knife from within her cloak. It upended the pot with a clang, spilling the stew across the ground.

‘My dinner!’ whined Mwnt.

Grim released the girl and she dropped back onto her feet, but she could tell the group did not appear impressed.

‘See that knothole, shaped like a heart,’ Morrigan said, pointing to a small whirl in the bark of a tree behind the Nightlings.

This time she closed her eyes and turned her back to the target. There was a silver streak, a thud, and a blade pierced exactly where she’d said.

The goblins gave a collective ‘ooh,’ but feeling this was not enough of a response, Morrigan said, ‘Someone hold up something. The smaller the better.’

The monsters glanced at one another to see who would volunteer before Grim said to Grungendore, ‘You do it.’

‘Why me?’ rumbled the troll.

‘Because you have skin like stone. I doubt her little knives could do much damage,’ the minotaur explained.

‘It’ll still hurt,’ Grungendore muttered as he scooped a leaf from the ground and held it above his head between two fingers so massive it was barely a green fleck in the air.

‘That’s good,’ said Morrigan. ‘Now go behind that wall and feel free to move it about.’

Grungendore lumbered into the ruins as he waved his hand high, fluttering the leaf like a tiny emerald flag. When he was out of sight behind the stone wall, the girl threw a third blade. Grim flinched when it bounced off his axe with a clang, rebounded from a log, and disappeared behind the wall.

Emerging with a dumb smile, the troll showed the leaf had been perfectly cleaved down the middle. ‘That was awesome!’

‘See,’ said Morrigan. ‘I never miss.’

‘But you did,’ countered Dark.

‘And I now know why,’ she said, taking back the Prodigie book to thumb through the dog-eared pages until she found the one she was looking for. ‘Apparently Prodigy talents don’t work against other Prodigy. My unmissable aim didn’t work on you, and if whatever you do doesn’t work on me, that’ll prove we’re the same.’

Dark recalled their fight at the tree stump. The girl hadn’t even flinched at his harpy screech, and she had easily fought him off when he’d shapeshifted into the powerful form of Grim.

‘What makes you special?’ the girl prompted. ‘What is it you can do that no one else can?’

Before Morgana could stop him from revealing too much to this stranger who’d tried to kill him on their last encounter, Dark said, ‘I do what others do. I see it and can just copy it.’

‘Show me,’ Morrigan goaded. ‘Prove it.’ 

The boy seemed unsure, but Grim took the Bestiarum from his hands and nodded. ‘Go on. Show her.’

Dark thought about the many things he could do to prove himself – raise a dryad’s mist, command a tree, disappear with nomish camouflage, a wendigo whisper, make the ferns sprout new shoots – but the girl deserved something more... personal.

‘Everyone look away,’ said Dark. Then to the gaggle of goblins he added, ‘Except you lot. You’ll enjoy this.’

Once the rest of the Nightlings had averted their eyes, Dark began to smile, wider and wider, his lips turning purple and bloated, stretching to reveal a grotesque mouth filled with a mess of pointed teeth. At the sight of the boy’s perfect mimicry of their goblin grin, Groat, Guttle, Snoutfair, and Kench hopped on their toes in excitement while Freck clapped joyfully.

But when the girl shrugged and dismissively said, ‘Have you done it yet? What’s supposed to happen?’ the goblins fell silent, crestfallen.

‘That’s not right,’ spat Guttle. ‘She should be terrified.’

‘By what?’ asked Morrigan.

‘Didn’t you see his grin?’ demanded Kench.

‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Very... cute.’

Morrigan had indeed seen the boy smile, and while it was a rather strange and contrived expression, it was not what the goblins had seen. It was merely the forced smile of an otherwise ordinary mouth.

‘Do something else,’ suggested Freck.

Dark shapeshifted, rising up large and wide, his skin turning to moss-covered stone, until he was the spitting image of Grungendore the rock troll.

‘How about this?’ he rumbled with a voice like grinding boulders.

Morrigan shrugged. All she saw was a young boy hunched over, bow-legged, and with his arms dangling wide as if comically pretending to be a monster. ‘I don’t get it.’

While the rest of the Nightlings saw the replicant troll towering over the girl with the knives, Morgana noticed the girl’s eyeline was not up to the troll’s face, but tilted slightly down to the troll’s knees – the height at which Dark’s face would normally be.

‘Can you not see he is a huge troll?’ asked the wolf.

‘No. Just a skinny little boy. Dirty, wild hair, about yay high.’ She held out a hand at Dark’s head height.

Grim was not convinced of the girl’s truth. ‘It’s a trick. A trap,’ he said as the troll morphed back down to become Dark again. No one noticed the small patch of grey lichen that remained on the boy’s shoulder where an old scar had once been.

‘You already tried to kill him once. Why wouldn’t you come back to try again?’ asked the wolf.

Morrigan threw a blade at Dark so fast the Nightlings barely had time to react.

‘No!’ shouted Grim, but when they all looked to the boy, expecting to see the blade embedded in his chest, he was unharmed, and the knife was wedged in a tree far behind him.

The girl with the knives had missed.

‘If I wanted to kill him, don’t you think I would have?’ Morrigan said, folding her arms in equal measures of arrogance and finality.

Morgana thought about it. The girl had certainly proven her prowess with her knives, so there was no reason she should miss Dark if she wanted him dead. Sure, she would not want to face the fury of the Nightlings if she killed him in front of them all, but she should have easily done it in their first confrontation at the tree stump. And she certainly seemed immune to Dark’s abilities like the book said.

‘So why did you try to kill me before?’ asked Dark.

‘That was before I knew about all this!’ In exasperation, Morrigan held up the Prodigie book again, waving it so the pages flapped about. ‘This changes everything.’

‘That doesn’t explain why you tried to kill him the first time,’ snarled Grim.

‘Because I was hired to,’ the girl sighed. ‘That’s my job. I get paid to kill people.’

‘You’re an assassin.’ Morgana didn’t mince words.

Morrigan nodded. ‘It’s a living. And I’m very good at it.’

‘And now you’re back to finish the job,’ said the minotaur, still unable to trust the girl who’d come to kill Dark.

The girl shook her head. ‘I came to warn you,’ she said.

‘Warn us? About what?’ asked the wolf, padding in a circle around the girl.

Morrigan looked to Dark and said, ‘When I found out what you are, what I am, who we are, I couldn’t go through with it... aside from being unable because of the whole Progidy thing. So, I cancelled my contract. But I got this message back.’

She pulled a tiny slip of paper from a pocket and held it out between thumb and forefinger. Unable to read, Dark shrugged and shook his head. The wolf peered at the message as she passed in front of the girl.

Terminated.

‘So your contract is cancelled?’ Morgana asked.

‘No, you don’t understand,’ Morrigan implored. ‘They always send messages of three words. Always three words. Always on these little slips of paper. This isn’t them agreeing to terminate my contract. They’re saying I will be terminated for refusing them.’

‘Good. You deserve it,’ Dark shot back.

‘That’s fair,’ the girl with the knives had to admit.

‘How is that our problem?’ asked Dark, unconcerned for the welfare of his would-be assassin.

‘Because that won’t deter them from completing the mission,’ she said. ‘And you’re the mission. They’ll send someone else for you.’

‘Let them try,’ snorted Grim, flaunting his axe with a heft.

Morgana had been keenly absorbing all the girl’s information. There were still many gaps in her story, but the wolf had heard enough to be worried by the patchy truth of what she’d heard. ‘You get all of this from one word?’ she asked.

‘It’s what I’d do if I were them,’ said Morrigan, turning on the spot to address the circling wolf.

‘You keep saying them,’ said Morgana. ‘Who are they?’

‘My employer,’ replied the girl. ‘I don’t know who they are. I’ve never met them in person. But they’re powerful. Rich. Untouchable. And they clearly aren’t happy with you–’ She pointed at Dark ‘–for killing Baltus, destroying Underock. You must have messed up whatever plans they have.’

None of the Nightlings corrected her on the assumption they’d killed Baltus. Out there, somewhere, the former king was very much alive. Just running on four legs every time the full moon rose.

‘Except now, they’re coming for all of you,’ said Morrigan casting her finger around the group and looking each of them in the eye.

‘How do you know they’re coming for all of us?’ asked Caprice.

Reaching into her satchel once more, Morrigan pulled out a wad of papers scrunched in her fist. ‘Because of these,’ she stressed. 

‘More paper?’ Freck mocked. ‘Oh no!’

‘Whatever shall we do?’ ridiculed Chiwew.

‘Don’t cut me with it,’ laughed Odhow.

Frustrated by their disbelief, Morrigan tossed the papers in the air, letting the loose pages flutter down like autumn leaves around the Nightlings. Each of the monsters bent to pick up one.

‘They’re making hundreds of these. Thousands,’ said Morrigan.

The pages were all similar in design, but different in content. Each bore an illustration of one of the Nightlings, with panels of text below providing details about each creature and how to kill them.

‘Hey, this is you,’ said Groat to Caprice.

‘And this looks just like you,’ marvelled Chiwew, turning around his page to show one of the goblins.

‘I got the Green Man,’ said Grim, slightly disappointed their wooden friend wasn’t there to see the illustration.

‘These are hunting sheets,’ said the girl.

Some of the Nightlings knew the term. They’d been just younglings in the final years of the Hundred-Year Hunt, some with their parents, others alone as the last of their clan, but they’d heard the stories of the human hunting parties called Cleaners, sent across the realm with such papers bearing instructions on how best to eradicate every last species.

‘You hid once before,’ said Morrigan, urgency in her voice. ‘Do it again. Now.’

The Nightlings looked at each other. More than once, they had faced the humans, including the entire force stationed at Underock, and survived.

Morrigan could see the creatures weren’t quite comprehending the level of danger they were now in. ‘If they sent me for him, knowing what I’m capable of... imagine what they’ll send for all of you, now that they know what you’re capable of.’

‘Why do you care?’ asked Dark.

‘Because you and I have the same blood beating in our hearts,’ said Morrigan, tapping his chest then hers. ‘In some distant way, we are family.’

‘I already have a family,’ Dark retorted.

It was a barb, but she couldn’t fault him for stinging her with it. ‘Nevertheless, we’re the same. Neither of us belongs in their world. Somehow, I’ve always felt that way, ever since I first threw a pebble into a cup. And now I know why. I’m as different as you. And they don’t like different.’

‘This doesn’t change what you did,’ said Dark. ‘You still need to pay for killing my friends.’

Morrigan nodded. ‘I know.’

‘And for killing Starr’s mother and father, burning down her house.’

The girl was taken aback. ‘Woah. I only injured the father. They were both alive when I left them, in their house, still standing.’

Dark looked to Morgana. ‘It must have been someone else,’ they both said at the same time.

‘Maybe it was whoever they’ve sent after you,’ suggested Morrigan. ‘Following the same trail I did, but now they’re cleaning up loose ends.’

‘Maybe it was whoever they’ve sent after you,’ the wolf countered.

Morrigan had already considered that possibility but didn’t want to say it. ‘Either way, if they’ve passed Undermoor, they’ll be getting close. Which means I need to go.’

The wolf went to Grim and whispered in his ear. Dark joined them while the rest of the Nightlings stayed in a circle around the girl with the knives. When the monster’s huddle finally ended, the boy approached her.

‘I don’t even know your name,’ he said.

‘Morrigan,’ she replied, extending her hand but he ignored it.

‘We should kill you where you stand, Morrigan’ said Dark. ‘But my friends think it was very brave of you to come back here, to tell us what you’ve learned. To warn us. For that, we’ll let you go.’

‘Thank you.’ Morrigan bowed her head in deference, then handed the Prodigie book to him, and said, ‘Everything they know, you can now know.’

‘But I don’t know how to read,’ said Dark.

‘Oh, I’m sure you’ll learn quickly enough,’ she smiled and turned to leave.

‘Just remember,’ Dark said to her departing back, ‘Whether we are both Prodigy or not, I can never forgive what you have done.’

‘That’s fair,’ said the girl with the knives. ‘Neither can I.’
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CHAPTER XXVI: SANCTUARY
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THEIR HOOVES RIPPED UP THE UNDERGROWTH that had for decades obscured the old trail through the forest. As the column of war horses pressed through the blanket of ferns, pushing aside the bracken, and snapping saplings, the long-hidden road was revealed in their wake.

With their numbers having grown rapidly in recent weeks, they were now nearly a hundred strong. Since their last engagement had not entirely gone to plan against an unusual adversary who was unexpectedly formidable, their leader had heavily recruited to quickly bolster their numbers. It hadn’t been difficult to attract deserters from the armies of the ten barons, or any Castrian soldiers who had either escaped the destruction of Underock or been absent when it fell. Ironically, the homeless fate of the latter had been wrought by the hands of those very adversaries that had also driven the need to recruit.

While there had been no shortage of potential enlistments, few made it through the gruelling initiation that required they dig their own shallow grave beforehand in case they were unsuccessful. Only the brave, the brutal, the most barbaric fighters survived. 

And after they’d recovered from the wounds of the trial, their heads and faces were ceremoniously cleanshaven, their weapons honed so sharp they could slice the rays of the rising sun, and their armour daubed in paint.

They were now a White.

A mercenary. A sellsword. A barbarian knight.

One of these new recruits, Fujona, rode fifty paces ahead of the column. As a former Wéarfish mariner who’d spent most of her life fending off Culdiheen pirates from the deck of a ship, she was both a hardy warrior and an excellent navigator. She consulted an old map and checked her bearings with a birefringent crystal and a crude lodestone balanced on a metal plate to keep the Whites travelling on the old road lost beneath the overgrowth.

When she raised a fist, the column halted behind her.

‘WHAT’S THE HOLD UP?’ bellowed Ragon after a moment. The leader of the Whites was not far behind Fujona, but he always spoke excessively loud because he couldn’t hear his own voice, the result of a blow to the head long ago. An old sword cut across his throat had also left him with a voice like crushed gravel. While he was as bald as the rest of his horde, he was the only one with a beard, pure white and plaited in two.

‘Someone on the road,’ she said.

Ordinarily, Ragon would have just ordered Fujona to ride over the stranger, but given how remote they were, deep into the back of Myrr Wood, he wondered if this person had been sent to meet them and lead them onward to their destination. He spurred forward his horse, a chestnut beast with a spotted rump and hairy fetlocks, so massive it made the barbarian rider appear small. The animal had been stolen from a logging party where it hauled lumber, and Ragon named the horse after what he had it do to its former owner with its hooves: Crush.

Stopping alongside the navigator, Ragon saw there appeared to be a fork in the road ahead. The trail was barely discernible as it continued south, but the track branching off eastward was easier to make out as if it had been recently travelled.

And standing in the middle of the intersection was a young woman with caramel skin and the most striking eyes. One silver, the other gold.

‘HO THERE,’ shouted Ragon. ‘WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?’

‘Deciding which way to go,’ the girl called back.

Realising she was not an emissary waiting for them, he said, ‘THEN YOU BEST STAND ASIDE OR BE TRAMPLED,’ as he slowly urged Crush forward.

The girl opened her cloak to reveal two belts crossing over her chest, both holding an array of knives. She rested her hands on the two nearest her hips.

Ragon laughed. ‘THERE ARE A HUNDRED OF US! YOU CAN’T KILL US ALL.’ 

‘Don’t need to,’ said the girl with the knives, locking her eyes on his.

Mostly intrigued by the girl’s bravery, but also a little reluctant to risk testing her confidence, Ragon stopped Crush and leaned forward on the pommel of his saddle.

‘YOU THINK YOU’RE THAT GOOD?’ he asked.

‘I... never miss,’ she replied, but for the first time she’d ever said it, there was a half-beat of hesitation.

The mercenary stroked his beard as he measured the girl on the road, then looked over his shoulder to Fujona with a wink and a click of his tongue. She spurred her horse into a sudden gallop, drawing the customary long, curved sword of a Wéarfish.

*  *  *  *  *
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‘If you insist,’ Morrigan sighed to herself as the bald woman bore down upon her on horseback.

She could have easily killed the rider, but that would likely put the hundred others in a frenzy she could not win. At the same time, she didn’t want to give the impression that she was unable to deliver a deadly strike. She needed to make a display of it.

‘Hand. Saddle. Rump,’ she shouted to the leader on the gargantuan horse as she threw the first blade.

It embedded in the meaty ball of flesh below the woman’s thumb, the thenar, and she dropped her sword with a cry of pain.

Morrigan’s second blade skimmed along the charging horse’s underside, mid-gallop and so close it split hairs but did not graze the skin, until it neatly sliced the billet strap securing the saddle around the beast. On the next beat of its thundering hooves, the seat slid sideways, taking the rider with it.

The woman tumbled through the grass and low ferns, a pinwheel of arms and legs, as Morrigan threw a third blade and it was all over in an instant. The horse passed Morrigan on her left, while the mercenary rolled to a stop on the ground at her feet. 

When the woman tried to stand, she simply collapsed in a heap again. Her legs couldn’t bear her weight without the searing agony of the knife in her left buttock, and she howled angrily, painfully, clutching at it with one hand.

‘Calm down,’ said Morrigan. ‘It’s only a flesh wound.’

‘I’ll kill you!’ the woman screamed, making a desperate and fruitless swipe at Morrigan from the ground with her other hand that still had the second blade stabbed through it.

‘NO, YOU WON’T,’ said the mercenary leader, trotting his horse forward.

As the man dismounted with a heavy thud, Morrigan readied two more knives, but he casually trod one foot on the back of his squirming comrade to hold her flat on the ground, bent down, and heedlessly wrenched the blade from her backside. She let out a long groan through gritted teeth.

‘I BELIEVE THIS IS YOURS,’ he said, handing the blade back to Morrigan.

‘So is that one,’ she smirked, pointing at the woman’s impaled hand.

The mercenary leader held out his hand to the wounded woman and patiently waited for her to pull the dagger from herself with a wince and give it to him. He then wiped the blade clean, smearing red streaks on his own tunic, before offering it to Morrigan, hilt first.

‘I COULD USE SOMEONE LIKE YOU,’ he said.

The girl with the knives smiled. This was what she’d hoped for.

After spending a cold night in the dark forest, Morrigan awoke realising she had no idea where she was headed. She’d been so focused on getting out of here that she hadn’t considered where there was. Returning to Culdiheen was a death sentence because she was too well known. Funnily enough, the contract to eradicate her would probably be accepted by someone she knew. Maybe someone she’d worked alongside. Would it be Ubojica, the Silent One? Or Vrah with his contagious laugh and signature snake venoms? Perhaps Sarinja had returned from her contract in Varhaus, and she’d team up with Katil again, because they worked so well together and the bounty on Morrigan would be attractive enough to split between them.

So, when she saw the column riding toward her along the overgrown road in the morning light, there was no mistaking the trademark painted armour and hairless heads of the infamous Whites, and she thanked fate for delivering her a most unexpected opportunity. She’d heard of the unbannered knights, their undefeatable, merciless barbarism, and their brutal leader known only as Ragon, but had never seen them for herself.

Standing before the man now, his enormous horse, and the small army stretched out behind him, they looked every bit as fearsome as she’d imagined. And she could think of no safer place to hide than surrounded by a hundred bloodthirsty sellswords.

‘Someone like me?’ she teased.

‘WHY NOT? I HAVE PLENTY OF CLAYMORES, ZWEIHANDERS, BATTLE AXES, AND WARHAMMERS. I EVEN HAVE SOMETHING CALLED A DADAO, IF YOU CAN BELIEVE THAT,’ Ragon gloated. ‘ALL VERY GOOD FOR SPLITTING A MAN IN TWO, BUT WHAT I DON’T HAVE IS YOUR KIND OF... PRECISION.’ His thumb and forefinger gave a tentative and gentle twisting motion, as if inserting an invisible key in a lock. Or a corkscrew in an eye.

‘Are you... asking me... to join you?’ Morrigan stammered, playing dumb as she pointed at him, then herself, and him again.

Ragon nodded.

This infuriated the injured White on the ground, her bleeding right hand tucked under an armpit to stem the flow, while her left hand ran red with blood as she pressed it against the wound on her backside.

‘You can’t do that,’ the mercenary whined. ‘She needs to be initiated like the rest of us. She needs to dig her own shallow grave first!’

Ragon couldn’t dispute the woman, or the rules he had established. ‘FUJONA IS RIGHT. YOU MUST PROVE YOUR WORTH IN COMBAT,’ he said, then he stepped aside and added, ‘FUJONA, YOU’RE UP.’

It took a moment before the wounded woman realised what he meant.

‘Me?’ she protested. ‘But I can’t even stand!’

Ragon climbed back onto the massive Crush and looked down at Fujona. ‘MAYBE YOU SHOULD DIG A SHALLOW GRAVE THEN.’

As he waved the column to continue forward, Morrigan walked past Fujona to grab the rein of the woman’s now unsaddled horse and pulled herself onto the animal, bareback. ‘If you can’t stand, you can’t ride,’ she taunted.

The column of Whites turned along the eastbound road with Ragon at the front and their hooves beating the ground like wardrums. Morrigan was surprised by how many there were, every one of them stern-faced, bald and shaven, their armour daubed sloppily in white paint. Some had also streaked the paint on their cheeks, their brows, and a few had painted skulls or dragons on their faces. Each sported a massive weapon strapped to their back, a sword, axe, or hammer, with more weapons tied across the packs behind their saddles. Several looked at Morrigan with stony glares as they passed by, others nodded impassionately. Not a single one glanced at Fujona bleeding on the ground.

When the rear of the column finally rounded the turn, one of the last riders pulled alongside Morrigan with a clay pot in his hand. He unstoppered it and, before she could flinch, splashed the contents onto her chest, spattering her leather jerkin in white paint. He produced a hog bristle brush and began to spread the paint across her, roughly following the contours of her body, accentuating her shape and muscles. Lastly, he smeared the brush across her brow, down her nose and over her cheeks, so that her silver and gold eyes stared out from a crudely daubed skull without a jawbone.

Then he rode on and Morrigan took that as the sign to follow.

Snaking through the upper reaches of Myrr Wood, the road crept uphill until the trees parted to reveal the towering Madragol Mountains. Great rocky slopes, sometimes sheer verticals, scraped the sky with white-caps as far as the eye could see to the north and south. Snow spilled down the shadowy crevasses where the warmth of the sun could not reach, and wind whipped tendrils of wispy white from the lower peaks, carrying them into the streaks of icy cloud that swallowed the highest summits.

The road, now clear as day outside the engulfing forest, cut between two precipices that could have either been a pair of monolithic mountains standing like sentinels or what was once a single wall of stone that had been cleaved down the middle by a storm giant’s lightning-charged axe. Further and further into the narrowing chasm, the column was forced to change from three abreast to riding in pairs and then single file, devoured by a darkening world of granite.

As the Whites rounded a tight bend, they were confronted by the tallest, narrowest doors they’d ever seen. Thick ironbark planks held together by steel bands as wide as a man’s chest and fist-sized rivets, the gates’ hinges were hammered directly into the cliff faces on either side of the tight ravine.

Looking up to the plumes of yellow-grey smoke drifting into the sky from behind the doors, Morrigan thought she spotted figures hiding along the clifftops, watching the trapped mercenaries below, but they melted into the shadows.

It struck her that if the Whites were suddenly attacked from above, or the doors opened to unleash a stream of spears and arrows, the entire company would be unable to turn their horses around within the strangulating confines of the pass. They’d be slaughtered to the last. Thankfully, she mused at the very back of the line, I am the last.

An iron clang echoed down the pass and the doors creaked open.

Inside was a vertical village of ramshackle buildings clinging to the craggy sides, stacked on top of one another giving the impression of a fleet of ships that had become lost in the mountains and jammed into the narrow ravine. While the structures were rough and ready, they were adorned with ornate windows, balconies with railings of delicately turned timber, and rope suspension bridges lacing from one side to the other. Poking from the rooftops, an array of pipes and chimneys spewed smoke into the sky in a multitude of colours that could have been beautiful if wasn’t choking.

And the air was filled with the rhythm of industry, a cacophonous orchestra of factories clanging and grinding and pumping.

The street led the Whites to a dead end deep in the ravine where it widened into a courtyard before a tall building leaning against the back of the gorge in several storeys, each level set atop the other in a desultory lean. Standing on a balcony on the second level, a man in a costume of leather straps thrust his arms wide and beamed a smile. His long thin moustache was decorated with baubles that dangled below his chin.

‘Welcome to Green Gorge, my friends,’ he cheered, his voice echoing around the walls. ‘I am Lh’Peygh, and this is my wife, Myfanwy.’

A woman with a wild crop of red hair emerged from the building’s front door at the top of the wide steps before the Whites. She crooned in a sweet voice, ‘You’ve come a long way. Allow us to feed and water your horses while we feast. Our home is yours.’

On either side of the company, wide doors opened in the buildings and groups of workers emerged to help the Whites dismount before leading their horses inside where fresh hay and troughs of clean water waited.

‘Come, come,’ beckoned Myfanwy, inviting the mercenary horde into the crooked mansion where a deceptively broad room contained a table laden with food and drink. Huge stone fireplaces at either end melted the chill from their shoulders as they descended upon the goblets of wine and mead, tore chunks of meat and bread in their fists to stuff their mouths, and finally settled onto the chairs and benches.

Soon, Lh’Peygh joined them, ensuring their cups were filled and urging them to try some of the more exotic delicacies. ‘The potted goat is from Cerluea. And you won’t find spiced ambergot fresher than these!’

With the food served warm, Morrigan figured it hadn’t been sitting here waiting for the company to arrive at any unpredictable hour. Obviously, the Whites had been watched, probably since they’d emerged from the edge of the forest, and Lh’Peygh’s lookouts had relayed the message ahead to ensure the feast was freshly prepared and presented with spectacle upon their arrival.

She noticed another man, neither a White nor a servant of their host, wandering through the crowd with a peculiar standoffish awkwardness. The silver collar draped over the shoulders of his fine robe was identical to the attire of the scribes and librarians of Lakháus, but rather than their designatory red and blue, his was purple.

When he spotted her watching him, she gave a polite and friendly nod before busying herself with a plate of food. He spoke privately with Lh’Peygh who immediately looked in Morrigan’s direction and the hackles on her neck instinctively rose in alarm. But before she could excuse herself to make a covert exit, Lh’Peygh climbed onto the end of the long table, his feet planted between platters of food, and clapped his hands to silence the room.

When the laughter and revelry ignored the host, Ragon bellowed from the back of the room, ‘WHITES, SHUT UP AND LISTEN!’

With a smile of thanks, Lh’Peygh raised a goblet and said, ‘We are on the cusp of history, my new friends. I won’t bore you with the details of our scientific engineering, but suffice to say, as men at arms, you will be greatly pleased with what I have to share with you tomorrow.’

His words did not receive the response he’d hoped, so he decided on a simpler approach. ‘I have weapons for you! Far more powerful than anything the world has ever seen. Not only will you win every war, but you won’t even get a scratch doing it.’

The Whites cheered and glugged their drinks.

‘But first, there is one other piece of business,’ Lh’Peygh announced when the noise died down. ‘Let me introduce you to a very important friend of ours.’

The purple-robed man stood at the end of the table behind the host and gave a single courteous nod to the room.

‘This is the Bookkeeper,’ Lh’Peygh continued. ‘And he has great news from your employer.’

Morrigan’s concern deepened at the connections being revealed: the old librarian disclosing that a man called the Bookkeeper had left the librarie with books about Nightlings, the furious work of the Lakháusi scribes, the Bestiarum Noctis and the hunting sheets, the message she’d intercepted from the Bookkeeper that spoke of the success of a crate taken somewhere called the Green Gorge, and now finding herself here at that same place in the same room as the same Bookkeeper alongside an army of the barbarian mercenaries hired by a suspiciously anonymous employer who was very well arranging every cog in this mill.

The Bookkeeper smiled and gave Lh’Peygh a whispered thanks, then faced the room and spoke with a softness that forced the crowd to remain utterly silent to be able to hear every word. ‘Gentlemen and women, you have come here on the instructions of our gracious benefactor, who will be delighted by the news that you have arrived.’

Morrigan slowly moved backwards, hoping to recede from the room.

‘Today, I received instruction offering yet another handsome reward for you,’ said the Bookkeeper.

Morrigan was slinking toward the rear of the crowd.

‘And this task will especially delight you,’ continued the Bookkeeper. ‘Because it appears you’ve already completed it.’

The Whites gave a half-cheer. They liked what they heard even if they didn’t fully understand it.

Morrigan slid a hand inside her cloak, wrapped her fingers around the hilt of a blade.

‘You will now also get paid,’ said the Bookkeeper, spilling a bag of gold coins on the table to a fresh cheer, ‘For the capture of the girl with the knives!’

As soon as he said it, thrusting an outstretched finger directly at Morrigan, she felt vice-like arms snap around her from behind, pinning her hands at her side. Her ribs, still not healed, made her wince under the pressure, and a voice beside her ear spoke considerably louder than was needed.

‘WHEN THEY TELL STORIES ABOUT FATE, YOU’LL BE THE WARNING, NOT THE HERO.’

Three more Whites leapt to their leader’s aid, grabbing Morrigan’s hands and feet to lift and stretch her out. Her squirming and struggling was useless against the four immense barbarians as others stepped in to take all her knives, wrestling the two belts from across her chest, tearing off her cloak to shake out hidden blades, rummaging in her boots, even finding the one secreted in the small of her back. When someone grabbed the coin purse hanging from her waist, she managed to wrench a hand free and snatch it back. Fists to her stomach forced all the air from her lungs but still she held on. There was a crack to her jaw, and yet she refused to let go. But when knuckles struck her face, shockwaves jarred through her brain, and her eyes fogged over as the money bag was ripped from her fist.

‘Put her with the little one,’ said the Bookkeeper.

With Lh’Peygh showing the way, she was carried out, dragged into a hall, and across a book-filled room. A tapestry hanging on a wall was pulled aside to reveal a set of hewn stairs descending into the bare rock of the mountainside. The Bookkeeper remained as the others took the girl down the steps, along ancient tunnels braced with wooden beams, some with metal rails in the floor, and eventually arriving at a small grotto where one end had been enclosed behind thick iron bars.

Lh’Peygh unlocked the gate in the flickering torchlight and the Whites hurled her body inside. The barred door slammed shut with an echoing clang and the lock clicked.

‘It’s nothing personal,’ Lh’Peygh said through the bars. ‘But apparently you upset the wrong people.’

‘ARE YOU SURE SHE’S THE ONE?’ asked Ragon, glaring at his latest recruit.

Lh’Peygh nodded. ‘The Bookkeeper said there is no mistaking those eyes.’

‘SUCH A PITY,’ grumbled Ragon. ‘SHE HAD SO MUCH PROMISE. WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO HER NOW?’ 

‘Oh, with what we’ve made for you, I think you’ll have the chance to get creative,’ grinned Lh’Peygh, slapping the mercenary on the shoulder.

They left the cave and the sound of other doors closing and locking reverberated back down to the prison. Then dead silence, oppressive and final.

Morrigan hugged her complaining ribs and sat up, unclenching a fist to see all she held was the embossed medallion that had been torn from the drawstring of her purse, and the sigil of the one-eyed temple glinted mockingly back at her. In a fit of frustration, she pounded her fist on the floor and swore, ‘Sard it!’

Despite her confoundingly bad luck, she should have known she’d never be able to get away. Her employer was far too powerful, all-knowing, all-seeing. With what they knew of her, they’d probably sent an open invitation to every sellsword, cutthroat and assassin in Igrador. If only she hadn’t sent the crow to rescind the contract, they wouldn’t have had any idea where she was, and might have assumed she’d died, or even forgotten about her altogether.

If only she hadn’t gone back to warn Dark and the Nightlings, she could have been long gone by now. 

If only she hadn’t gone to the librarie and learned the things she’d been perfectly fine not knowing.

If only she hadn’t shown weakness, allowed some imagined connection to the boy.

If only she hadn’t missed him with her knives when she had the chance...

There were so many ifs. So many cogs in the mill.

And now they had gotten her captured, disarmed, imprisoned, and set to be executed in the morning.

But there as one more if.

If she managed to escape, whether from this cell beneath the mountain or tomorrow when they came for her, she vowed to never show such weakness again. She had always been alone in this world, and that was how it would always be. Because when you’re alone, you don’t have to worry about anyone else.

That was it. Plain and simple.

‘Now let’s see what we have here,’ she said to herself, peering about the dark grotto with one eye. The other was already puffing up from the blow it had taken, forcing the fat lid closed. She tasted blood in her mouth from the crack to her jaw, and her tongue felt a gap where a tooth should have been. Head swooning and stomach burning, she staggered to her feet to test the bars and rattle the locked gate.

Beyond reach outside the bars, a torch hanging on a wall sputtered so poorly it only further deepened the shadows of the cell rather than fill the room with light. A cracked clay bowl and a wooden cup lay on the floor among handfuls of loose straw. She fingered the straw, wondering if there was some way to ignite it with the torch that was out of reach, but even if that were possible, the fire wouldn’t be hot enough to melt the iron lock. She considered breaking the bowl to create a sharp edge that might be used as a weapon. It wouldn’t be very effective, but it was better than nothing.

Water dripped at the back of the cell and she was peering into the deep darkness when something moved there.

Her hands instinctively reached for her knives even though she knew there were none. She quickly patted over her body, hoping the Whites missed a blade. In her boots, her pockets, the small of her back... all taken.

A shadow crept from the corner.

The girl with no knives felt her belt buckle. It was not a blade, but she could still do damage with it in the right places: eyes, throat, the soft flesh behind the ears. Ripping the strap from her waist, she gripped the buckle with the metal prong poking out between two knuckles, and wrapped the leather belt around her fist.

‘Who’s there?’ she demanded.

The shadow melted in the flickering light.

Before her stood a pitiful and hunched little man in a filthy leather apron, one hand bound in bloody rags, his face hidden behind a long white beard and beneath the brim of a hat pulled low over his eyes.

A nome.

In a tall, pointed red cap.
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CHAPTER XXVII: RETREAT
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EVEN THOUGH MORGANA PREFERRED BEING A WOLF among the Nightlings, as did they, it would have been difficult to turn the pages of the books with paws, so she’d changed into her human form – tall, beautiful, and just as dangerous – to read by the light of the campfire.

She licked a slender finger and leafed the first page of the Bestiarum Noctis, reading aloud the introductory text surrounded by a frame of inked flowers. Dark sat beside the lykkan, watching as her eyes darted across the page, her lips sounding out the words.

The Nightlings enjoyed the opening line’s description of them being ‘monstrous with terrifying traits’, but they were quickly enraged as Morgana read on. The author had described creatures of the night as troublesome, foul and cowardly, and the general explanation of the Elfkind Battles, Goblin Wars and Dwarrowyre was an outright lie. Whoever had written this book was dishonestly portraying humanity as victorious victims, but the monsters knew the truth. Humans were vile, vicious, and voracious.

By the time Morgana had finished the next page detailing the Librarie’s investigation into what had happened at Underock, which was abridged if not mostly accurate, Dark took the book from her hands. When he started to read aloud flawlessly, she was glad for his fast learning because she did not like the feel of those words pouring off her tongue.

Page by page, Dark read aloud the information on each species of Nightling, showing them the illustrations when they asked, and sharing their displeasure when they encountered insulting inaccuracies or the ludicrous depictions. Despite their misgivings, however, Morgana knew the text was worryingly correct for the most part.

These human librarians had visited the ruins at Underock, spoken to survivors and witnesses of the monsters’ attack, interviewed the woodcutters of Rohil about their encounter with the mysterious boy and his beasts, talked to the children who’d been returned and their parents, and even retraced accounts to Undermoor to hear descriptions of the various phenomena that unfolded each time Dark had been there – tales of rising mists, deafening screams, moving trees, erased memories, panic-stricken soldiers and horses, and all manner of unexplained nightmares. Combined with first-hand sightings of the Nightlings storming through the fractured castle gate, the book proved the humans knew a lot about each of the creatures of the night.

Even more worrying was the purpose of this knowledge.

While the others proudly cheered and beat their chests at the warning in the frontispiece of the Bestiarum, advising readers to not engage with any of the creatures, Morgana focused on the second half of the cautionary instruction: to immediately alert the armed authorities.

‘The girl was right,’ she said. ‘They’re coming for us.’

Grim chuckled. ‘Don’t tell me that little book has got you worried.’

‘It should have us all worried,’ said Dark.

‘Why?’ asked the minotaur.

Sitting in their respective corners and cubbies within the ruined tower, each of the Nightlings hushed to listen to the lykkan.

‘Because they know all about us,’ she said. ‘We’ve stayed so well hidden from humanity, for as long as we can remember, that they thought we were extinct. They forgot us, or at least we were only a distant memory, some folklore they told their children to stop them leaving the safety of the village, keep them away from the woods, be afraid of the dark.’

‘And rightly so,’ said the goblin Snoutfair, to which the others gnashed teeth and stamped feet. 

‘But that’s all changed now. They’re not afraid anymore.’ Morgana paused, corrected herself. ‘Well, yes, they’re afraid of us, but not in the way we want. They’re so terrified of us, they’ll risk leaving the safety of their villages, enter the woods, face the dark. They want to kill us. We’re the last of the last. And they’ve just realised their Hundred-Year Hunt isn’t over.’

The lithe woman stood and took a hunting sheet from the wendigo Chiwew, holding it out for the others to see as she circled the campfire. It bore the information and likenesses of various nymphae – a dryad, napaeae and oreades.

‘The girl with the knives said they have made hundreds of these,’ Morgana reminded them, handing the paper to the boy.

‘Thousands,’ corrected Dark.

‘Thousands!’ Morgana emphatically agreed. ‘These are for their armies, militia, hunters, anyone with a sword. There is one of these for every one of us. And there only a handful of us, but there are thousands of them. Hundreds of thousands.’

Circling one last time, Morgana leaned forward and as she fell onto all fours, became wolf in an instant. Great grey paws padded to a halt.

‘They are coming for us,’ she snarled. ‘And they know where to find us.’

Grim grabbed his axe and stood, towering over the fire so the flames illuminated his ghostly skin, made his blue tattoos iridescent. ‘We must prepare for battle, build defences.’

‘No,’ snapped Dark. He had taken a different perspective of Morgana’s words. ‘You must do what you have done to survive this long. Hide.’

The others couldn’t believe what they were hearing. Ever since the boy had come into their lives, he had shown them how to fight for their survival. With his powers, he had even proved to be one of the strongest of them, one of the bravest. They had seen him tear down armed soldiers like rag dolls. It was his idea to use the black powder to demolish Underock, storm the castle, and overthrow Baltus.

Itching for a fight as always, the goblins stood in their gaggle, baring their teeth and clashing rusty steel on battered shields.

‘Goblins don’t run!’

‘Let them come.’

‘We’ll rip them to shreds.’

Until Dark interjected. ‘How many of you are there?’ 

Counting was not a goblin strength. They jabbed fingers at each other, mumbling, until Guttle tentatively offered, ‘Six?’

‘Five,’ Dark corrected. ‘There are five of you. Not long ago, when I first met you, you were nine. You’ve already lost–’

‘Three?’ said Kench, unhelpfully.

‘Four. You’ve already lost four of your folk.’

As they hung their heads, half in shame, half in sorrow for their fallen kin, Dark turned the Bestiarum to page sixteen and read the text aloud again. It explained how the goblins were so numerous they became humanity’s first priority in their eradication plans, so the humans deceived and tricked the goblins and dwarves into a war against each other. Only after their two armies had significantly reduced both sides were the humans able to finish them off.

He addressed the goblins again. ‘Thanks to the treachery of humans, you’re all that’s left of the hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of goblin-kind.’ Then Dark looked around the rest of the silent Nightlings. ‘We’ve also lost Bendith, troll, harpies, and the realm’s last sprite.’

‘And a boggart and will-o-wisp,’ added the sheepish Balius.

‘Among us is the world’s last minotaur, last wendigo, last harpy and last satyr,’ said the world’s last lykkan. ‘Have you even contemplated what that means? Each of us is the last of our kind. The last of our line, forever.’

Grim lowered his axe, leaned it against a broken wall as he remembered losing his parents when they had been the only family of minotaur left. Chiwew plopped back down beside Caprice, both recalling their lonely existence. Above in the rafters, Rhea sighed with a hiss as fond memories of her sisters flashed behind her eyes.

‘We need to find somewhere safe to hide. Safer than this,’ said Dark, casting his black eyes around the crumbling tower.

‘Where can we go?’ asked a despondent Caprice.

‘The further we are from humans, the safer we’ll be,’ said Morgana.

‘Higher ground,’ suggested Grim.

‘We move up into the mountains,’ agreed the wolf.

The prospect did not delight the Nightlings. They had already left their tree stump behind to make a cosy space in the broken tower. Myrr Wood provided shelter from the weather, firewood for warmth, and an abundance of food – wild boar, deer, rabbit, fat wood grubs and crunchy roaches – everything the creatures of the night needed. Whereas, the mountains were mostly treeless with patches of thorny scrub or inedible heather, rockier and more barren the higher you climbed, howling with winds and a bitter cold that frosted and snowed even in the warmer months.

‘Morgana is right,’ said Dark. ‘She and I have seen the human armies. They are many, and well-armed. They know what we did at Underock, and are making preparations. Fortifying their towns, building their weapons of war. They will bring the fight to us, because they now believe it is a fight we cannot win. And I believe it too. We need to be as far from them as possible.’

Somehow, the boy’s words cut deep, exposed the truth they all felt within their bones. The Nightlings could only continue to survive if they retreated, disappeared.

‘To the mountains then,’ Grim grumbled with a reluctant nod.

Flicking through the Bestiarum once more, page fifteen caught Dark’s eye, with its delicate illustration of a will-o-wisp reminding him of Amyrilla. He leaved past seven more pages to see the cranky-face drawing of a boggart scowling up from the paper just like Tylere, then glanced at the hunting sheet that Morgana had handed to him.

‘All of us,’ said Dark.

The wolf glanced at him, confused. ‘Of course.’

‘No,’ said Dark, holding out the hunting sheet. ‘I mean all of us.’

Morgana looked at the illustrations of the nymphae, and sighed. She was not going to argue against Dark’s idea. He was right. The humans had documented every Old World creature they were desperate to eradicate, and Myrr Wood was home to others – the dryad, her nymphean sisters, the Green Man – who were now also in danger because of what the Nightlings had done.

The wolf nodded. ‘All of us.’
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CHAPTER XXVIII: UNDERGROUND
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‘YOU’RE A NOME!’ SAID MORRIGAN. She recognised his picture from page twenty-six in the Bestiarum Noctis, but couldn’t be sure which kind of nome he was. ‘Are you a boggart? A cluricaun? A–’

‘A Barbegazi,’ he said, stepping forward to inspect his new cellmate. The girl could barely stand straight, blood trickled from her mouth, and one swollen eye had closed over. Even so, she still had the air of threat about her. ‘My name is Redcap. How do you know nome-kind?’

‘Read it in a book. With pictures of all kinds of Old World monst–’ She caught herself. ‘Folk... and other things.’

‘Is that so?’ The nome sounded somewhat disappointed. ‘A book.’

Derided, Morrigan gave a cocky shrug. ‘I’ve even met some,’ she bragged.

The nome suddenly looked intrigued, although it was hard to tell when all that was visible of his face was a bulbous nose poking between the hat and the voluminous beard. ‘More Barbegazi?’ he asked.

‘No. Goblins, a satyr, Bendith ee Maam-ow–’

‘Bendith uh mah-may,’ he corrected.

‘Bendith y Mamau. Rock trolls, a Green Man, and a minotaur. Except he was all white.’

Redcap rushed the last few steps to her, grabbed her hand in his. ‘The Nightlings?’ he implored. ‘You’re a friend of the Nightlings?’

‘Kind of.’ She half nodded, half shrugged. ‘Oh, and the wolf. A lykkan, I think.’

He clapped his hand on his head, squishing his pointy hat, and shuffled his feet in a little jig as he muttered, ‘Oh, my stars. They’re all safe.’ Rushing back to her, he clutched her hands again. ‘What about the boy? Was there a boy with them?’

Morrigan nodded again. ‘Dark.’

Redcap fell to his knees and sobbed, but she couldn’t tell if it was sadness, joy, or relief. Morrigan kneeled beside him and placed a consoling hand on his shoulder.

‘I was scared they’d all been captured too,’ he said.

‘By who?’ Morrigan asked. ‘How did you end up here?’

‘Humans, of course,’ said Redcap, and he went on to explain how, after he and his Nightlings friends had destroyed Underock, and returned to their camp in Myrr Wood, he’d left them... ‘Wait. Let me go back a bit.’

He restarted his story: After they had destroyed Underock, Dark said he’d learned there were other Nightlings out there, including more Barbegazi in the White Forest. Then, when the boy slipped away in the night, probably to track down Baltus-wolf as he sought answers to his many questions, Morgana went to find him while the Nightlings grabbed a few essentials from the ruins and returned to Myrr Wood. Their excited chatter of the possibility of other survivors of the Hundred-Year Hunt compelled Redcap to travel to the White Forest.

But the nome had a secret, something he hadn’t even told his dearest friends, and it was eating him up inside.

He wasn’t going to find out if more Barbegazi existed.

He already knew they did. Had always known.

‘But if you’ve always known there are more of your kind, why wouldn’t you be with them?’ Morrigan asked.

Redcap’s nose flushed as crimson as his pointed hat. ‘Because I just can’t,’ he blurted.

She calmed him and gently asked, ‘So what happened next?’

The nome continued the tale of how he had set off north, travelling at night and resting during the day, able to hide with his nomish camouflage. At the ancient standing stones near Undermoor, he had to decide whether to take the long way westward around the lake lands, the even longer way around through the hills to the east, or the direct route along the narrow spit of land that passed between the two largest lakes.

He chose poorly.

When he was halfway across the isthmus between the lakes, at its narrowest point, he found himself trapped between a group of librarians and scribes travelling south from Lakháus, and a party of Lakháusi knights returning north from the battlefront. With the dirt road edged on both sides by water, he could only use his camouflage if he lay flat and risked being trampled under hooves and wagon wheels as they tried to pass each other on the narrow strip.

They caught him standing there in an immobile panic.

Among the librarians was a Historical Biologiste by the name of Scriabin Hockgatterer – a name Morrigan recognised as the author of the Bestiarum – who immediately recognised the nome for what he was and instructed the knights to cage him, and deliver to Lakháus Librarie at once.

There, he was to be studied, until an odious man known only as the Bookkeeper took Redcap in a crate with a selection of books to the Green Gorge.

‘Why did they bring you here?’ asked Morrigan, relieved to be finally arriving at an answer to her original question. 

‘The books were mostly encyclopedia on chemistry, engineering, siege craft,’ he continued, and the girl’s shoulders sank. Redcap’s story was not yet reaching its destination.

‘There was also an old book called Of Nomes and Their Industryous Machinations by a man called Galam Wilder, and another containing studies of nomish inventions that the humans captured during the Hundred-Year Hunt.’

Morrigan motioned her hands in little circles, urging him to get to the point.

‘I’m Barbegazi,’ he reminded her.

He still hadn’t answered the question of why he was here, but the pieces of the nome’s story started falling into place alongside things Morrigan had heard over the past week. The old librarian said books on nome-craft had been sent somewhere with a crate and the Bookkeeper. In the Crowmaster’s quarters, she had read a message from the Bookkeeper about the ‘one in the box’ who had successfully designed something at Green Gorge. And the Bookkeeper was here with the factory owner Lh’Peygh who spoke of some scientific engineering he was going to share with the Whites. Meanwhile, the librarie had sent investigators to learn everything they could about the Nightlings, culminating in the Bestiarum Noctis that was being ordered by the barons, as well as hunting sheets on each of the creatures. And all this was being orchestrated by her anonymous employer, the hidden faces of the one-eyed temple, who had a vendetta against Dark and the Nightlings for scuppering whatever plans they had for Igrador.

‘A weapon,’ she said. ‘You designed a weapon for them.’

Redcap shook his head. ‘Not one. Several.’

‘Why?!’ Morrigan got up and stood over the nome. ‘Why would you do that?’

‘Because I’m a bad Barbegazi!’ he shouted.

‘What does that mean? Whose side are you on?’ she demanded.

He looked up at her, the brim of his cap furrowed, and held up the bandaged hand. ‘I refused at first, but then they started taking my fingers. Nomes are makers. Engineers. Inventors. Without fingers, a nome is nothing.’

She understood all too well the power of such incentivisation. She’d used it herself.

‘What kind of weapons did you design for them?’ Morrigan asked.

‘I improved upon their existing siege engines and found new uses for the alchemist’s black powder,’ said Redcap.

Morrigan gave him a blank stare.

‘The alchemist? Lh’Peygh?’ the nome prompted. ‘His real name is Lopey, but he uses a made-up name to sound more mysterious. He makes chemical cocktails with base elements and ingenious processes. Turns materials into other materials. He’s quite brilliant. The Green Gorge is one enormous laboratory and factory for his experiments. He invented the black powder we stole and used to destroy Underock.’

Another mystery was solved. Morrigan now knew how the Nightlings’ siege engine – the giant wooden wolf – reduced the Igradorian capital to rubble. There was a whimsical irony in the Nightlings using the human’s own weapon against them. Unfortunately, now a Nightling had been forced to help the humans advance that weapon into something potentially more devastating.

‘What kind of weapons did you make with this black powder?’ she asked, already afraid of the answer.

‘Not with it,’ he said. ‘For it.’

He told her the idea with which he had started, then went on to explain the weapons he developed, using his one good hand to scratch crude but incredibly descriptive diagrams on the floor with a rock and aligning sticks of straw to give his designs form. As he spoke, she could hear the rising excitement in his voice, relishing the physics and mathematics involved, the constructions and production in the factory, how he showed them new ways to work faster and more efficiently. The prototypes and tests and measurements. The improvements, and how each one gave birth to a new concept. A new use, every one more powerful and terrifying than the last.

When he finally finished, standing surrounded by straw models and the scrawled plans of a madman, Morrigan said, ‘We need to get out of here. Immediately.’

Redcap looked at what he’d drawn, turning about to survey everything he had wrought.

‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘I’ve done it again, haven’t I?’

But he wasn’t talking to Morrigan, and she dared not ask what he meant. She needed him to focus on helping her find a way out. Sure, she wanted the nome to escape, but what happened to him after that was his problem. Morrigan just needed a way to extricate herself from this cell and whatever plans the Whites had for her in the morning. Whether it was fate or the cogs that had delivered her a nome to work with, she would gratefully accept.

‘Redcap,’ she said gently, placing a hand on his shoulder. ‘They’re going to use these weapons against your friends. You have to go. Now.’

He rounded on her. ‘Don’t you think I would have escaped by now if I could? I’m a Barbegazi. I invent. I can make anything. But I only have one hand and nothing to work with. Nothing that I could conceivably... make... a...’

The nome’s voice trailed off. He was staring at her hand, the leather belt still wrapped about her fist and the silver prong of the buckle between her knuckles. Reaching for it, he unwrapped the strap, looked at the buckle, bit the metal to test it. Something clicked inside his head, and he quickly glanced at the clay bowl, the cup, the straw.

‘Help me,’ he said, urgently. ‘Gather up all the straw.’

Redcap burst into action, directing Morrigan here and there. While she scooped all the straw into a pile, he placed the wooden cup on the floor at the back of the grotto, adjusting its position until it caught the water drops falling from the ceiling. Then he dragged Morrigan to the rear wall in the darkness, slid her hand along the smooth stone until her fingers pressed on a rough seam, and told her to prise out chunks with the buckle. As she worked blind, the stones plinking to the floor, the nome gathered them in a pile near the straw. When he was confident they had enough, he took the buckle again and used the point to scratch at the floor where the earth was softest, carefully working a grooved shape.

‘What are we doing?’ she asked.

‘Escaping,’ he said.

‘You’re going to dig your way out?’ Morrigan huffed. ‘We’re in the mountains. The way out is up.’

He blew the dust from the intricate notch he’d scratched in the earth, fussing a little around the edges to perfect the details, measuring it with his one good thumb.

Returning to the straw, the nome tugged the tip of his beard, tearing off a small chunk of white strands. He balled them up and shoved them into the middle of a straw nest. ‘The way out needs fire,’ he said.

As Redcap fossicked through the pile of black rocks, inspecting each one before placing it in a circle around the nest of straws and hair, Morrigan could now see what they were.

‘This is a coal mine?’ she asked, looking around the gloomy walls.

‘This is an old dwarrow mine. It’s loaded with layers of tonstein and seams of coal. And where there’s coal, there’s this.’ He found one flecked with yellow metal and held it up to show her.

‘Gold!’ she breathed.

‘Pyr,’ he corrected. ‘Fool’s gold. Utterly worthless. Unless you need a fire.’

When he struck the gold-flecked rock on the stone floor, sparks spat out. Crouching closer to the nest, he struck sparks into the ball of hair and gently blew on it until it flickered, glowed, and a few flames licked through the straw pile. He kept feeding it with puffs of air and more straw until a compact campfire burned among the circle of coal.

Then Redcap did something he hadn’t done since he was a wee nomeling: he took off his hat. Underneath, he was utterly bald, with bushy eyebrows curled over his dark blue eyes. Fumbling with just one hand, he fussed with the conical red hat for a moment then laid it on the floor, pointing toward the fire and all puffed up. Squeezing and releasing the bloated hat, air streamed from a hole in the tip of the makeshift bellows to breathe the fire around the lumps of coal until they glowed red hot

‘Can you please explain to me how a fire is going to get us out of here,’ Morrigan pleaded.

‘The fire won’t, but this will.’ He pried the buckle off her belt, dropped it in the clay bowl balanced over the glowing coals. ‘It’s made from peutre. That’s tin, copor, and laud. While it makes a hard enough metal for belt buckles, it has a helpfully low melting point.’

Morrigan watched the buckle quickly dissolve to a silvery soup in the heated clay bowl. Using the bottom of his leather apron to protect his one good hand from the heat, Redcap struggled to lift the crucible.

‘You want me to do it?’ Morrigan suggested, and the nome let her wrap his leather apron around her hands, then guided her to carefully pour the liquid metal into the strange groove he’d carved in the floor so it flowed along the shape, silvery hot against the dark earth as it took form.

Redcap fetched the wooden cup, now filled with water from the dripping ceiling, and poured it over the molten metal. When the sizzling puff of steam dissipated, the nome lifted the cooled shape from its mould to inspect his handiwork. ‘Perfect.’

‘A key!’ exclaimed Morrigan. ‘But how do you know it will fit the lock?’

‘I’ve seen Lh’Peygh’s key. It’s a basic T-shaped bit, the same size as my thumbnail.’ In the one hand, Redcap held up the key’s tooth alongside an outstretched thumb, fat and stubby with a square nail.

He pulled his cap back onto his head, low over his brow, then reached through the bars to insert the freshly cast key into the lock from the other side. It was a loose fit and he had to jiggle it to align with the tumbler inside, but it did eventually turn with a satisfying click.

The gate opened.

‘Let’s go,’ said Redcap.

But then Morrigan had an idea. She pulled the key from the lock and asked, ‘Can you melt it again?’

‘Are your trousers going to fall down?’ he asked.

She explained and he immediately set to work again while the coals were still hot, scratching the key in the dirt to make a new shape. The key was melted in the clay crucible, the molten liquid poured into the new mould, then cooled with water. He prised the metal free from the mould, ground it on the stone floor, and finally held it up. ‘Something like this?’

‘Perfect,’ whispered Morrigan as she took the glinting silver knife.

A cast peutre blade was nowhere near as good as forged and folded steel, but it was better than nothing. Although it was small and had a dull edge, it had weight, balance, and most importantly, a very pointy tip. For a girl who never missed, it would do just fine in the circumstances.

They grabbed the sputtering torch from the wall and set off along the tunnel, following the iron rails in the floor until they came to the first door she had heard Lh’Peygh lock, but now they didn’t have a key.

It didn’t matter.

‘This way,’ said Redcap, turning into a narrow passage on the left, easy to miss in the shadows and folds of the rock walls.

Morrigan had to duck to squeeze through the opening, the glow of the torch showing the nome’s back jogging further along. The tunnel seemed made for his height and the girl with the knife bumped her head several times as she raced to catch up. Her legs limped, her head ached, her jaw hurt, and her left eye was now completely closed, but she had to keep pace with the little man.

Soon, it opened onto a wider passage running left to right with more steel rails in the floor and square beams of wood bracing the ceiling. Redcap looked first one direction, then the other.

‘Which way?’ she asked.

He turned right.

‘Are you sure?’ she called after him, casting the dim torchlight to see what lay to the left.

‘You said, the way out is up,’ Redcap called back. ‘This way goes up.’

That was what she had said in the cell, but she had been speaking figuratively. From an underground point of view, ‘up’ was logical. Everything was up when you’re down. However, in the dark maze of old mine tunnels, ‘up’ could have been in any direction.

To her right, Redcap was disappearing in the darkness beyond the torch’s short reach. Morrigan limped after him, eventually making out the red of his cap as she closed in. They turned this way and that, climbed piles of rubble, squeezed through narrow passes, and along more winding tunnels, passing a jumble of old mine carts stacked in a side grotto.

Eventually, the mineshaft opened into a yawning cavern, the iron rails stretching before them on a narrow bridge where the floor fell away below. Across the vast space on either side, above and below, were more rails on wooden scaffolds, some passing through others, roped suspension bridges, and flying foxes with old iron tubs dangling from thick steel cables.

Standing on the edge of the precipice, with a sickening spin in her stomach, Morrigan gripped the nearest wall and said, ‘I think we should turn back.’

But Redcap had already stepped forward, his short legs stretched wide to balance a foot on each rail of the bridge. ‘There’s nothing back there. We need to keep moving forward. And up.’

It didn’t feel like up to Morrigan. It looked like a hundred ways down. Fast. And with a very decisive splat at the end.

Placing one foot onto the bridge, then the other, she couldn’t tell if it was the old timber structure wobbling, or her legs. She took a deep breath, steeled her nerves, and waddled her way along. With her attention on the destination ahead, the nome’s back, his bobbing hat, the far end of the trestle, anything but the gaping nothingness below, she thought she caught a glimpse of movement in the corner of her one good eye, but dared not look. A trick of the changing shadows, perhaps, as her sputtering torch moved along, casting its dim light into one crevice then the next.

Just keep moving, she told herself.

The toe of her boot nudged a small stone and, when she heard it plink, she looked down to see the gold nugget bounced off a timber below before being swallowed in the cavernous void. Her heart pounded and her head swooned. The bridge was spinning. She snapped her eye back up to the line of the bridge.

‘Fool’s gold,’ she reminded herself. ‘Fool’s gold.’

Nearing the other end, her fear and nerves were slowly replaced with the excitement and joy of making it across. Then more shadows moved. And these were not caused by the shifting flicker of her dying torch. They slinked. Crept. Perhaps the Whites had discovered the empty cell, entered the tunnels to find the escapees.

‘Redcap,’ she hissed. ‘I think I saw something.’

She wanted him to mock her, say it was the shadows, a trick of the light, or her imagination, the dizziness of the ordeal. Instead, he worryingly replied, ‘Me too.’

When they made it to the other side, and her feet finally stepped onto solid rock again, she clapped a hand on the nome’s shoulder, more to steady herself, be rooted to the safety of earth, than congratulate him on a job well done. As she took deep breaths, slowed her heartrate, her eye scanned the looming walls of the cavern. Something glinted, and then it was gone.

‘We’re definitely not alone,’ she said, and Redcap glanced around nervously, scouring the shadows and ledges, but if he saw something, he said nothing.

On this side of the bridge, the rail split into three directions along wide tunnels, each as devouring as the next. The walls bore the gashes and scores of miners’ picks, and tucked in the corners were piles of discarded rock, the waste from the dig.

‘Which way?’ Morrigan asked, peering into each tunnel as the sputtering torch threatened to plunge them into darkness. ‘We need to get out of here fast.’

The nome cocked his head as if listening to each passageway, sniffed the air, and licked a finger to hold up. A faint breeze from the right-hand tunnel smelled marginally less musty than the others. He pointed and Morrigan limped on, holding the torch aloft but barely illuminating the way.

Winding along the tunnel, slowly uphill, the pair trudged in an ever-dwindling glow. Fearful of being lost in the dark, Morrigan tore a scrap of fabric from her cloak and poked it into the head of the dying torch, but it only smothered the last few embers. She cupped it with a hand and blew on it furiously, willing tiny glowing flecks to life, before they died.

In the darkness that swallowed them, a plinking of stones echoed from the tunnel behind.

Morrigan faced the noise in the pitch black and blew on the dead torch again. As the cinders gave a faint glow, she briefly glimpsed horned shadows lumbering in the tunnel. Then darkness plunged back in.

With each blow on the torch, each burst of glowing sparks, the shapes appeared closer and closer.

Then blackness.

Another desperate breath emptied her lungs and the scrap of fabric burst into flame, reflecting in the eyes of the pursuers almost on them, glinting on their steel. They were not the Whites.

‘Run!’ she yelled, grabbing Redcap’s hand to haul him along the mineshaft.

His little legs pumped furiously and Morrigan bore the pain of her limp. She could hear them now, clanging and rumbling behind them. The scrap of fabric burned out, fizzled. In the darkness, she saw a dusty sliver of light ahead and dropped the torch. The air was getting thinner, fresher.

Heaving Redcap along, practically dragging him on the ground, his fingers slipped in hers and he stumbled. She tried to snatch his hand, but he fell. Morrigan urged him to keep running, even though she knew he couldn’t. She stopped, turned to see him getting to his feet, but with only one good eye, her poor depth perception couldn’t tell how far away he was in the darkness. Behind, the figures were a roiling mass, almost upon him. She couldn’t tell where one stopped and another began. 

She pulled her peutre knife, but it was small and dull and she only had the one. 

‘Go!’ he shouted, then the shadows poured over the nome and swallowed him.

‘Redcap!’ she called back, pointlessly, uselessly as he disappeared from view.

She fled.

In only a few more strides, the tunnel ended with an abrupt turn and she was blinded by crisp light. Her hands shaded her eye too late as the ground fell away and she tumbled into nothingness.

Rockface met her, vertical and sheer as she bounced down the cliff, rolled, spinning and sliding until she crunched among the boulders below, finally coming to a stop.

Broken, battered and beaten, Morrigan lay on her back squinting up at the mountain side, too steep to climb to the narrow opening of the air shaft that had spat her out high above. She waited, hoping to see the nome’s pointy red hat appear in the aperture.

It did not.

With her one dull knife in hand, she readied for whoever had pursued them to burst from the cave and pour down the cliff upon her.

They did not.

She sighed, let all her muscles go, closed her only eye. With the rush of blood over, she contemplated lying there all day, all week, maybe even the rest of her life. Here she could die on her own terms. Not by a blade or poison or cunningly concealed trap, but free and alone, as she had always been. Then came the intrusive thought of Dark and the Nightlings. The impending danger of the Whites. The weapons the nome had described.

And she cursed, loud and echoey against the mountainsides.

Clutching her freshly rebroken ribs, with a shoulder dislocated and her legs protesting, Morrigan rose, sliding her back up a boulder for support. She would have screamed and hurled abuse at the world, if she had the strength.

She wanted to collapse. To give in to the crush. Let the cogs of the world sort themselves out.

But when her good eye opened, she saw something unexpected. And terrifying.

Streaming from behind the mountain, an arc of fire cut across the sky over the forest.

It had begun.
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CHAPTER XIX: WARNING


[image: ]


‘I FEEL NAKED WITHOUT MY AXE,’ said Grim.

‘You wear a loin cloth,’ teased Morgana. ‘You practically are naked.’

‘Look who’s talking,’ the minotaur taunted back at the wolf wearing nothing but the fur in which she’d been born.

‘I told you, they take offence to axes,’ said Dark, leading the trio. ‘Grungendore will take good care of it until we get back to them.’

The boy could have crossed the forest much faster on his own, using the trees as doorways to move great distances, but Grim and Morgana insisted on going with him to find the few Old World forest-folk who did not live with the Nightlings.

As he expected, Dark found the Green Man on the northern edge of Myrr Wood where they had first met by the vast growth of Strangleweed. He was lamenting Starr’s departure because the girl had always left a delicious tribute of vegetables for him beneath the cornfield scarecrow. Now he would have to fend for himself on the less appetizing wild beets, spotted truffle and acorns that grew naturally in the forest.

Apparently, potatoes would be missed the most.

With Grim and Morgana watching on, the boy had explained the impending danger of humanity and how the Nightlings were leaving the forest for higher ground. The Green Man’s round knothole eyes blinked, uncomprehending.

‘I can’t live in the mountains,’ the Green Man whined. ‘Look at me. I belong in the forest.’

‘You’re not safe here,’ said Morgana.

Dark showed him the hunting sheet bearing his likeness.

Clutching it in his wooden hands, the Green Man said, ‘That doesn’t even look like me. My eyes are bigger and I’m much more handsome.’

‘We know, but that won’t matter to the humans,’ said Grim. ‘They’ll come for you.’

The Green Man looked around the forest, ran his hand along a moss-covered log, brushed his wooden feet through a patch of ivy. His trust in Dark convinced him the boy would not suggest such a plan if it were not necessary, the danger were not real and imminent. ‘Will we be coming back?’ he asked.

The others exchanged glances. In truth, they didn’t know.

‘Of course,’ said Dark. ‘As soon as it’s safe.’

After a moment of quiet thought, the Green Man eventually nodded. ‘When do we leave?’

‘As soon as we get the others,’ replied Dark.

‘Others?’

‘Picea. And her friends.’

The Green Man knew the nymphs. Of them all, the dryad Picea was the most powerful, and he assumed Dark was referring to the two napaeae who inhabited the woods.

He led the way, Morgana urging him to hurry, until they arrived at the small clearing where Dark had first seen Picea. The Green Man remained at a distance while the boy slowly approached the ancient, twisted tree and reached out to knock on the trunk.

But before his knuckles even touched the surface, an exquisite face leaned out as if the bark was nothing but smoke. Her hair was a wild mess of chaotic beauty, decorated with a circlet of ivy threaded with gold, and her features were sharp.

‘What do you want, Dark of the Nightlings?’ asked Picea.

‘Forgive my intrusion,’ he apologised. ‘You are in grave danger, and I have come to ask you to join us. We must leave Myrr Wood.’

The dryad fully emerged from the tree, slender legs stepping out as her body passed through the trunk. Her long dress, the fabric textured like bark, merged with the surface of the tree so she and the oak were one.

‘What kind of danger?’ she asked.

Dark explained how the humans were now aware Old World creatures and folk still existed, how they were preparing, and that they were coming for them.

‘They are aware of us because of you,’ said Picea, but without a hint of accusation.

The dryad was right. And Dark knew it. The Nightlings had been safely hiding until he joined them, brought the evils of humanity to their doorstep, led them in the uprising against Underock that had only made humans hate them more. If not for him, the Old World creatures would all still be safe, unknown, forgotten, and alive. The guilt riddled him every single day.

‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘Which is why I need to save you now.’

‘Let them come. I will show them my full fury.’ Picea’s eyes widened and darkened, her hair spreading out in coiling tentacles as if blown by an unfelt breeze.

‘I do not doubt you,’ said Dark. ‘And you should not doubt me. I have seen their armies, the strength of their force, and now I have read what they know about us. What they know about you.’

The dryad’s rising anger melted. ‘You can read?’

‘Show her the pages,’ prompted the Green Man.

Seeming to only just notice their presence, Picea looked to the man of wood, the wolf and the minotaur. The Green Man gave a friendly little wave while the others shifted nervously.

‘Where is your axe?’ the dryad asked Grim.

‘I thought it best to leave it with our friends,’ the minotaur lied.

‘Wise decision,’ Picea commended.

‘You should know, my axe has never felled a tree. Only men,’ said Grim, but the dryad had already returned her attention to the boy holding up the hunting poster featuring the various types of nymph.

She read the text and gave a harumph. ‘They know little of what my sisters and I are truly capable. They haven’t even mentioned the nereides, limnades, pagaeae, potameides, or eleiomomae.’

Having never heard of all the types of nymphae that once existed, Dark had no idea what she was talking about.

‘Please come with us,’ the boy implored. ‘I would not have come to you if I did not think you and your sisters were in danger. We can all be safer and stronger if we stay together.’

‘Where will you go?’ she asked.

Dark pointed vaguely eastward. ‘We’re going into the mountains, due east of the broken tower.’

‘And what about the others?’ she asked.

‘Our friends are already headed there,’ Dark replied.

Picea tilted her head. ‘Not your friends. The others.’

The boy didn’t know what she meant.

‘Remember when we last spoke, when you were asking for timber for your plan to attack the humans?’ she reminded him. ‘I told you there were others. More Old Worldians.’

‘Yes. You mentioned there were more Barbegazi,’ Dark recalled. ‘Our friend Redcap left to find them some time ago.’

The dryad seemed to smile, but not quite. ‘Do you think your little family of Nightlings are the only group who found a place to hide where humans dare not go?’

Dark was reminded of Balius, Tylere and Amyrilla in the Deep Wold. Unless the humans were desperately, angrily chasing someone, they were scared to venture into the horrid swamp.

‘I found some,’ he said softly, reminded he’d also lost some.

‘And just as your nomish friend will find some in the frozen lands of the far north, there are others hiding in the mountains, above the snow-line,’ she said.

‘How do you know?’ asked the boy.

‘I have a sister there,’ whispered the dryad.

Morgana padded to the boy’s side, impatient and interrupting. ‘We need to go. Are you coming or not?’

Having never been spoken to with such audacity before, Picea glared at the wolf. But, also knowing lykkans were the most ancient of the Old World species, she afforded the crude creature some deference.

Dark was about to ask Picea to summon the other nymphs when Rat poked his head from within the boy’s wild hair.

Squeak squeak squeak-squeak!

‘What is it?’ asked Morgana, hearing only panic in the rodent’s voice.

‘He said something’s coming,’ Dark translated, casting his eyes skyward.

Morgana cocked her ear and could hear a keening whistle, initially faint but getting closer.

Then the forest exploded.
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CHAPTER XXX: SCATTERED
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‘WHAT WAS THAT?’ BLEATED CAPRICE.

The cracking boom stopped the Nightlings where they stood, the earth vibrating beneath their feet, claws and hooves.

‘Thunderstorm?’ suggested Grungendore as he lowered the iron chest to the ground.

‘That’s no thunder,’ screeched Rhea. Her kind once flew in great flocks inside thunderstorms and could create the great pealing cracks with their wings. The harpy knew the sound of thunder, and this was not it.

Then came another, rumbling and shaking through the forest. And another.

‘Earthquake?’ guessed the wendigo, Chiwew.

‘Rockslide,’ suggested one of the Bendith.

As the booms and rumbles rolled on, each one sounding closer than the next, the Nightlings’ curiosity was replaced by worry then fear as they recalled the explosive sound made by the giant wooden wolf filled with barrels of black powder.

A cloying scent of smoke wafted through the trees.

Then came rabbits and deer bounding southward past the old tower, a skulk of foxes, a wolf pack, boars and a bear. Overhead, a scurry of squirrels leapt through the branches and flocks of birds flew across the sky.

Something rustled in the ferns behind the Nightlings and they all turned as one to face the new sound. The goblins drew their rusty swords and Odhow snatched up Grim’s battleaxe. Even though it appeared too small for the rock troll, it was more impressive than her usual wooden club. 

Twigs crunched and leaves crackled.

Bursting from the undergrowth, Morrigan stumbled into the camp, filthy and scratched, limping on one leg, clutching at her ribs. Her face was streaked in white paint and blood, with one eye swollen shut and black. When she collapsed on the dirt in a groan of pain and exhaustion, they noticed her leather jerkin had been daubed white.

‘It’s happening,’ she rasped. ‘It’s happening.’

Caprice ran to her side. ‘What is?’

‘The attack.’

Thunderous booms echoed through the trees.

The satyr gently rolled the girl onto her back and slowly lifted her jerkin. Her stomach was patterned with bruises and one side of her ribs purple and black, and she winced as he tentatively touched the skin, then again as he inspected her puffy eye.

‘Who did this to you?’ he asked.

‘The Whites,’ said Morrigan and the Nightlings suddenly drew the connection to the white paint on her jerkin. ‘They’re attacking the forest.’

‘Why?’ asked Chiwew.

‘To either flush us out or kill us,’ Caprice guessed. ‘But how do you attack an entire forest?’

With more strength than he’d expected, Morrigan seized hold of Caprice’s wrist, half rising to look in his eyes. ‘They have weapons. Siege engines. War machines that have never been seen before. They’re setting the whole forest afire.’

The explosions began to sound closer.

‘Dark, Grim and Morgana are somewhere out there,’ Chiwew worried.

‘We have to go get them,’ suggested Grungendore.

Morrigan coughed and spluttered, shaking her head. ‘You have to get out. Now!’

Smoke was billowing through the forest, snaking between trees, bringing with it warm air and a rising breeze. Above the canopy, the sky was quickly greying.

‘I’ll go,’ said Caprice. ‘Using the trees, I can travel faster than the rest of you.’

‘Maybe I can see them from above,’ screeched Rhea, stretching her wings and leaping into the air.

The satyr quickly barked orders to the others. ‘Grab our things and head for the mountains. Odhow, carry the girl. Make sure she eats this, and rub this on her black ribs and eye.’ He handed the rock troll a leather pouch containing a herbal mix with the pungent odour of mercy leaf and witch’s safflower, and a small vial of monkshood, spotted nettle, and extract of fevershroom.

The troll held each in a massive hand, looking blankly from one to the other. Caprice took back the medicines to gave them to Chiwew instead, saying ‘Eat’ as the wendigo took the pouch, then the vial. ‘Rub.’

With her great stony arms, Odhow gently scooped up the wounded girl, cradling her like a broken baby. Glowing flecks and cinders wafted in on the warm air and plumes of smoke drifted through the leafy branches.

‘As Morgana said, go due east into the nearest valley, but be careful crossing the open ground of the hills,’ continued Caprice. ‘Keep moving higher until you get to–’

‘Sshh!’ Brymbo hushed. ‘Can you hear that?’

The creatures silenced, listening carefully. Between the claps of thunder and the rise and fall in the rumble, there was also a faint whistling sound.

‘Run!’ screamed Morrigan in the troll’s arms.

Just as the Nightlings bolted in different directions, there was a thunderous boom and a ferocious ball of orange fire engulfed the broken tower. Flames poured through the cracks, turning the stonework into blazing missiles.

The world burned.
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CHAPTER XXXI: THE INFERNO
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VIOLENT AND INSATIABLE, a new monster rampaged across Myrr Wood, devouring the largest and most ancient trees in its path. Flames roared higher, incinerating the leafy canopy in a shower of embers that rained down to ignite more trees further afield. Super-heated air rushed up into the sky, sucking fresh winds in along the ground to create spiralled tornados of pure fire, forty-feet high.

Grim and Morgana were shouting for Dark to run, but he was still tugging at the hand of the dryad, frozen to the spot in shock with the Green Man cowering at her feet as explosions erupted on all sides.

Boom. Boom. Boom.

Something crashed out of the forest toward the Nightlings, and they watched, dumbstruck as a panicked stag bounded past, wide-eyed with tendrils of flame streaming from its majestic antlers.

Another missile plummeted into the forest, engulfing the dryad’s oak tree in an explosive fireball. Grim shielded Picea from the blast with his own body, the hairs down his back singeing in the intense heat. With his arms wrapped around the dryad, the minotaur dragged her away as she reached out to her burning oak, wailing.

Behind them, a familiar voice shouted, ‘This way!’

Caprice was stepping out from a fat birch, passing right through its trunk. Using the trees as doors, he’d run across Myrr Wood in no time, stepping into one tree and out of another distant one, dodging fiery explosions along the way. Pointing his friends toward a smoky gap between blazes, he yelled again, ‘Hurry!’

Before they could reach the satyr, another impending shrill cut through the sky. Dark quickly shapeshifted into a rock troll, tucked Rat inside a fist and turned his back to block the blast from the others with the stone-tough hide of his broad and towering hulk when the missile exploded among the trees. Flames erupted on his left and right, and when he looked back to where Caprice had been standing, he only saw the birch shrouded in fire, its glowing leaves raining down in a shower of sparks.

He bellowed his friend’s name, but there was no answer.

Even with his stony troll skin, the fire raged too intense for Dark to get closer, and he had to shield his eyes from the burning light, but there was no sign of the satyr. He could only hope Caprice had leapt back through the tree in time.

Morgana, her fur singed and smouldering, pulled Dark-troll away, herding him with the others toward an escape. Burning motes and cinders danced in the hazy air, lighting spot fires in the bracken ferns and leaf litter to create an ever-spreading carpet of sparks and flame. Walls of fire were erupting on all sides.

‘We need to find a way out,’ Morgana yelled over the roar of the flames.

‘It’s like a maze,’ rumbled Dark-troll.

Suddenly realising that’s exactly what it was, the minotaur shouted, ‘Follow me!’

Recoiling from another explosion, Grim shielded his eyes and led the group on a zigzag through the flaming forest, ducking flying debris and picking out a pathway not yet ablaze before that too was swallowed behind them in the spreading inferno. If there was anything a minotaur was good at, it was navigating a labyrinth.

Under the endless bombardment, the hazy air burned and cast an eerie orange glow across the forest. The moisture and sap within the trees boiled in the intense heat and pressure until bloated trunks exploded, propelling shards of burning wood.

Still in the form of a troll, Dark glanced up to see a smoking streak arcing down toward them, a flaming ball at its head. He reached out for the Green Man, to lift him up, carry him, but as the blinding explosion seared Dark’s sensitive sight, he only saw the man’s spindly silhouette framed in a cloud of fire, devoured by the blaze.

‘No!’ roared Dark-troll.

Stepping in front of him with eyes burning hotter than the forest, an outraged Picea raised her hands to call forth her most fearsome power. Dark had once seen her anger rise toward this, but had not known her to reach such a state of fury, never witnessed that which she was truly capable: as much as the dryad could restore and regrow forest, she could also devastate it.

There was a deep boom and a blast of pressure swept out from her so heavy and fast that it ripped trees from their roots and levelled the forest for fifty-feet, taking the fire with it to leave a charred and empty space. The mess of ripped and broken trees were ablaze in a wall of fire around the perimeter.

Through the swirling smoke and embers, a figure emerged, stumbling, rickety on knees that struggled to bend, enveloped in flames.

The Green Man collapsed.

Dark ran forward, patting the flames with his big troll hands, scooping ashy earth to smother them. He rolled the Green Man’s smoking body over, his bark now blackened, wooden limbs cracked like charcoal. Moss, saplings and leaves that once grew from his back and shoulders had been scorched off. The man’s head lolled, and wisps of smoke wafted from his mouth as he croaked, ‘Will it grow back?’ before his eyes closed.

Tears of quartz streamed down the troll’s face, and even as he morphed back into Dark, they continued to streak lines through the ash on his cheeks while Rat scurried up into the safety of his hair.

Picea crouched beside them and laid her hands on the Green Man’s charred chest. She closed her eyes and drew upon the essence of the forest within her, whatever was left of it.

Once before, Dark had seen the dryad magically imbue a season of life into the forest, and now she did the same to the Green Man’s wooden body. The burned bark of his skin split and peeled, tiny fresh shoots sprouted on his shoulders and back, but he did not open his knot hole eyes. Wiping the tears from his face, Dark too placed his hands on the Green Man and mimicked the dryad, filling the fallen figure with a second season of life. Cracked and blackened bark flaked off, revealing fresh woody skin, tiny leaves budded on the shoots, the branches of his limbs regenerated.

The Green Man’s eyes flickered opened.

‘It will grow back,’ said Dark with a weak smile.

There was a screech above the devastated clearing, but such thick smoke filled the sky that the missiles were now barely discernible as glows streaking overhead until they dropped from the smoke toward earth. The Nightlings huddled together, ready to shield each other, from the next explosion, when a winged shape burst through the thick grey plumes. Rhea flapped down to hover above the ash-covered clearing, her wings beating swirls in the smoke and floating embers.

‘It’s the Whites,’ the harpy shrilled. ‘They’re setting the entire forest on fire with enormous catapults.’

‘Then we need to keep moving,’ said Grim, pulling the Green Man to his feet.

Lungs filling with smoke and hot ash, the minotaur continued shepherding them along the ever-shifting maze of forest between towering walls of fire, through the choking air, flying embers, and searing heat, dodging new blasts and falling trees before Morgana realised which direction they were headed.

‘Shouldn’t we be going south?’ she coughed.

Without an answer, the determined minotaur pressed on.

‘Grim!’ she barked. ‘You’re leading us toward them!’

‘I know,’ he shouted, a raging fire in his pink eyes. ‘We need to stop them before there’s nothing left.’

The lykkan glanced at the group. Despite the magical regrowth the Green Man had been given by Dark and the dryad, tendrils of smoke still wafted from his charred body and the stiff joints of his legs looked ready to snap. Picea was drowning in anguish at the devastation of the forest she had protected her entire life, wide eyes streaming tears as she cowered at the rumble of every explosion and the cracking of dying timber. While Grim’s iron-shod hooves protected him from the hot ground, the dryad’s bare feet were burned and blistered, her hands too from constantly patting flames off her woody gown. Also stumbling barefoot through the licks of flames, Dark was hacking and coughing, so coated in ash that he appeared a silhouette in the orange smoke. And there was no sign of Caprice.

But Morgana knew Grim was right. They had to get out of the forest fire, and the only place they could be assured it was not burning was where the Whites were. Which also afforded them the chance to see these catapults and possibly destroy them. Maybe some of Myrr Wood could yet be saved.

‘Alright then, but we can’t keep moving like this,’ she said, then called Dark over. ‘Did you see Balius change from man to beast?’

The boy nodded, understood, and in an instant changed and grew until a horse stood before the wolf, slick black coat rippling to shake off the blanket of ash. Morgana offered her shoulder for Picea to boost herself up onto Dark’s back. His coat rippled again, securing the dryad in place to prevent her from falling as he galloped through the burning forest, his hooves providing better protection from the fiery ground. The Green Man rode the wolf whose padded paws were thick and tough (and even if they did burn, a lykkan never complained), while Grim led the way. Rhea flew through plumes of smoke above, dodging the missiles still screaming across the sky.

Travelling faster through the burning forest, the Nightlings navigated the labyrinth between explosions of searing flame until they were outrunning the fire front and soon found themselves on the upward slopes of the eastern woods, the pounding thuds of siege weapons ringing in their ears as fiery balls continued to streak smoke overhead. When they eventually reached the edge of the forest on a hilltop, the Nightlings could see the awesome machinery positioned along the old road that ran eastward into the mountains from Myrr Wood.

‘Throw me to the crows!’ exclaimed Grim, mouth agape.

The engines were nothing like those Dark and Morgana had seen among the armies of the ten barons. Six in all, each was mounted on a rotating platform atop an enormous horse-drawn wagon. The machines consisted of a towering A-frame supporting a massive spinning wheel that appeared to be set in motion by geared handles cranked by teams of Whites. Attached to the wheel were four slings, released one at a time by some kind of mechanism to launch the projectiles in quick succession, igniting upon release to send them arcing across the sky in a trail of smoke.

After firing all four missiles, the wheel came to a sudden stop for the men to quickly reset the mechanism and reload the slings with spherical barrels, hooped in iron bands and collected from wagons fitted with chutes to dispense them at speed into the ready arms of the Whites.

Cranking the handles rapidly set the wheel in motion again, dragging the reloaded slings around its spin until they ignited and launched. With the rate at which they hurled the projectiles, and the tremendous distance they covered, they had probably already fired hundreds of explosive incendiaries all over Myrr Wood, with hundreds more still in the stockpiles.

The siege engines pounded away, their enormous flywheels spinning and unleashing missile after missile. The Whites turned a crank on one side to rotate the engines on their platforms and disperse their incendiary barrage wider across the forest, reloading barrel after barrel.

Looking back, the forest was afire on all sides. Great spirals of flame spouted from the burning canopy, pouring pillars of black smoke into the sky. More missiles streamed down, each swallowed by the inferno in a billowing explosion that sent flaming chunks of shattered tree high into the air.

With the forest fire climbing the hill behind them, the Nightlings would soon be forced out into the open.

‘We’re already too late,’ said Picea, heartbreak in her welling eyes.

‘We have to do something,’ the minotaur said, preparing to charge forward when he felt a hand on his forearm holding him back.

The black horse had become the boy again. ‘You can’t,’ said Dark. ‘You don’t even have your axe.’

‘And there are dozens of them,’ added Morgana.

To the left and right of the Nightlings, the forest was bursting into flame. Spot fires erupted in the undergrowth, ignited shrubs, sent embers into the treetops. Picea fell to her knees, crying. Patches of Morgana’s fur were burned to the skin. Dark’s scorched feet were bleeding where the skin had broken. Even Grim was forced to take a knee when his smoke-filled lungs erupted in a coughing fit.

‘I might be able to stop them,’ crackled the Green Man, his charred throat turning his voice to ash.

Gesturing his clawed hands toward a thick beech tree already ablaze, he mustered every last drop of energy. With flames enveloping its trunk, the bushy canopy of leaves crackling, the tree leaned and twisted until its massive roots ripped from the ground, thudding down like two heavy legs and lumbering forward. 

As the Green Man struggled against his injuries, his weak and tired arms dropped to his sides, and the tree stopped where it stood.

But another tree, a gnarled and crooked ash also engulfed in flames, ripped its roots from the ground and stepped forward. Dismayed, the Green Man looked to the others and saw Dark extending his clawed hands to control the second tree in mimicry, his arms turning the texture of bark and a leaf sprouting from his shoulder. Bolstered by the sight, flushed with pride, the Green Man found the strength to reanimate the burning beech to lumber alongside the boy’s flaming ash.

Both trees walked down the hillside, gaining momentum with each thumping stride until they were in an unstoppable run headed straight for the siege engines, fully engulfed in flames and leaving a fluttering trail of burning leaves in their wake.

*  *  *  *  *
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With the horizon ablaze, the air filled with smoke, and their attention focused on working the machines just like Lh’Peygh had taught them – because any error could be catastrophic for the operators – the Whites didn’t notice the two burning trees barrelling down the hill towards them until they had nearly reached the road.

Between the thumping noise of the engines and his deafness, Ragon hadn’t heard his mean shouting. It was only when some of the Whites ran past him along the road that he looked up the hill to see two trees, running like fiery giants down the slope.

Beyond them, on the hilltop, he could make out a few figures in the swirling smoke. Among them were two he recognised – the bull-headed minotaur and the enormous wolf – and he smiled. 

He pointed and shouted for his men to aim on the Nightlings, but the first tree had already reached one of the flywheel trebuchets and swung its burning branches at the mechanism. Licks of flame and scorching leaves trailed through the air as it moved, burst in a cloud of embers and engulfed the machine when it struck. The wooden frame and ropes ignited, as did the four incendiaries already loaded into the slings. The explosion rattled the machine, sent debris flying after the scattering men and horses. Still spinning, the burning flywheel broken from its axle and tore up the earth as it rolled forward, leaving a trail of flame in the grass before it toppled and crashed to the ground.

But it was the second tree that worried Ragon. It was not running toward any of the trebuchet. Batting its flaming branches left and right to knock aside fleeing Whites in bursting showers of sparks, its path was straight for the wagons filled with the stockpiles of incendiary barrels.

The mercenary leader raced for Crush, leaping onto the enormous horse’s back and kicking his heels into its flanks. With a whinny, it galloped eastward along the road, trampling panicked Whites under its massive, hairy hooves.

As he rode into the mountains toward Green Gorge, Ragon dimly heard a deep underwater rumble in his broken ears and his back felt the force and heat of the blast that lit up the narrow valley in a blinding flash.
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CHAPTER XXXII: ASH AND TEARS
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MYRR WOOD BURNED FOR TWO DAYS, lighting up the smoky sky at night. From the hilltops in the east, the Nightlings watched the fire roar across the entire forest, spouting pillars of flame that carried ash and blackened leaves into the hot winds to rain down for miles around.

Rhea had tried circling above the inferno in search of Caprice but the heat was so intense and the smoke so choking that she had to return and wait with the others while the world they knew was entirely consumed.

With every passing hour, Picea grew weaker, fainter, until she could no longer stand, resting her head in Dark’s lap as he stroked her viny hair. The dryad’s life force was tied to the forest, particularly the giant oak in which she had lived and they feared that her failing health was an omen for the fate of the woods.

By the time the fire had burned out, the dryad needed to be carried for them to return and explore the devastation. Dark shapeshifted into the kelpie again and Grim carefully laid Picea across his back, safely held by his sticky black fur.

Halfway down the hill the grass became charred earth where the fire had tried to crawl outside the forest. The ground crunched and cracked under their feet and hooves, puffing little clouds of fine ash with each step.

Where the dense green forest had stood was now a wasteland of grey, sparsely peppered with the black skeletons of smouldering dead trees. Banks of residual smoke drifted through, slowly obscuring and revealing the ruination in hazy waves, constantly shifting the landscape from an eerie grey sea to a tormented nightmare and back again. Grey motes lingered in the air like torpid snowflakes and the charred remains of fallen trees reached out from the deep blanket of ash, black claws frozen in a rictus of death.

Here and there they found craters left by the explosives, surrounded by a flattened blast radius. Elsewhere, the bony remains of animals that couldn’t escape – deer, boar, bear, coney and wolf.

As if the fire had not yet consumed enough, the overwhelming desolation, endless and forboding, seemed to drain their very souls. Their steps fell heavy and slow, backs hunched, heads drooped.

Slogging through the thick ash until they were each coated in a fine layer of grey, the Nightlings finally arrived at the dryad’s tree. Or, where it should have been. All that remained was half a twisted, hollow black trunk, the branches and canopy entirely sheared off and shattered by the powerful blast.

Dark lowered onto his equine knees, carefully leaning to one side as his fur released Picea to ease her onto the ground, then he shapeshifted back to his self and knelt at her side.

‘You’re home now,’ he said.

Her eyes opened slowly, faintly, and at the sight of the remains of her tree, a single tear ran down her cheek. Without taking her eyes from it, she whispered to Dark, struggling with each word. ‘Find the others.’

‘Where?’ he asked, urgently, earnestly, taking her weak hand in his.

‘East of your tower. The mountain that looks back.’ Then she elicited a long, sad sigh that became her final breath.

Dark whispered her name. Again, louder. Shouted it. But she did not wake.

‘She’s gone, Dark,’ said the Green Man.

‘No!’ he roared. ‘We can make it grow back!’

The boy rushed to the dead oak, pressed his hands against it, willed the power of the dryad to imbue it with life, straining so hard his eyes teared, his arms shivered, only relenting when the Green Man laid a gentle hand on his shoulder.

‘You can’t revive that which is dead,’ the Green Man croaked. ‘There’s nothing left.’

Dark fell to his knees by Picea, whispering, ‘I’m sorry,’ over and over before asking the others, ‘What will happen to her now?’

‘She will return to the earth from whence she came,’ the Green Man consoled. ‘In time, the new forest will reclaim her.’

They gave the boy a moment, consumed by grief, before Grim gently suggested, ‘We should get back to the others.’

Dark rose and trudged through the ash, a silent automaton leaving red footprints with his bleeding feet, and the others followed at a distance to give him solitude.

After they’d gone, a tiny crack appeared in the one of the bloody depressions he’d left beside the dryad’s body. A small green shoot poked through the red ash, tasted it, and suddenly shot forth, growing into a thorny curled vine. More Strangleweed saplings erupted from the other blood-soaked footprints around Picea, sprouting leaves as they wrapped around her body, twisting and weaving over her chest, arms, legs, then pulling the dryad down into the grey ash until she was gone. Reclaimed.

Not far away, Dark let out a shriek.

He ran toward a blackened tree. By the time Grim, Morgana and the Green Man caught up, he was quickly looking around the desolate landscape then bolting another thirty paces to the next dead tree, wailing.

Poking out from the first burned trunk were the charred hind legs of a goat. In the distance, where Dark was inconsolably staggering left and right with his hands tugging at his hair, they could see a blackened pair of horns and outstretched arm halfway out of the second dead tree, desperately, hopefully, failingly reaching for escape from the fire.

His monstrous friends could only watch as Dark raised both hands, his hair fluttering wildly in a non-existent wind, as he unleashed a wave of force even greater than that which the dryad had displayed. In an instant, the charred tree disintegrated into ash, blown on a gale that also obliterated a hundred other dead trunks beyond, each erupting into nothing. Along with them, the remains of Caprice were cast asunder.

Grim ran to the boy, tried to hold him, console him, but Dark spun around with black eyes flaring, purple lips parting to reveal sharp teeth, his wild hair billowing without a wind. He opened his mouth, ready to unleash a harpy’s screech, when Morgana stepped between them.

‘Dark, stop!’ she growled, sharp and scalding.

Under the glaring red eyes of the wolf who had treated him like her own cub, his fury collapsed, an ebbing tide drawn back into an ocean of anger, and he fell to his knees. But he did not cry. Fists clenching, drawing ragged breaths, Dark was consumed by a silent rage, more violent and unstoppable than the fire that had torn through Myrr Wood.

‘It’s not your fault,’ said Grim.

Dark whimpered, ‘None of this would have happened if not for me!’

‘That’s not true,’ said Morgana. ‘None of this would have happened if not for the humans.’

‘I AM A HUMAN!’ he roared, all gravel and thunder and splintered wood.

‘You’re a Nightling,’ she snapped back, refusing to let him accept anything less.

Stunned into silence by her words, Dark recalled what Picea had once told him and faintly murmured her advice, ‘Choose a side.’ 

‘What was that?’ asked Grim.

‘She said I cannot live in both worlds,’ the boy replied, but he could have just as easily been talking to himself still.

‘What does that mean?’ Morgana asked.

‘I’m going home,’ said Dark, locking eyes with the wolf.

Then, in a shower of sparks, he vanished.

For a split second, Rat was left mid-air where Dark’s head had been, before he fell. Grim deftly snatched a hand to catch the rodent.

‘Where did he go?’ asked the minotaur.

‘And how did he do that?’ Morgana added.

Squeak, said the rat. But none of them spoke rat.
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CHAPTER XXXIII: UNEXPECTED ARRIVAL
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EVEN THOUGH THE MOUNTAIN AIR WAS CLEAR, it still bore the smell of smoke. A black leaf fluttered from the sky to land in the stream that wound along the valley, spinning in little eddies before being dragged in the current past the wendigo scooping fresh water into a copper pot. 

When the broken tower had exploded into flame, the Nightlings fled in different directions, but as each travelled eastward, they gradually reunited, emerging one-by-one from the smoke, covered in ash. Higher and higher they climbed until they stumbled upon this broad dale between three towering peaks where, partly from exhaustion and partly from worry for their missing companions, the Nightlings chose to rest and wait for the return of Grim, Morgana and Dark. Besides, if they ventured any further into the mountains, their friends might not be able to find them.

The valley did not provide protection from the elements, so they huddled together with the largest creatures on the outside – Balius, Grungendore, and Odhow – using their own bodies to shield the others from the chill wind. Over the first two days, the trolls climbed the nearest slopes and returned carrying massive slabs of stone or rolling boulders with which to construct a crude shelter but the cold air still sliced through the gaps.

With the pouch and vial of medicines from Caprice, the wendigo diligently tended to the girl with the knives as instructed. He had lain her unconscious body on a thick patch of grass by the small campfire built from the scant twigs of dry shrubbery the goblins had scavenged.

On their third day of worried waiting, Morrigan finally awoke.

‘What happened?’ she rasped.

‘You didn’t die,’ said Brymbo by her side.

Morrigan couldn’t tell if he sounded surprised, sarcastic, or thankful. Her swollen eye had calmed enough for her to open it a crack, but her vision was filled with dark dots and splodges. 

‘Are you sure?’ she said.

Woken by their voices, Chiwew was relieved his application of medicines had worked and crawled closer to inspect her wounds, asking, ‘How are you feeling?’

To Morrigan, he was a blur of grey fur. ‘Better, but I can barely see.’

‘Your eyesight will return,’ he said. ‘Hopefully.’

This did not give her hope.

‘Where’s Dark?’ she asked. 

‘Hasn’t arrived yet,’ replied the wendigo. ‘Neither have Grim or Morgana.’

Despite the aches, Morrigan half sat up with Chiwew’s help and shivered in the cold. All that remained of the tiny campfire was a small patch of charcoal so that the gaggle of goblins huddled together behind their rusty shields to block the wind that still whistled through the stone walls. Mwnt came in with a bundle of dry heath and grey bilberry twigs scrounged from the rugged mountainsides. He stoked the tiny fire, then set about cooking a stew of thistle root, stream water, and a fat mountain hare Guttle and Kench had caught with sheer luck.

As evening closed in and the mountain shadows crept over their little hovel, the air grew colder, plunging the group into deeper misery. To keep hopeful watch for the arrival of their missing friends, the two trolls hunkered outside, pressing their backs against the crude wall of stone to block the wind from passing through to their shivering friends. 

In the middle of the night, Grungendore woke the others with a gravelly whisper. ‘Someone’s coming.’

Several figures were approaching from the west, the largest in grey armour daubed in white, and wearing a horned helmet.

‘The Whites!’ Chiwew hissed, whipping the goblins into a frenzied collection of weapons and shields as everyone scampered outside. Morrigan clutched at her only blade, her eyesight still a blur. 

‘Ho there,’ came the gruff voice of Grim in the darkness.

They breathed a collective sigh of relief and could now see his body was covered in grey ash, with sweaty streaks revealing patches of his albino skin on his chest and arms, giving the impression of painted armour in the darkness. Behind him, Morgana carried the Green Man on her back, and Rhea swooped down to land, shaking a cloud of ash from her feathers.

When the Nightlings rushed to welcome them, they silently pushed past and stumbled onward to the stream. Grim dropped to his knees and scooped handfuls of water into his ashen mouth, letting it spill down his chest to wash off the soot and grime, while Rat climbed from his shoulder and swam into the brook. Morgana stepped into the chill water to soothe her burned paws, then lay down and let it wash through her tattered fur, causing swirls of grey water to flow downstream. The Green Man simply plopped down in the shallows and slowly lay back with his head on the bank, to watch the black leaves dancing on the smoke-filled wind. 

‘Where are the others?’ Chiwew worried.

Morgana’s gloomy eyes spoke volumes as she gave a rudimentary account of the forest’s devastation, the dryad’s passing, the sad discovery of Caprice, and nearly losing the Green Man in the blaze.

‘Where’s Dark?’ asked Grungendore.

‘He left,’ Grim said.

Squeak.

Morrigan limped from behind the trolls. ‘What do you mean he left? Where did he go?’

Surprised to see the girl, the wolf rose from the stream and shook a spray of water from her coat. ‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded.

Grim collected his axe from Odhow and caressed the shaft, saying, ‘I thought you’d gone.’ But no one was sure if he was talking to the weapon or the girl.

Morrigan explained all that had happened in the days since she’d last seen the Nightlings: encountering the Whites who took her to Green Gorge where she met the alchemist and the Bookkeeper who were building powerful weapons, but she was captured and imprisoned...

Interrupting her story, Grim said, ‘We destroyed the weapons they used to torch the forest,’ and the victory gave the Nightlings a faint sense of relief until Morrigan continued.

‘They have more though,’ she insisted. ‘Much more. And worse.’

‘Like what?’ asked the wolf.

Morrigan worried about the monsters’ reaction to the last chapter of her story. ‘I’ve only seen sketches, been told how they work. From a friend of yours, I believe.’

The Nightlings shared shocked glances and grunts. ‘Who?’

‘A nome called Redcap,’ she said. ‘He designed them for this man Lh’Peygh, or Lopey, or whatever his name is.’

They refused to believe their fellow Nightling, Redcap, would ever work with the humans, declaring Morrigan a liar, mistaken. But it reminded Morgana of how her dear friend, the doppelgänger Rasha, had betrayed them for Baltus.

‘Redcap isn’t even in Igrador,’ said Grim. ‘He’s in the far north to see if more of his kind are in the White Forest.’

But the girl accurately described the Barbegazi with his pointed red hat pulled low over his eyes, and told of how he’d been caught travelling across Igrador, was taken to the librarie, crated, and carted to the Green Gorge where he was tortured, injured, and forced to devise the destructive engines of war. Lots of them.

‘If you’re here, where is he then?’ demanded Mwnt.

‘He didn’t make it out of the mine,’ Morrigan replied with sorrow in her voice. ‘We were chased, and they got him just as I escaped. I did everything I could, I promise.’

‘Is he dead?’ Chiwew worried.

Morrigan couldn’t be sure. ‘I don’t know.’

‘So, the humans still have him?’ asked the goblin Snoutfair.

Morrigan shook her head, recalling the silhouettes that had engulfed the nome, wild, grotesque, inhuman. ‘No. There’s something else in those tunnels.’

The wolf and minotaur shared a quizzical look and Grim grunted a soft hmm. They’d heard what the dryad had told Dark of there being other Old Worldians in the places where humans dared not go. After decades of hiding in Myrr Wood, the Nightling’s solitude had been quickly and brutally flipped upside down with their existence exposed, their forest home destroyed, humanity back on the hunt, and now the possibility this little family of monsters was not the only one.

And the boy was missing. Again.

‘We can’t leave Redcap in there. We must find him.’ said Morgana.

‘In the tunnels?’ exclaimed Morrigan. ‘You don’t even know if he’s alive.’

‘You don’t know if he’s dead!’ the wolf snapped back.

The girl softened her tone. ‘Look, I get it. This is all a lot to process, but what you need to do right now, what we need to do right now, is get away. Farther away than this.’

She cast her arms around, pointing out the unprotected openness of the beautiful but bleak valley where they had nothing but a hovel with a few copper pots.

‘We need to save Recap,’ snarled the wolf, not giving in.

‘You don’t understand what these weapons are capable of,’ Morrigan warned.

‘But Redcap does,’ said Morgana. ‘So we’re going to need him. And he needs us.’

The minotaur scooped Rat from the water and let the rodent climb up to his head and perch on a curved horn as he stared up at the mountain peaks to the east. ‘But first, you have to find Dark.’

Squeak!

Morgana knew Grim had become as enamoured with the boy as she had. He needed Dark to be found and brought back. But he’d said you, not we.

‘Are you not coming to look for him?’ she asked.

His bovine head shook as he kept staring at the white-capped alps. ‘I’m going to look for someone else.’

The wolf went to his side, cast her eyes where his were fixed, and Rat scampered down Grim’s arm to jump onto Morgana’s shoulders.

‘We’re safer when we’re all together,’ Grim said, distantly. ‘Stronger.’

Morgana realised what he was looking at. East of your tower, Picea had said. The mountain that looks back.

‘Can you find it?’ she asked.

‘I have to.’

She wished him luck, knowing he’d need it, and left him to contemplate while she returned to the group.

‘Any idea where Dark went?’ asked Morrigan.

The wolf thought about Dark’s last words. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I’ll go in the morning.’

‘I’m coming with you,’ said Morrigan.

Morgana looked at the girl, leaning to one side, cradling her ribs, half her face swollen and blackened, barely able to see. ‘You can hardly stand,’ said the wolf.

Morrigan squinted at the wolf, leaning to one side, paws swollen and burned, half her fur singed to the skin. ‘Neither can you,’ the girl shot back.

This was a stand off from which neither girl nor wolf would back down.

Brymbo opened the iron chest and rummaged through the contents to find something. Turning to Morrigan, he said, ‘You’ll need these.’ In the Bendith’s hands were three of her blades – the one Dark had pulled from the Green Man’s chest, another from Starr, and the third still crusted with the boggart’s blood.

‘That settles it then,’ said the girl with the knives. ‘We leave in the morning.’

Squeak!
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CHAPTER XXXIV: INVESTMENT


[image: ]


‘IT IS BOTH GOOD NEWS AND BAD NEWS.’ Bheidh rolled the miniature scroll back up and addressed the Five. ‘The first of the new weapons have proven incredibly effective.’

Wes gave a smirk while Lænan and Gewinn raised their glasses to each other.

‘Excellent,’ said Wliek flatly. ‘And what is the bad news?’

Bheidh licked his lips, uncomfortable to answer. ‘The Whites have used them to destroy Myrr Wood.’

Wliek narrowed his eyes. ‘What do you mean destroy?’

‘It seems the entire forest has been reduced to ash,’ said the secretary. ‘Nothing remains but a wasteland.’

‘Huzzah,’ cheered Wes. ‘Our investment will pay a handsome return.’

‘You utter dalcop!’ snapped Merx. ‘Igrador’s most valuable export was timber, and Myrr Wood was the total resource covering nearly a fifth of the entire nation!’

‘How do you destroy a forest of that size?’ asked Gewinn between slurps.

‘With weapons of that power, obviously’ replied Wes.

‘This ruins our leverage on Culdiheen,’ snarled Lænan. ‘Timber is the one thing they need.’

While the others argued, Wliek pondered the news. Clearly these weapons were so exceedingly devastating they could bring a nation to its knees through more than the traditional razing of castles and strongholds. And that was an incredibly useful strategy if they could be aimed in the right direction.

‘What of the other weapons?’ he asked, silencing the rest.

Bheidh shook his head. ‘The message doesn’t say. But we could assume they are also ready and just as effective, if not more so.’

The group knew the expression on Wliek’s face. He was strategising.

‘We return our attention to the original plan,’ he said. ‘Except we now have the tools to provide the leverage Baltus lacked.’

‘What do you have in mind?’ inquired Gewinn from the couch.

Wliek smiled now, a rare occurrence. ‘If the ten barons want to fight for the crown, we will give them a way to win it.’

He drew their attention to the map (except the large woman who refused to leave the comfort of the divan) and traced a finger across the landmarks, knocking aside any wooden figurines in the way and coming to rest on the city of Troha.

‘The barons are at each other’s throats. They won’t unite again for this,’ whined Merx.

‘We don’t need them to unite now,’ said Wliek. ‘With the nome’s weapons, any one of the barons will be able to reach the city on their own.’

Gewinn spoke from the couch. ‘They’re already on the verge of civil war. If we give them these weapons, they’ll just turn them on each other.’

‘Not when they are given a target and a prize,’ continued the elder.

It dawned on the others. Rather than have the barons devolve to their sieges and land wars in which half the population would be lost regardless of who won, they would be compelled to compete for the throne. With the crown on the finish line, they’d overcome their own failings, and each other if necessary, to quickly achieve the Five’s ultimate goal.

‘Brilliant,’ Merx breathed.

Glasses were raised again.

‘I shall send crows to all ten barons immediately,’ said Bheidh with a half bow.

As he turned to leave, Wliek asked, ‘Do we have an eleventh crow?’
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CHAPTER XXXV: SEARCHING
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TRAVERSING THE BLEAK WASTELAND YET AGAIN, Morgana’s heart was further crushed by the sight of what Myrr Wood had become. Her paws dragged in the cooled ash, sending up blooms of grey cloud with every step. The smoke had finally dispersed, and the dancing motes settled to the ground, so the clear air now afforded an unobstructed view of endless devastation in every direction. 

Morrigan couldn’t believe what she saw. Everywhere was death, coloured in only black and grey.

Squeak. Morrigan didn’t understand the rat sitting on her shoulder, but heard the sadness in its voice and nodded in agreement. 

Both limping, but trying to hide it from one other, the wolf and the girl had travelled all the way from the mountain valley and across the hills to reach the remains of the broken tower at dusk. It was now nothing more than a pile of rubble without the vines that had held it together, and they stopped briefly to fossick in the soot for anything useful the Nightlings may have left behind. Finding only a few broken and melted glass jars that had belonged to Caprice, they continued westward. 

Combined with the eerie silence of the dead forest, devoid of bird chatter or the buzz of insects, the awkward silence between them became unbearable.

‘Why did you choose this profession?’ the wolf eventually asked.

Caught off guard, Morrigan asked, ‘What profession?’

‘Assassin,’ said Morgana.

The girl thought about the right answer. Not the truth, but the right answer. ‘What else can a girl who never misses do?’ she shrugged.

‘Surely there’s a nobility in archery,’ suggested the wolf. ‘Or any of the sporting contests the humans have.’

Morrigan tried to imagine a different life in which she played colf, shinty or stoolball and would have chuckled at the preposterousness if the landscape hadn’t already crushed her spirit. ‘They don’t pay as well.’

‘Have your life choices always been dictated by money?’ asked the lykkan.

The words forced long-forgotten memories to flood back to Morrigan. She shook her head.

‘My choices have always been dictated by survival,’ the girl said after a while. ‘I lost my parents to crimson fever when I was very young. To survive, I earned food and a few ferthings in taverns here or there, by tossing coins into a cup. One day, a man called Vinod saw me make some impossible shot and asked me to join his troupe of travelling players and hucksters. Things were good for a while, until Vinod got himself killed.’

The girl noticed Morgana glancing sideways at her.

‘Not by me!’ she said. ‘Well, not directly. As our troupe started attracting bigger crowds who came to see the girl who never missed, a rival carny started to lose business and took umbrage with Vinod. When he died, a bunch of us got snatched by a Pickmaster.’

‘What’s that?’ asked the wolf.

Morrigan explained the nefarious industry of the scavengers, the child slavery, the brutal treatment of the Pickers. Which made it that much more palatable to Morgana when the girl told of how she eventually killed her Pickmaster.

‘He was my first.’ Morrigan’s voice was soft, wistful.

‘Then what happened?’ the lykkan asked, nudging the girl back into her tale.

‘To save my crew, give them some money to survive, I tried to sell all the picks we had,’ continued Morrigan. ‘But this back-alley merchant... she was a real piece of work. When I told her our Pickmaster had been killed, she said if the person who killed him wanted to make more money, she could arrange it.’

‘So you chose to kill for money?’ said Morgana, feeling like she’d won an argument.

‘No,’ said Morrigan. ‘I refused. But she knew it was one of us who’d done it. Probably even assumed it was me. And she threatened to have us all locked up, executed, unless I took on this job of hers.’

Morgana didn’t need to hear anymore. The girl had already lost her real family, then her found family, and had been about to lose them again. It made sense she would have done anything to protect them. And once you chose a path out of necessity, the necessity becomes the only path. After all, that’s exactly what Morgana had been doing for her own ragtag family of monsters, and now also the boy.

She had killed to protect him. And would do it again. Same for any one of the Nightlings. And yet, Morgana had only met him about a month ago. Strange how life finds a way to alter your entire perspective.

‘So why change your path now?’ Morgana asked.

The wolf hadn’t spoken for a while, so Morrigan took a moment to consider the question before saying with a shrug, ‘Flour mills.’

‘Flour mills?’ echoed the wolf.

‘Yes. They’re fat towers with all these cogs that turn a great big stone to crush grain,’ Morrigan explained. 

‘I know what a flour mill is,’ sighed Morgana. ‘What about them?’

‘I once spent twenty-three days in one.’ The girl paused, almost lost in a distant memory before snapping back. ‘Not by choice, but that’s another story. And while in there, watching those great big cogs turn that enormous stone wheel that crushed grain, the grinding and creaking that never stopped, it made me realise something.’

‘What?’ asked Morgana, intrigued by where this could possibly be headed.

‘There are two types of people. And when I say people, I’m speaking figuratively, so all of you’ – she flurried a hand at the wolf – ‘the trolls and goblins and what have you are all included. But anyway, there are two types of people.’

She stopped walking and held up a single finger.

‘Those who are cogs that keep the machine turning.’

A second finger. 

‘And those who are the grain that gets crushed by the machine.’

‘That’s rather bleak,’ said Morgana.

A sudden cracking sound startled them both. Morrigan whipped out a knife while Morgana looked fearfully skyward for incoming missiles of explosive fire. Above, the last remaining branch of a towering elder tree, black and smouldering, splintered from the trunk and came crashing down right between the wolf and the girl, exploding a puff of ash over them both.

When the dust began to settle, the girl continued as if nothing had happened. ‘So is the world. But there’s one way to avoid being crushed.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Morgana, shaking the ash from her coat in big clouds.

‘Become a cog.’

The wolf narrowed one eye and gave a tiny nod. ‘Yeah. Definitely bleak.’

‘Hear me out,’ the girl implored. ‘Because you know what happens to a cog when it stops being a cog?’

Judging by the theme, Morgana could guess. ‘It gets crushed?’

‘Yep.’ Morrigan jabbed a finger at the wolf’s correct answer, then swooshed it upward to indicate there was one more point. ‘Unless they become a wobbly cog. One that works against the machine. Causes trouble in the gears. Maybe even makes the whole thing seize up.’

Starting to get lost by the whole metaphor now, Morgana wondered if the girl had forgotten the original question. ‘What are you saying?’

Morrigan stopped walking and looked the wolf in the eyes. ‘I’m saying we have a choice. If we’re not the ones being crushed, we can keep being a cog that crushes, or become one that breaks the whole damn thing.’

When she turned and continued through the dead forest, Morgana regarded the footsteps she left in the thick layer of ash. Looking back at the trail behind them, a long straight path from there to here, from then to now, she considered the crushing cogs and those who get crushed, and when either decides to become the other. And somewhere, deep in the middle of the whole rumbling machine, a cog starts turning in the wrong direction.

But something was missing, and she called out her question. ‘In this philosophy of yours, who built the machine?’

Without bothering to turn around, the girl simply called back, ‘Whoever is pulling the levers.’

Morgana let it rest as they continued their silent trudge, eventually arriving at the tree stump that had been the Nightling’s home for so long. Black and cracked, with drifts of ash piled around its base, the lykkan almost didn’t recognise it. What had once been a lush green clearing of ferns and grass and moss around the stump was now a grey void stretching out between the charred trunks of barren trees, stripped of all life and colour. Above, the moon was beginning to drift across the night sky, turning the ash pale blue.

‘Dark?’ the wolf called.

Her holler sounded flat, hollow, swallowed by the nothingness around them. The opposite of an echo. And there was no reply.

Squeak? said rat from the wolf’s shoulder.

‘He’s not here,’ said Morrigan, pushing the toe of a boot through the ash on the ground.

‘I really thought he would be,’ Morgana said.

Bending to sift her fingers in the ash, Morrigan found one of the knives she’d lost in her first encounter with Dark. The hilt had completely burned away but the steel was still good, and it could be easily repaired.

‘What made you think he’d be here?’ she asked, blowing fine grey dust from the blade.

‘He said he was going home,’ replied the wolf.

The girl with the knives stopped to look at Morgana. ‘Home?’ she repeated.

The wolf nodded.

‘I know exactly where he is,’ said Morrigan.
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CHAPTER XXXVI: THERE WILL BE CASUALTIES
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THE EMBARRASSMENT HE FELT FROM THE ESCAPE of the nome and the girl with the mismatched eyes had been replaced with fury at the loss of the six flywheel trebuchet. As punishment, Lh’Peygh had moved the barbarous Whites out of his opulent home and relegated them to a clutter of wooden buildings down the street, surrounded by the choking air of the factory fumes. He hadn’t spoken to them since.

‘My darling,’ his wife gently implored. ‘You still have a job to do.’

Sitting in his office, he distracted himself with old paperwork until she snatched it from him and glared.

‘What?’ he snapped.

‘My Lopey does not ignore his contractual agreements,’ she said, accentuating the affection on his name. ‘The Bookkeeper will surely send a report that will not be favourable to us. We still have a lot riding on this venture, and these little inconveniences will not get in the way. You need to meet with Ragon.’

‘Why should I?’ he snarked.

‘Because that is your instruction. And with the nome gone, you are the only one who knows how to use these weapons. Now, go down there, and train those brutes.’

The alchemist knew she was right. She always was. The Bookkeeper’s instructions were that the Whites be trained to use the new weaponry. And his instructions came from those with the money. Besides, the sooner the Whites were trained, the sooner they would leave. And he would be paid in full.

He flashed a loving smile, gently took her hand, and kissed it.

She slapped him across the cheek. Hard.

‘What was that for?’ he recoiled, pressing a hand to the sting.

She smiled. ‘That’s what I was going to do if you didn’t snap out of it.’

‘But I had already snapped out of it, my love,’ he whined.

‘And I had already prepared to slap you.’

Flashing incredulity, he leapt from his chair and kissed her again, then left the room. Down the stairs and into the street, there was a spring in his step and his chest puffed out as he took long strides through his factory village. When he arrived at the lacklustre accommodation he had given the Whites, he rapped on the door.

It opened, revealing one of the younger recruits.

‘It’s the alchemist,’ the man said to the room with disdain as he strolled away.

After a moment, Ragon appeared with a clay cup in his hand and leaned nonchalantly against the door frame. As he sipped, his eyes locked with Lh’Peygh’s over the rim.

‘HAVE YOU COME TO RELOCATE US TO THE STABLES?’ he asked. ‘PERHAPS THE PIGGERY?’

Lh’Peygh took the barb with a smile. ‘No. I have a gift for you.’

‘A GIFT? CAN IT BE EATEN OR DRANK?’

‘Even better,’ said the alchemist. ‘Follow me.’ 

Lh’Pyegh led Ragon up the street, the air thick with the clanging and grinding from the factories.

‘I’m still angry at you for losing my flywheel trebuchet,’ said the alchemist, taking the opportunity for one last rebuke. ‘I had been instructed to use the nome to develop such engines of devastation, but now you have lost them, and the nome is gone.’

‘AND I HAD BEEN INSTRUCTED TO TEST YOUR MACHINES ON THE NIGHTLINGS IN THE WOODS,’ the barbarian countered. ‘WE HAVE NOW LEARNED THEY ARE GREAT FOR DISTANCE BUT NOT IN CLOSE QUARTERS. THIS IS WAR. THERE WILL BE CASUALTIES.’

They had stopped outside an imposing warehouse, and Lh’Peygh opened a hinged door that was set within a much larger sliding door.

‘From now on, let’s make sure the casualties are suffered by our enemy, not by us,’ he advised as they stepped inside.

The building was long, with heavy beams stretching across the ceiling and one end abutting the raw rockface of mountainside. From a tunnel entrance cut into the middle of that end wall, an iron rail ran the length of the warehouse and through a doorway at the opposite end where the sound of forges roared from the next building.

A broad smile spread across Ragon’s face.

Arranged in neat lines on either side of the rail, were scores of unusual contraptions. Even though the White didn’t recognise what they were, he knew they were weapons.

At one end, workers had wheeled a newly made weapon along the rail from the forge next door and were operating a winch to lift it from the flatbed cart and swing it into place among the others. Another team of workers wearing dome-shaped helmets and goggles were carefully stacking wooden barrels in piles, each marked with the alchemist’s emblem: flames inside a black triangle.

Running his rough hands over one impressive device, Ragon inspected its mechanism, the pedestal and gimble on which it sat. This machine had a large box perforated with a hundred round holes on the front, each the size of his clenched fist.

Another was similar to a ballista – an over-sized crossbow capable of firing six-foot spears – but rather than a frame holding a single grooved skid from which a spear was launched, it had a V-shaped channel above a slider, and a loop of chain on each side around cogs operated by a crank handle.

‘That’s a pepperdragon,’ said Lh’Peygh. ‘And this is a ratchet-bow.’

‘INTERESTING,’ Ragon whispered.

Opposite, was a far less impressive row of bronze pipes decorated with scrollwork and motifs along their lengths, each lying on some sort of wooden cradle on wheels.

Ragon peered inside the end of one that had been shaped like a dragon’s head, its open mouth yawning to make the hole, and still found no complicated mechanism. Sealed at the far end, and without any gimbles, triggers, pulleys, winches, or cranks, it looked like pointless plumbing.

‘DOESN’T LOOK LIKE MUCH OF A MACHINE,’ he said.

‘Because it’s not,’ smiled Lh’Peygh.
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CHAPTER XXXVII: FROZEN PEAKS
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PUNCHING DEEP HOLES IN THE THICK WHITE CRUST with his iron-shod hooves, the minotaur crossed the snow line as he trudged higher up the mountain, leaving behind the bare grey slabs of rock. This was the third peak he had climbed in two days, and the farthest east as he searched deeper into the range for the ‘mountain that looked back’.

Tired and hungry, Grim flopped down, feeling the snowbank crunch beneath his weight. The fur around his head was crusted in frost and small icicles hung from his long horns like crystal decorations. If not for his pink eyes and blue tattoos, the albino minotaur all but blended into this frozen world of white.

He rummaged in the small sack Brymbo had given him and dropped the last of his food onto the snow: a skerrick of hare meat, purple berries they’d foraged in the valley, and one fistful of grass tied in a sheaf. As he munched, he looked out across the peaks, their steep sides falling away into the unseen valleys beneath the mist.

He’d not set hoof in the mountains since he was a calf. Having been so long ago, so young at the time, and the mountain range so vast, it would be impossible to find the home of the minotauran shaman who’d saved his life, even with Grim’s ability to never get lost. Not that it mattered anyway. The shaman had been old back then, ancient. There was no way he still lived.

Unless... thought Grim, tracing a clawed finger along the lines of one of his blue tattoos – two squares intersecting at a corner – feeling the raised pucker of skin. Each of the inked sigils that covered the minotaur’s white skin imbued his body with magic. Strength. Speed. Enhanced senses. Healing. Even here, where the frigid air turned every breath into a drifting cloud, the tattoos kept his blood pumping and his skin warm.

If the blue symbols had prevented Grim from dying as a sickly calf, perhaps the shaman’s own tattoos had allowed the ancient minotaur to outlive death itself.

Although he hadn’t thought about it for a long time, the mountain air and the landscape of endless white made Grim gaze at the memory of his father, as if he was sitting in the snow beside him. He was big and strong like he used to be, not the way he was on the day he died after years of eking out a living in the frigid highlands above the Petrified Falls.

It had been no way to live. 

Minotaur once thrived in great herds across the grassy plains of the lowlands, peaceful and pastoral, until the humans came for them in the Hundred-Year Hunt. And when his father, weak and tired and frail, eventually passed in the cold cave above the snow line, Grim had to build the pyre by himself, and stand vigil alone as the flames roared without the beating of drums to mark the loss of a once great minotaur.

It had been no way to die.

This was why he was so determined to keep his family of Nightlings safe. It had been the last thing his father taught him.

He had to find this mountain that looked back. Find the Old Worldians that Picea claimed lived there. Together, they would be stronger. Safer.

Tucking the berries and morsel of meat back in the sack, Grim continued his search. The mountains seemed even bigger from up here than they had from the valley below, towering alps stacked against each other in a rugged line for as far as the eye could see in both directions.

Even though every mountain was different, they soon all looked the same – great angular slabs of grey, topped with white. Whether they had one peak, two or three, the range was a row of jagged teeth, but none appeared to be looking back.

Higher he climbed, hoping the change in perspective would reveal something, but he only felt colder and the air became harder to breath, until he stumbled, lost his footing and fell, tumbling down the steep slope. A rock broke his fall with a crunch and as he lay there against it to catch his breath for a moment, he heard another crunch. Then, with a thunderous clap, a dark line cracked across the snow higher up the slope where he’d been climbing.

The snowbank split open, a great horizontal fracture along the mountaintop, and the earth shook beneath his back. Grim leapt to his hooves and ran as the field of snow slipped, then slid, rippled in waves that broke open, and great chunks of white rumbled down the mountain in a spray of snow.

Bolting across the mountainside, trying to get out of the path of the avalanche, he was buffeted by flying chunks of pack snow as the whiteout closed in. The world disappeared, but still he ran, faster, harder, until the collapsing sheet swallowed him.

And then it was over.

The mountain stood in silence again. Below the grey scar carved on its side, jumbled piles of broken snow were slowly blanketed by the settling powder cloud.

Stillness.

Many had tried to cross the Madragol Mountains, but none had lived. With Igrador on one side and the Cerulean Empire on the other, the spine of the world was eighty miles across at its widest point, and stretched from the frozen lands in the far north all the way south to Padoga. The highest peaks scraped the sky where the air was so frozen it could no longer be breathed, and treacherous passes led to sudden drops waiting for foolhardy explorers.

Despite their awe-inspiring beauty, the mountains were a truly inhospitable, uninhabitable place where silence slept comfortably on blankets of pure white snow.

An alpine fox, as colourless as the landscape, came trotting across the churned snowbanks, only the black points of its eyes and nose visible as it sniffed for any sign of the den from which it had narrowly escaped before the world broke open and slid down the mountain. When it caught the scent of something, it circled the spot and scratched at the surface, nose twitching, until the snow moved, pushed up as if whatever was buried beneath wanted out. Grim’s hand punched up into the chill air and the startled fox fled, bounding away with a trail of tiny paws.

The minotaur gripped the surface and pulled, hauling himself up, long curved horns breaking through, widening the hole from which he climbed. He took a long gasp and collapsed on the snow, a fine layer of frost covering his fur.

After minutes that seemed like hours, the minotaur’s eyes suddenly burst open and he sprang to his knees, crawling on all fours as his hands scoured in the snow, frantically searching, digging. But his axe was gone, buried deep somewhere on the mountain that had tried to kill him. Forever lost. He would have pounded an angry fist in the snow if he had the strength. Instead, he growled a sigh and watched the clouds drift overhead.

He knew he should give up and return to his friends in the valley. This search had been fruitless, hopeless. By now, Morgana and the girl had probably brought Dark back to his family. They’d be waiting. There was no point continuing to look for something that probably didn’t exist, and if it did, it obviously didn’t want to be found.

As the clouds flowed over a particularly sharp peak, they were cleaved in two, one half streaming southwest in long streaks, the other caught in a current to swirl around a square bluff that fell away to nothing. Above the rocky crag, two smaller peaks were split by a dark line of bare stone, the shadow of the snowline forming a brow above...

Grim sat up, fixated with the bluff and the peaks above it.

When he leaned to his left, the three formations lined up so the bluff shifted into place below an outcrop. The snowline brow over a grey eye of exposed granite. The others forming a chin below a nose.

A mountain that looked back.

The minotaur dragged his legs from the hole and crawled along the snow, willing his strength to return. The crawl became a creep, a stagger, a stumbling walk, until he forced himself to trudge across the snowscape, finding the willpower to make his legs carry him.

The closer he got, the more the three peaks aligned to become a face in profile. A giant’s head of stone and snow, looking westward, the snow-cap a fringe of hair and a crevice across the grey bluff forming a grimace, stern and silent.

The dryad had been right about the mountain. Before another bitter night of frozen darkness closed in, Grim needed to find out if she was also right about Old Worldians living there.

Despite a bright blue sky streaked with the thinnest wisps of cloud, not enough for snow, a single flake settled on his snout. Then another, and soon the mountain was dusted with dancing white flecks. They fell harder until his legs were wading through thickening drifts as a stiff gust blew up the side of the mountain, swirling the snowflakes in the air like frozen fireflies that clumped together and obliterated the craggy face behind a churning curtain of white.

With each step the wind grew stronger, the snow heavier, the flakes icier, until a gale blasted him, driving him back. Gritting his teeth and shielding his eyes from the icy blizzard, he pressed on, not even sure if the mountain that looked back still lay ahead of him. He could have been thrown off course, blinded to a cliff edge in the squall of flying ice that felt like a million white hot needles. 

Grim lurched forward, but for every two steps he tramped, he was buffeted back by one, sapping his strength until he could go no further. He fell to his knees, sinking deep into the snow, trying to cover his face from the frozen blast that now assaulted him from all sides, stabbed bone and froze heart. The snow piled around the minotaur as he hunkered down, his iced arms wrapped around his head. 

With every muscle shivering in the gelid tempest, his lungs filling with frost, his blood turning to ice, he forced his eyes open one last time.

In the blizzard, a rift appeared. A narrow corridor of clear calm split between the walls of glacial storm, and a shadow was approaching.

Then blackness.

*  *  *  *  *
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Grim awoke, wrapped warm and safe within a heavy bear skin. Over his head, a high curved ceiling seemed carved into mountain stone, but not carved, as if the mountain had grown an immense chamber within itself, decorated the walls with patterned swirls, and paved the floor. Natural, yet not.

‘He’s awake,’ said a voice and the minotaur sat up.

Watching over him was a petite being with flinty, angular features that reminded Grim of Leshy, the sprite the Nightlings lost. Except this faerie-kin had grey skin rather than blue, and blue hair instead of green. On a stone chair beside the creature was Grim’s sack and axe.

Others entered the chamber through a doorway much taller and broader than seemed necessary for their size. In the lead was a woman with eyes like quartz, long black hair flowing around her shoulders, and a dark grey gown so mottled with lichen it looked to be rippling stone.

Behind her was an elvish couple with severe features and tightly cropped white hair, followed by an imposing trio of ogres, presumedly a female, a male and their child. But it was the final newcomer that revealed the reason for the massive doorway: a giant standing over twenty feet tall, with piercing blue eyes below brows and hair of jagged ice. The crisp air formed frosty snowflakes on her pale blue skin.

The group surrounded Grim, standing over him.

‘What are you doing here, minotaur?’ the woman asked.

‘I was sent to find you,’ he replied.

‘By whom?’ she inquired.

‘The dryad of Myrr Wood,’ said Grim. ‘Picea.’

A look of shock spread across the woman’s face. ‘My sister sent you?’

The minotaur nodded, but she could see the grief in his eyes.

‘What happened?’ she asked.

He explained how the forest had been burned by humans with devastating weapons, told of their narrow escape with Picea, but that the dryad couldn’t survive after her tree had been destroyed in the inferno.

A fury exploded within the woman like that which Grim had seen in her sister. Her eyes became swirls of quartz and obsidian, and the air around her darkened. Grim prepared himself for whatever she was about to unleash upon him, but the two elves stepped in front and seemed to calm her instantly without saying a word.

With tears in her eyes, she waved them aside and told Grim they had seen the smoke rising up the mountain sides and the night sky lit by the raging forest fire, fearing the whole world was ablaze as blackened leaves drifted upon the wind to pepper the snowy peaks. ‘Why? Why did they do this?’ she asked.

Grim motioned for his sack. When the sprite handed it over, he took out the Bestiarum Noctis.

‘Because of this,’ he said.

‘What is it?’ asked the sprite.

The minotaur fanned open the pages to show them the contents, and said, ‘The beginning of our end.’
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CHAPTER XXXVIII: DARKER THAN EVER
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MORRIGAN LED THE WOLF THROUGH THE RUBBLE, crouching low under a collapsed beam, and into the ruins. While everything looked the same as it did the last time Morgana was here, the remains of the castle now felt devoid of all humanity.

She liked it better this way.

‘Did you really do this?’ the girl asked.

‘Well, I was here,’ replied Morgana. ‘But this was mostly the handiwork of Dark and the others.’

‘It’s really quite impressive,’ said Morrigan, marvelling at the gaping hole in the ceiling.

Morgana had never been inside Underock’s Great Hall before. She’d only seen the castle’s underground dungeons – once after being captured by the Whites, and once when she went back to kill the Good Doctor and free the children.

Morrigan pointed her to the centre of the hall.

The wolf’s keen eyes peered into the darkness, scanned the rubble. Rows of pillars reached up to the void in the vaulted ceiling that opened to the night sky, and gap-toothed walls that once bore impressive arched windows threatened to collapse on both sides. At the far end, a raised platform was now devoid of the king’s throne.

‘I don’t see him,’ whispered Morgana.

The girl stepped further into the room. ‘No. Down there.’

Only then did Morgana notice the wide round hole in the centre of the hall’s floor. She glanced at the girl, who nodded in return.

As she neared the rim of the hole, the black nothingness gaped, seemed to yawn. It wanted to swallow her.

‘Why would he be down there?’ Morgana asked.

‘That’s where Baltus kept him.’ The girl crouched on the lip of the hole, one hand gripping a fallen beam to prevent her slipping over the edge. ‘Before he became... a Nightling.’

It was Grim who’d found the boy, brought him to the monsters’ camp, and when the minotaur spoke of pulling the boy from a hole in the ground in the castle, Morgana imagined a shallow pit, the kind where you’d bathe or light a fire. Never had she conceived such a deep fissure. A well that drew no water. An abyss.

She could see where an iron grate had been ripped from the stonework.

Pangs in her heart struck sharper than the girl’s knives. As much as she cared for Dark, loved him, only now did she finally understand him. Having been isolated from the world, locked in and forgotten, it was no wonder he now struggled with living in it. And no wonder the world struggled with his existence.

As she leaned down to sniff the stale air, Rat climb over her head to her twitching nose and stepped down to the rim of the hole. He too sniffed.

Neither could smell anything, but here was definitely something down there.

‘Dark?’ the wolf quietly called.

Squeak?

Stony silence.

Morgana’s words echoed around the circular walls, spiralling down and back up. 

‘I know 

you’re 

down 

there.

And you 

don’t have 

to talk if 

you don’t 

want to, 

but we 

have to

tell you 

something 

important.

Are you

listening?

Can you

hear me?

More silence, then...

‘Go. Away.’ It was Dark, but darker.

The boy had returned to the only home in which he felt truly safe. The hole.

*  *  *  *  *
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Crouched at the very bottom of the pit, ensconced in the quiet blackness, comforted by the dank stone walls, he looked up at the circle high above where the outline of the wolf’s head peered over the edge. Higher still, the night sky.

‘We want you to come back with us,’ she gently coaxed.

‘Why?’ he growled.

‘Because we’re a pack,’ she said. ‘And lone wolves die.’

‘The pack dies when I am part of it,’ he rumbled up the shaft.

‘Not because of you,’ Morgana said. ‘Because of the humans.’

‘But I am the bringer of death,’ he growled.

The reply from above came in squeaks. No! You are the bringer of vengeance.

For how much longer? Dark squeaked back, but it was a booming voice that made its own grave echo. We’re fighting a losing battle. You’ve seen what the humans are capable of. Their greed. Desperation. Violence. How could there even be peace for us, for anyone, when they hate each other so much? Let them destroy their own world and reign over the ruins and dust.

There was silence from above. He closed his eyes and welcomed it.

‘Dark?’ came a new voice. ‘It’s Morrigan.’

He did not reply.

She continued regardless. ‘I know you hate me. And I don’t blame you. All my life I have done terrible things because that’s what this world made me become. But I had it backwards. It is the world that becomes what we want.’

A stone plinked down the walls from above. Morrigan’s outline leaned over the edge, a faint glow in the sky above her.

‘Someone once said, no matter how low you feel, how alone and hurt and afraid you are, there will always be someone worse than you,’ she continued.

He wondered where her ramble was going.

‘But no-one has the right to say that to you,’ Morrigan said. ‘Except, no matter how hurt or afraid you are, you never need be alone.’

Up above, a sliver of light was silhouetting the girl now.

‘You have achieved more good in your short time outside this hole, than I have in my entire life.’

The sliver was expanding into an arc of silvery blue.

‘Mother?’ Dark whispered to the moon. Even though she never failed to make her journey across the sky, it had been so long since he had seen her face. He’d been so fixated on himself, his adventures in the world, that he hadn’t noticed her. Not shared his thoughts and feelings.

As Morrigan continued, Rat also began to chitter down the hole.

‘A lot has happened since we last saw each other,’ the girl said. ‘I found your friend Redcap. He was captured and forced to design the weapons that burned the forest, killed your friends.’

Enough is enough! the rodent squeaked at the same time. You can’t keep running away every time the world gets tough on you.

‘Now he’s in even more trouble. We escaped together but got separated, and he was taken.’

Life is tough. The only way to survive is to get tougher. Fight back against whatever is thrown at you. Keep surviving!

‘And we need you to help us save him. So he can help us stop the Whites. Stop all the barons. Their armies.’

If you don’t, you’re only letting them win.  

‘Because they’re coming for us,’ the girl said.

Because they’re coming for us, said Rat.

But Dark was no longer listening. Mother had fully moved across the sky now so that her glowing round face was perfectly framed by the round rim of the hole high above. She stared down the pit at him, silent and beautiful.

She had always watched over him, and he had forsaken her.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

*  *  *  *  *
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‘I’m sorry,’ the boy’s echo came from within the hole.

Morrigan and Rat both stopped talking.

‘For what?’ asked Morgana.

There was a long pause before he replied, ‘I was wrong.’

‘Wrong about what?’ she called down.

‘I’m not a human,’ his voice rolled back, darker still.

Deep in the pit, something moved, large and rising from the black. As it climbed toward the moonlight, the edges of its shapes faintly silvering, burning eyes appeared.

It rumbled, ‘I am a monster!’

Illuminated by the glowing round face of his Mother, Dark was no longer the boy in the hole. Claws and caprine legs scrambled up the walls of the pit, iron shod hooves sparking on the stone. Instead of the small and lean child with wild hair, he was now massive with rippling muscles under white skin, stony and translucent like quartz. Horns protruded from his temples, and the shock of black hair extended down his back as a mane, while his forearms bore fine, grey fur. His eyes were still dark wells, but his once small lips now purple and wide, filled with razor teeth, his nose a sharp vulturine beak and his ears pointed. A leaf sprouted from one shoulder.

In shock, Morgana stepped back from the rising beast that was an amalgam of all the Nightlings. Part minotaur, part troll. Harpy and goblin. Wendigo, doppelgänger and satyr, all in one.

Morrigan didn’t flinch. She saw only the boy, perhaps sadder than before.

I told you, you’ve changed, squeaked Rat.

As the monstrous Dark climbed from the hole, he shrank, changed back into himself. Mostly. He still bore the nubs of horns and a black mane. His teeth remained sharp, ears slightly pointed. His skin was faintly translucent, and a tiny patch of lichen remained on one shoulder.

Plucking the leaf from the other and dropping it back into the pit, he growled, ‘Let’s go.’
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CHAPTER XXXIX: THE OFFER
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FLUTTERING IN THE MORNING BREEZE, the blue flags of Rohil were peppered with holes. When the blaze ripped through Myrr Wood, hot cinders had blown on the westerly winds to erupt in spot fires across the village, leaving a black patchwork of scorched roofs and walls.

Even worse, the embers had ignited the funeral pyre bearing the body of Holt Faraday before the ceremony could be performed.

It was not an auspicious beginning to fourteen-year-old Beil’s new baronage.

Only that morning had her alchemists finally provided the results of their experimentations on the octopus-shaped goblet that had poisoned her father. It had taken some time to identify the toxin as extract of naga eel, which could only be found in Culdiheen.

As Igrador’s major trading port, Wéarf was regularly visited by Culdiheen ships, making it easy for Baron Holo Kai to get his hands on the poison. But if Kai had been the original target as he suggested, then the most likely suspects were the other coastal baronies of Endlund and Ripasea who also had access to traders. Perhaps one of them wanted to remove the more powerful seasider to seize control over all ocean trade.

Either way, it appeared a seasider had killed her father.

Which made Beil believe they also torched Myrr Wood. The forest was Rohil’s entire resource, giving them great influence over the realm and the Culdiheen who needed the timber for their ships.

Burning the forest had put her village and people at risk, taken away her father’s ceremonial honour, destroyed Rohil’s primary industry, and put an end to her influence.

With burning vengeance in Beil’s heart, and strategies already forming in her mind, the Crowmaster could not have handed her the message at a better time. Looking out over the few precious timber piles that had been hastily saved from the inferno and brought within the town’s walls, she read the words on the tiny scroll again.

First. Troha. Crown.

The young baroness called for her engineers.

Her father would be avenged.

*  *  *  *  *
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Across Igrador, each of the nine other barons received the same opportunity: a way to forgo the Laws of Ascension.

The first to reach Troha and reclaim the ancient city, would be handed the throne, supported by the powerful benefactor who had flexed their dominance to put Baltus’s great grandmother on the throne long ago, and would now do so again. None of the others would dare contest the appointment for fear of being abandoned by the one-eyed temple that ensured their wealth, privilege, and station within the realm. 

Besides which, by the Igradorian system of monarchy that had been established long ago at the beginning of the Age of Man, any baron who refused to swear allegiance to the appointed King or Queen would not only lose all titles and land, but be forever erased from the annals of history.

Their name would simply cease to exist – now, in the future, and for their entire past.

In the halls of the ten barons, plans were being made.

Quickly.
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CHAPTER XL: NEWCOMERS


[image: ]


‘I’M WORRIED ABOUT HIM.’ 

For the third time in as many days, Morgana crossed the miserable wasteland that had once been the dense forest of Myrr Wood. Ash stirred under their weary feet to rise in grey clouds. The wolf’s coat was thick with it, her nose clogged, and dark grey globs of it formed under her red eyes.

She limped side-by-side with Morrigan while Dark silently forged ahead, seemingly oblivious to their aches and pains.

‘Because he seems so angry?’ asked the girl with the knives.

‘No. I mean, yes, he is... but that’s not what worries me,’ the wolf tried to explain. ‘I’ve never seen him change like that before.’

‘Like what?’ asked Morrigan.

‘You saw him,’ Morgana urged.

The girl hadn’t seen what the wolf had. Morrigan shook her head and pointed at herself. ‘Prodigy, remember. Nothing I do works on him, and nothing he does works on me.’

‘Well, he was huge. And everything all at once,’

‘Is that not...’ Morrigan struggled for the right words. ‘...his thing?’

Concerned the boy would overhear, the wolf whispered, ‘No. He learns. Mimics what he sees. And yes, that includes a doppelgänger’s shapeshifting, but... this was different.’

Morrigan was struggling to keep up, and not just because of her aching leg. In the last two weeks, she had seen, heard and read a lot. Even the reason behind her own being and ability had upended her world. But she simply hadn’t seen what the wolf was talking about.

‘I don’t understand,’ the girl admitted. ‘How was he different?’

‘Because he was every Nightling he’s ever mimicked, all at once,’ hissed the wolf. ‘And some things aren’t changing back. He has horns now, pointed ears, and a mane. His skin looks watery. And while I can appreciate the fur and sharp teeth, he has a patch of lichen on his shoulder. He even sprouted a leaf!’

‘Like a tree?’ asked Morrigan.

‘Yes! That’s from the Green Man. The lichen is from the rock trolls and the mane looks like the kelpie’s. The horns could be Grim’s, the fur wendigo, and the ears nomish.’

‘And his skin is... watery?’ asked Morrigan.

It hurt the wolf to say it. ‘Doppelgänger.’

While it had been Morgana’s dear friend, Rasha, from whom the boy had learned shapeshifting, the doppelgänger also turned out to be her worst enemy. Only after she had been captured by the Whites, did she discover Rasha was posing as Baltus’s royal advisor, a sinister man named Crowl, to help the tyrannical king wage his war, suppress the people, and hunt the Nightlings, all in exchange for the freedom of the woman he loved in a deal that would never be fulfilled. Worse than losing him as a friend, it pained Morgana that he now lived on in the boy she loved.

Then a niggling concern that had been lurking in the back of her mind suddenly burst to the front. The Bestiarum had explained a doppelgänger’s shapeshifting ability was limited to humanoid forms. They could change height, supposedly shrinking to the size of a sprite, and enlarging up to a troll, but only ever as a two-legged, two-armed, creature.

And yet, when Morgana had followed Dark into the woods from Undermoor, he’d replicated her.

A lykkan’s true form is wolf, with the ability to become human. If Dark was copying her, he’d only be able to assume a human form, which he already had. He shouldn’t be able to shapeshift into a wolf.

To Morrigan, what the wolf described sounded so ridiculous. Even harder to comprehend when Morrigan couldn’t see anything special from the boy. Watching him tramp ahead, he looked the same as he had when she first crept up behind him with her blade.

She didn’t doubt he was capable of these fantastic things, because of everything she had been told by the Nightlings and read in the books. Also, because she had spent her own life being capable of something extraordinary until she met the boy. Until now, she never missed.

It was maddening that everyone could see both her and the boy for what they truly were, except themselves.

She tried to recall what she’d read in the book, A Comprehensyve Elucidation on the Prodigie. There had been so much that didn’t make sense, technical and scientific guff, anecdotal stories and some rather gut-wrenchingly despicable examinations of supposed Prodigy which amounted to torture, but according to the findings, at the core of it was faerie-blood. An ancient lineage from a time when a long forgotten and unnamed faerie-kin fell in love with a human and passed dormant fae powers on in their children. Then their children’s children and so on for thousands of years, only every so often giving a child within the bloodline an extraordinary ability. No one knew what each Prodigy’s ability would be, or sometimes what it even was after it had surfaced.

‘Maybe he’s not mimicking?’ Morrigan proposed.

The wolf cast her a worried look. ‘What’s he doing then?’

‘What if he’s becoming?’

Morgana looked ahead to the boy, his wild hair forming a black mane down his back. The small patch of lichen on his shoulder was buried under the soot, but she knew it was still there. And those teeth.

She wondered if the girl was right. Feared it might be so. Since Dark had been out in the world, he had been not only learning more powers but using them with increased regularity. Even if his Prodigy ability was mimicry, it was possible the more he copied, the more he kept.

When their tired legs faltered in a final protest they could travel no more that night, the group stopped to rest in the grey world, hungry, parched, and exposed to the rising sun. A shallow groove in the landscape where a stream used to run was now a dark line flowing with ash and charcoal. Morrigan scraped off the top, hoping to find water beneath to slake her thirst, but only revealed a murky sludge. The remains of a bird, all singed feathers and exposed bone, tumbled beneath her fingers and she recoiled, her throat suddenly feeling drier than ever.

‘What are you doing?’ Dark asked.

‘Trying to see if there’s any water,’ said the girl, flicking the sludgy ash from her hand.

‘No. I meant, why are you here?’ he clarified.

Struck by the question, Morrigan fumbled to find an answer in her head. ‘I had nowhere better to be?’ The final inflection betrayed the statement.

‘Why did you come back for me, when you were sent to kill me?’ the boy pressed. ‘I’m your target.’

As confronting as it was, the girl with the knives appreciated his directness. ‘You’re not my target anymore. Things have changed.’

‘What’s changed? I’m still me. You’re still you.’

There was a simplicity to his questioning, but the answers were far more complex. Despite them both being exactly who they were only a week or two ago, everything else had changed. And when all around you changes – the very forces at play within your world, the meaning of things, their essences and purposes – you change, whether you like it or not.

‘Because for the first time in my life, I’m a target,’ she admitted.

Finally, she had given an answer Dark could accept. The girl needed him, and not just because she was in danger. She was alone. And those two states were a terrifying combination.

‘Surely that’s to be expected, considering.’ Dark was sitting in a hunch, staring at his feet as the words tumbled from his fat lips, as though they weren’t coming from him, but from a much deeper, darker hole.

‘Possibly, but does a person’s future always have to be defined by their past?’

The boy let her words trickle down that hole from where his thoughts came. It was a pit not dissimilar to the one that had been his entire past – black and empty and unforgiving – and he imagined his future being described the same.

Squeak, said Rat, and Dark nodded.

The rodent was always right.

Nearby, the wolf dug through the thick ash to expose black earth beneath, and they curled up together in the ditch, Dark putting on his black glasses and sheltering under Morrigan’s cloak in brooding silence. Without a leafy canopy to shade against the sun or a carpet of moss to soften the ground, it was not a particularly restful sleep throughout the day, but when night finally fell, they stretched and continued east.

Dark walked ahead, often cradling Rat in his hands and stroking the little creature’s fur as if lost in deep thought.

Already racked with worry for the boy, the oppressive weight of the grey void further sapped Morgana’s strength with every languid step, until they finally exited the burned desolation into the low hills steadily rising toward the alps. The grass was dry, but the wolf still paused to feel the texture beneath her paws, and breath in the fresh air.

Having never been east of Myrr Wood, they were venturing into territory unknown to Dark, so Morgana led the way to the broad valley between three snow-capped peaks where the rest of the Nightlings waited.

They were not alone.

Standing among their friends were eight strangers of vastly different shapes and sizes. One in particular stood perhaps twenty feet tall.

As Morgana and Dark stumbled down the slope, Grim and Odhow came to meet them. The boy was scooped up and carried in the minotaur’s arms, while the troll slipped a caring hand under Morgana’s chest to ease her limp to the bottom of the vale. Brymbo brought fresh water in a pot, and they took turns slurping until it was empty.

‘It’s nice to have you back, boy.’ Grim tousled Dark’s hair, feeling it writhe around his fingers, then held the boy at arm’s length to see his face, noticing the nubs of horns, his ears, teeth. ‘You look... good.’

But Dark hadn’t taken his eyes of the strangers standing among the Nightlings.

‘Who are they?’ he asked.

‘Friends,’ said Grim. ‘I followed Picea’s directions.’

‘You found them,’ said the boy, a wisp of relief in his voice.

Grim pointed Dark toward the stream. ‘Go soothe your feet, then I’ll introduce you.’

While Dark went to the shallow stream and sat on the grassy bank to cool his aching feet in the water, Grim whispered to Morgana, ‘How is he?’

She thought long for the best word. ‘Broken.’

‘Where did you find him?’

The wolf whispered, ‘Back in that hole.’

It was a knife to the minotaur’s heart. As the one who’d freed the boy, he was the only Nightling who’d seen how the boy had been kept for all his life. Where he had been locked away from the world, tortured and forgotten. To think that Dark would rather be alone in that deep, dank pit than here with his family said everything Grim needed to know about the boy’s state of mind. He wanted to grab him, hug him tight.

‘How did you get him to come back?’ asked Grim.

‘I didn’t. It was the girl,’ said Morgana. ‘And maybe the rat.’

Finally, Morrigan reached the group and flopped onto her back on the grass with a heavy, melodramatic groan of relief. Unlike Morgana and Dark, her legs had been forced to stumble the final distance down the slope without help from the Nightlings. It had been a barb, but she did not expect them to accept her as one of their own. Especially after all she had done.

The minotaur looked over to where Morrigan lay, one hand idly plucking blades of grass with her eyes closed. ‘So, she’s staying with us now?’

‘She says Dark is changing.’ As the wolf explained the girl’s theory, Grim considered the patch on Dark’s shoulder, the black mane, his shiny skin.

‘Changing into what?’ Grim wondered.

‘That’s what worries me,’ whispered Morgana. ‘I think the more he uses his powers, the more he copies us, the more he is becoming us. All of us.’

‘How could that be a bad thing?’ asked the minotaur.

‘If he becomes all monster, what will be left of the boy?’

After Dark had soothed his aching feet, a fresh pot of Bendith stew was made – this time with alpine sparrows and a few spotted höllebender pulled from the stream, slippery and slithering – while Grim introduced the newcomers.

‘This is Pierina,’ he said, extending an open hand toward the dark-haired woman. ‘She’s an oreades, one of Picea’s sister nymphs.’

‘An oreades?’ asked Dark. ‘Like in the book?’

The elf-kind were called alpes, mountain elves who had lived together for over a hundred years just below the snow-line. Her name was Shailaja, his Errigal.

Next was Rübezahl, a sprite similar in appearance to their lost friend Leshy, but whereas Leshy had been a forest dweller with blue skin and green hair, this sprite was of the mountain kind with greyish skin and blue locks. Grim took the opportunity to once again thank the sprite for recovering his beloved axe from the snow.

The ogrish family were Gijón, Sela, and young Pika who may have been only a child but was still six-feet tall.

And the largest of them all was the blue-skinned frost giant, Eira.

Just like the Nightlings, each was the last of their kind.

Seeing the group shiver in the cold, Pierina offered to improve their crude shelter, and the Nightlings were thoroughly impressed when the mountain nymph raised her hands to command the rocks to move themselves into a tighter, more stable formation. When she was finished, the wind could no longer poke its chilly fingers through gaps, and the two groups sat and exchanged stories while the last of the forest smoke finally drained from the evening sky, allowing the stars to faintly glimmer again.

When the moon rose, showed its glowing face between two peaks, Dark wandered outside and could be heard muttering to himself as he watched it drift across the night. Long after the others had fallen asleep, including Rat, the boy stayed up to seek counsel from Mother, alone.

*  *  *  *  *
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Before sunrise, Dark gently roused the others from their slumber.

‘It’s time to save Redcap ,’ he said. ‘And stop the humans.’

‘How?’ asked Grim.

‘I’ll explain, but first...’ and he turned to the newcomers, ‘...you need to show me what you can do.’

Worried by what Morrigan had proposed about Dark changing, Morgana shot a look at Grim. ‘Wait. I think we should talk about this first,’ said the wolf.

‘Yes, there’s something we–’ began Grim, but the boy cut him off.

‘No, I have a plan, and we must hurry. But I need to know how they can help,’ he said.

Even though Grim had told the newcomers all about Dark and his ability to mimic anything he sees, Pierina appeared uncertain. ‘We can show you some things, but for others we would need a... target.’

Dark grinned to reveal his sharp teeth as he said, ‘Luckily, we have one of those.’ Then he pointed a finger at the girl with the knives. ‘Her.’
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CHAPTER XLI: A CROWN IN HIS EYES
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THE BOOM SHOOK THE WALLS OF THE CANYON, raining loose stones and dust down on the main street of Green Gorge.

‘I LOVE IT!’ roared Ragon, his massive hand waving a cloud of smoke from his face. ‘YOU TRULY ARE A GENIUS.’

Lh’Peygh took the compliment demurely, but deep down he knew the real artistry had come from the little nome. Even though he still had Redcap’s plans and engineering diagrams, and had overseen the production process developed by the nome, he knew a product was only ever as good as the person who made it. There are always unshared and undocumented nuances that made the difference between an original and a copy, and Lh’Peygh could only hope to replicate the nome’s work well enough. 

‘Just try not to lose them this time,’ snarked the Bookkeeper, his fingers in his ears and a scarf wrapped over his mouth and nose to block the acrid odour, smoke and dust.

The White glared at him.

‘WHAT DO YOU CALL IT?’ he asked the alchemist, touching a finger on the weapon and recoiling from the sizzle when it burned his skin.

‘That is a firedrake, for obvious reasons,’ said Lh’Peygh. ‘The fat one is a bombardum.’

‘And this one?’ asked the Bookkeeper, pointing at a peculiar fan-shaped arrangement of the device that had not yet been demonstrated.

‘Ah, that’s named after my wife,’ replied the alchemist. ‘Because she’s beautiful and complex, there’s only one, and when she angers, men will run for their lives. I have called it the myfanwyvern.’

The Bookkeeper’s quill danced across the page of his little notebook, jotting down the names of each weapon and describing their different appearances and uses. His emotionless face masked an internal satisfaction and pride that his role in all this had been executed with success. Both the Lakháus librarians and the one-eyed temple would reward him well.

‘Have your men load everything onto the wagons and prepare to deliver them to the ten barons,’ the scribe instructed Ragon. ‘Make sure they each get the same quantity.’

‘WHAT? THEY DON’T KNOW HOW TO USE THEM!’ the White roared. ‘WHY DID YOU JUST TRAIN MY MEN?’

‘To train the barons’ men,’ said the Bookkeeper.

‘HAVE YOU NO IDEA WHAT’S HAPPENING OUT THERE? THEY’LL JUST TURN THESE WEAPONS ON EACH OTHER!’

The Bookkeeper capped his ink bottle, tucked it in a pocket with the quill, and closed the little notebook. ‘No, it is you who has no idea what’s happening out there. The ten barons have been given an opportunity that will keep them too occupied to start a civil war. Now, package the weapons.’

As the man walked away, Ragon shouted to his back, ‘THE WHITES ARE NOT YOUR DOGSBODY PORTERS!’

‘The Whites are whatever your employers say you are,’ the Bookkeeper replied.

When the man had gone, Ragon pounded a fist on the bronze body of a firedrake. He was even more angered by the bookworm’s haughtiness than the belittling task, and equally frustrated by his inability to rectify either. To maintain a reputation, mercenaries dared not bite the hand that feeds. Unless, of course, the hand looked tastier than the meal.

It was a deplorable tease to give the Whites such fearsome weaponry only to take it away from them. Which made Ragon wonder what kind of opportunity had been given to the barons that required they get the arsenal, and not he.

After the Bookkeeper had gone, Ragon sidled up to Lh’Peygh and threw a familial arm around the man’s shoulders.

‘YOU’VE OUTDONE YOURSELF, ALCHEMIST.’

‘Thank you,’ Lh’Peygh smiled. ‘But wait until you see what the myfanwyvern can do.’

‘HAVING SEEN THE OTHERS, I CAN ONLY IMAGINE,’ Ragon fawned. ‘BUT SINCE THERE IS ONLY ONE, WHICH BARON WILL IT GO TO?’

‘That will stay here until we have made nine more,’ the alchemist confided.

The mercenary clapped Lh’Peygh on the back and started to walk away, then halted and turned. ‘OH, AND DO YOU KNOW WHAT THE BARONS HAVE BEEN TOLD TO DO WITH THEM?’

Before answering, Lh’Peygh glanced back over his shoulder to ensure the Bookkeeper had gone, then nodded and pressed a finger to his lips. Ssh.

Ragon waggled a fat finger at him and cooed, ‘OH, YOUR CROWMASTER HAS BEEN PEEKING, YOU NAUGHTY MAN.’

He pretended to walk away again, feigning disinterest, then stopped and returned to Lh’Peygh’s side. ‘WHAT WAS IT?’

Giddy with excitement by the prospect of his weapons going out into the world, the alchemist wanted to divulge what he knew, but the White leader’s poor hearing required everything to be said aloud, too loud, and he didn’t want the Bookkeeper to find out he’d been secretly intercepting messages.

With another nervous glance around, he leaned close to Ragon’s ear and whispered as loud as he dared, ‘You know how Baltus ordered his army of the ten barons to take Troha?’

Ragon nodded.

‘Well, the order didn’t come from Baltus.’

Leaning away to look the man in the eye, Ragon squinted, understanding what he meant. The order had come from the one-eyed temple.

‘Now that Baltus is dead,’ Lh’Peygh continued when Ragon brought his ear close again, ‘The nation needs a ruler, but they still want Troha. So, they’ve made a deal.’

‘WHAT IS IT?’ whispered Ragon.

‘The first to get to Troha gets the throne.’

Ragon stepped back, a broad grin breaking into a booming laugh as he clapped Lh’Peygh on both shoulders simultaneously. 

‘THAT’S QUITE AN OFFER,’ he said.

‘I know,’ the alchemist chuckled, unaware of the gravity that was falling before him.

The White turned to admire the weapons again and thought of the entire arsenal laid out in the warehouse.

He thought of the throne. The crown. 

‘I JUST MIGHT TAKE THEM UP ON IT.’
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CHAPTER XLII: UNDER THE MOUNTAIN
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LEANING AGAINST THE BOULDER, Morrigan didn’t understand why she felt so... actually, she wasn’t sure there was a word to adequately describe the sensation of her soul feeling as battered as her body, like someone had drained all her emotions into a cup – joy, anger, fear, remorse – stirred them up and poured the mixture back into her brain, where it trickled down through every bone and muscle, like a shadow of the waves that crashed against the rocks, leaving a dripping impression of more yet to come. Not one word.

All she remembered was standing between the two groups of monsters in the valley, then waking on the grass, flat on her back. Perhaps it was exhaustion, her body succumbing to the pummelling it had received, but when she awoke, the Nightlings seemed to be more tolerant of her. They shared their meal, checked her wounds, and even provided a stone on which she could sharpen her knives. It was almost as if they trusted her. Which made her want to trust them less.

‘Did you do something to me?’ she asked again.

‘I told you. You did it to yourself and then had a little nap,’ said Dark. ‘Now, where is this hole?’

She pointed up at the small fissure in the cliff face above as she noticed another streak of vomit on her jerkin and wiped it off with her sleeve.

The boy wasn’t lying, but he also wasn’t telling the whole truth. After pointing out Morrigan as the target on which to demonstrate their powers, the female alpes Shailaja had simply waved her hand and made the girl suddenly fall to the ground, fast asleep. Crouching beside her, she touched Morrigan’s cheek, peering deep into her soul to tell the others the true nature of the girl with the knives. Every little detail. And it had been as illuminating as one of the books.

‘You fell from there?’ said Groak, looking up at the narrow cave.

‘Pity you didn’t break your neck,’ added Kench.

‘Lucky!’ Freck quickly corrected. ‘Lucky you didn’t break your neck.’

‘See. I told you we won’t be able to get up there without a rope,’ mumbled Morrigan.

‘How about stairs?’ said Pierina.

Raising her hands, the oreades’ hair billowed wildly as her eyes became swirls of granite and dolomite. The group felt the ground beneath their feet tremor and the rock against which Morrigan leaned began to shake. Loose stones tumbled aside to make way for large boulders to rip themselves from the earth, moving and rolling toward the base of the cliff, stacking on top of each other. When the dust settled, they had formed a natural stairway with handholds and footholds all the way up the cliff face to the opening.

The goblins scrambled up first, then Dark and the nymph. When Morrigan finally reached the top behind them, dragging her bruised body slowly over each stone, the goblins had already squeezed into the cave and were waiting in single file along the tight passage.

‘Now I see why you said the others couldn’t come,’ said Snoutfair, offering a helping hand to Morrigan, lifting her up the last boulder.

In truth, Morrigan didn’t want to come either. She dreaded venturing back into the darkness of the tunnels, but was the only one who knew where the entrance was, and how to retrace her steps to get into the complex within Green Gorge.

On hearing Morrigan’s description of the tunnels, Grim had insisted his minotauran ability of finding a way through a labyrinth would be most valuable, but now that Dark saw the narrow fissure, he knew there was no way the larger Nightlings could have squeezed inside. Perhaps Morgana may have been able, but it was better that she went with the others anyway.

Dark pushed into the opening and the goblins tried to shuffle aside to make room for him to pass, pressing their backs against the wall and sucking in their stomachs. Even though there was no way they could make enough room in the thin tunnel, the boy somehow managed to squeeze through, like a rat into a crack between bricks.

Squeak? asked Rat from his hair.

Dark squeaked back, From the ogres.

He pressed past Groak at the front of the line and led the group around an abrupt corner where the tunnel widened. In the total darkness, Morrigan kept a hand on Snoutfair’s shoulder as they shuffled along, whereas Dark’s eyes saw better than in the outside daylight. He picked up something from the floor and passed it along the line until it was shoved into the girl’s free hand. Her fingers felt the soft texture of a tall, pointy cap. Even though she couldn’t see, she knew it was red.

‘This is where I lost him,’ said Morrigan, equal measures of conviction and guilt in her words, and the confirmation of her story only filled Dark with more concern.

Guiding the goblins along the tunnel that wound downwards into the mountain, he came across the extinguished torch Morrigan had discarded with a skerrick of burnt fabric that matched her clothing still wedged in the top. Dark averted his sensitive eyes and sparked his fingers with will-o-wisp fire to light the torch.

From the back of the line, all Morrigan noticed was a sudden glow ahead of the goblins, and when the torch was passed back to her, flames crackling from the top, she took it without even asking how the boy had managed to ignite it so easily.

They continued onward until there were iron rails set in the floor and the passage eventually emerged alongside two others on a ledge overlooking an immense cavern. The rails converged to cross a dilapidated wooden bridge stretching across the yawning void, with more bridges, walkways and ropes criss-crossing the emptiness above and below, disappearing into tunnels all about the craggy walls.

Dark and the goblins stepped to the edge of the precipice, while Morrigan maintained a wary distance. ‘This is where we first saw them. Whatever they were.’

The goblins sniffed the air and scowled. Several spat on the ground. 

‘Is it the Whites?’ the boy whispered.

‘Worse,’ snarled Kench. ‘Dwarrow.’

Dark recalled what he’d read in the Bestiarum about the early Goblin Wars in which goblins and dwarves decimated each other, allowing humans to more easily wipe out the survivors. It had been hundreds of years ago, but old hatreds died hard. He suddenly worried about his plan, and they hadn’t even completed the first part.

Turning about, he walked up the left-hand tunnel with Pierina close behind.

‘Where are you going? It’s this way.’ Morrigan hissed, pointing across the chasm despite the fear she had of traversing the rickety bridge again.

‘Redcap is this way,’ the boy called back from the darkness.

The goblins scanned every tunnel and crevice above, keen eyes penetrating the darkness for hidden dwarrow, then dutifully followed the boy.

‘How does he know?’ the girl muttered after they’d all left. A faint clang in the distance made her suddenly realise she was alone, and she hurried to catch up to them.

Further along the tunnel they climbed a ladder through a hole in the ceiling into a new tunnel, square and sparkling in quartz, then doubled back toward the central cavern to emerge on a higher walkway suspended by chains from far above. Dark led them across and into another passage, turning this way and that to come out again in the massive cave on a railed bridge that curved across the void.

They had followed so many tunnels and bridges and turns that Morrigan feared they would be forever lost in this subterranean world where something unknown lurked, led by a boy who had no idea where he was going.

She pushed past the oreades and the anxious goblins, their swords at the ready and eyes darting left and right, to tap Dark on the shoulder and whisper, ‘Where are we headed?’

‘To find Redcap,’ he said, forging on.

‘But how do you know where he is?’

‘I don’t,’ he replied, which did not fill her with confidence. ‘But it’s something I learned from Grim.’

Page twenty-four: Minotaur had the uncanny ability to navigate maze-like tunnels, pathways and caves without ever becoming lost.

He was mimicking Grim, she realised, and slowed down to let the others pass by until she was at the rear of the pack again. It struck her that if his Prodigy abilities didn’t work on her, how was it possible for her to follow him, navigating the tunnels without becoming lost? So, when they reached a junction where half a dozen tunnels went off all directions, she did something stupid.

Morrigan closed her eyes, for just a moment, and when she opened them again, her torchlight illuminated empty tunnels. Dark, Pierina and the goblins had gone. She stepped forward to catch up, but was suddenly unsure if she was facing the right direction, choosing the correct passage. Down each of the others, there was only darkness and she wasn’t sure which was which. Turning about, the silent black throats of the mountain yawning and ready to swallow her, one after the other, panic began to set in.

Before Morrigan could yell out, risking the attention of whatever called these catacombs home, Snoutfair poked his green head around a corner and piped, ‘You coming?’

As she hurriedly rejoined the group, she promised herself to never let them out of her sight again. Dark’s maze-finding ability was not working on her. She had no idea where she was, or where she was going. She was merely following the goblins, who were following Dark. And she had to stop questioning such things.

The distant chatter of gruff voices bounced around the walls, and the group slowed down. She crept up to Dark’s side where firelight glowed from an ornate doorway carved in a tunnel wall. ‘Who is it?’ she whispered.

‘I’ll take a look,’ said Pierina, then she stepped straight into the wall as if the stone were as incorporeal as mist, and disappeared within the solid rock of the mountain. A moment later, her face emerged from the wall between Dark and Morrigan. ‘Dwarrow,’ she whispered.

The goblins had already picked up the scent and were itching to storm the room.

‘Keep them here,’ Dark said to Morrigan, nodding toward the agitated gaggle. ‘Keep them quiet.’

And with that, he snatched the red hat from Morrigan’s hands and strode into the room as the girl with the knives.

But Morrigan couldn’t see it.

*  *  *  *  *
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Eleven dwarrow, all that remained of the great population that once inhabited these mines, fussed about a strange wooden cart in the centre of the room. They were strikingly similar to nomes but much hairier, scruffier, and gruffer. All wore heavy boots and kilts, the men baring their rotund bellies and broad chests for comfort in the stifling heat of underground life.

‘I dinna see how this is gunna work,’ said one, roughly jiggling a lever on the cart.

‘And tha wheelies bein’ too far ‘part,’ said another.

A third knocked on one of the two metal lanterns mounted on its front. ‘I dinnae unnerstand.’

‘Ach, leave it,’ grumbled a fourth. ‘Tis a waste o’ time.’

Flapping their hands at it with harumphs, they turned away from the contraption as the girl walked into the room. 

‘I’m looking for the head that belongs under this,’ she said, holding up the pointed red cap. ‘And I think you might have it.’

The dwarrow recognised her caramel skin and mismatched eyes.

‘Who are ye?’ demanded one with a long scar across his chest.

‘Tha’s the girl wha was with tha nomey,’ another dwarrow whispered unhelpfully.

‘I knoo, y’eedjit,’ Longscar hissed back.

The dwarrow looked at each other. Some carefully shuffled closer to tables where their weapons lay.

‘I’m just a fool who goes around throwing knives at people I don’t even know,’ said the fake Morrigan with a smile, hoping the real Morrigan heard. ‘For money apparently.’

There was a noise from the tunnel beyond the doorway behind her, very faint, but dwarrow had exceptional hearing.

‘Wha’s back there?’ huffed a dwarf with a broad nose.

When fake Morrigan half turned, wondering why the others were making any noise at all, the dwarrow took the opportunity to snatch up their weapons, various hammers and picks and axes. One had a particularly dangerous-looking shovel with a heavy serrated blade.

Then the goblins rushed in.

‘I couldn’t stop them,’ Morrigan apologised from the doorway.

But it was too late. The world’s last eleven dwarrow and five goblins faced off against each other, snarling, gnashing teeth, shouting obscenities – hundreds of years of hatred exploding across the room.

Dark instantly shifted back to himself, waving his hands to quell the bristling tempers. ‘Wait. Wait. Wait!’ 

He was flapping the nome’s cap in the air like a flag of surrender, but instead of the customary white, it was red, and both sides might as well have been enraged bulls, snorting and stamping the ground with their hooves. To add to the room’s agitation, the dwarrow had just seen one of the girls suddenly stop being one of the girls, becoming a shirtless boy in the blink of an eye.

‘Ye brung ye black witcherin’ intae the wrongun moontun,’ Longscar shouted.

‘Filthy gobelins,’ roared Broadnose.

‘We’ll finish aff wha ye started,’ snarled Eedjit, sounding a little less convinced than his fellows.

The goblins battered rusty swords on their dented shields, ready to slaughter every last dwarrow. Morrigan dashed forward to stand back-to-back with Dark between the two bloodthirsty sides. Faced with their maddened eyes and slavering mouths, she suddenly felt it was a very bad idea and wanted to draw two blades even though that idea would only make things worse.

Behind the dwarrow, Pierina silently emerged from a wall. With her hands at the ready, she could collapse the stone ceiling on their heads, or open a fissure in the floor beneath their feet, but these were not the enemy they’d come to fight.

‘No one has to die here,’ Morrigan yelled, and both sides vehemently disagreed.

‘Groak, Kench, Freck,’ Dark implored. ‘Stand down!’

Feet shuffled and eyes darted nervously, looking for whoever was about to make the first move. A war over a hundred years old balanced on a knife’s edge, and both sides would lose. 

‘What’s going on here?’ piped a friendly voice, and a hatless Redcap walked in from a side door carrying a coiled piece of metal in his one good hand. His long brow and beard, normally pristine white, were streaked with dirt and grime.

‘Ye friend has bro’t gobelins intae our hoom,’ Longscar spat.

‘An we’re gonna kill thaim all,’ added Eedjit.

‘But they’re my friends,’ said Redcap with a big smile.

Seemingly undisturbed by the deadly tension, Redcap strolled between the two tiny armies to embrace Dark. He took his cap from the boy and slipped it onto his head, pulling it low over his eyes. ‘Good to see you. You too, Morrigan. Thanks for coming back. Your eye looks a little better. How’re the ribs?’

‘This is no time for chit-chat,’ the girl scolded. ‘They’re about to kill each other.’

‘Why?’ The nome looked from one threat to the other.

‘Because of the old Goblin Wars,’ Dark explained.

‘But that wasn’t their fault,’ Redcap insisted. His cheeks flushed and he stared at his feet.

‘They attacked our caves,’ roared Groak.

‘Collapsed the tunnels on our heads,’ added Kench. ‘Killed half of goblinkin.’

‘Their kynd steal’d our gold,’ Longscar roared.

‘Poison’d our water,’ added Broadnose. ‘Dwarrow just dropp’d dead. Men, wom’n, bebbies.’

‘It was the humans,’ said Morrigan. ‘They tricked both your people.’

‘They’re the ones to blame,’ Dark implored. ‘It’s all their fault.’

‘No, it’s not,’ Redcap muttered to himself. But the dwarrow had exceptional hearing.

‘Tha’s right! Twas the wretch’d gobelins,’ Broadnose argued. ‘If they hadna started it, we’d a been able tae beat the hoomans.’

‘Then none o’ our kynds woulda been killed aff.’ Longscar took another step forward, his knuckles white on the grip of his heavy hammer.

‘It wasn’t their fault,’ said Redcap, a little louder this time.

‘Because it was theirs!’ sneered Freck. ‘We didn’t take their precious gold. Or poison their water. They lied.’

‘No dwarrow is a skeezin’ liar,’ a dwarf shot back.

Standing between them both, the nome began to shake, perhaps in fear, perhaps in anger.

‘We want our revenge,’ hissed Groak.

‘An we be wantin’ ours!’ raged Longscar.

‘Then get your revenge on me!’ Redcap bellowed in a blasting rage never before heard from a nome in the history of nomes, silencing the room as he collapsed to the floor.

Goblin and dwarrow alike were stunned into silence by the uncharacteristic outburst, exchanging confused glances as they lowered their weapons, not much but enough to reduce the boil of the room down to a simmer.

Dark placed a hand on the distraught Redcap’s shoulder. ‘What are you talking about?’

Morrigan recalled what the nome had said when they’d shared a cell together. A hollow feeling made her stomach churn for what she feared was about to come.

‘I was there,’ said the nome.

‘But that was...’ Snoutfair gave up trying to calculate how long ago it was. Numbers were not a goblin’s strong suit.

‘I’m Barbegazi. Three hundred and forty-two years old,’ Redcap went on. ‘And it was me.’

Dark still didn’t know what he meant. ‘What was you?’

‘I killed the goblins. The dwarrow. All the Old Worldians.’

‘How?’ asked Dark.

Morrigan knew the answer.

‘The weapons and engines used by the humans to take your gold, collapse your tunnels, poison your water... I designed them.’
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CHAPTER XLIII: THE SIGNAL
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DEEP IN THE MOONLIT RAVINE, Grim and Morgana waited. The massive ironbark doors to the Green Gorge stood only fifty yards ahead, closed and impenetrable.

‘This is taking too long,’ the minotaur whispered, nervously eyeing the cliff face above them. ‘We’re exposed here.’

He’d rubbed ash all over his white skin to better hide against the grey cliffs at night, but still worried their little army of monsters would be spotted. There wasn’t enough room for all the Nightlings to wait closer to the gates, especially the rock trolls, ogre and frost giant, so the others remained in shadows another hundred yards behind at a bend in the gorge. Rhea circled unseen above where the green smoke washed among the clouds.

‘Dark said to wait for his signal,’ said Morgana.

This did not fill Grim with confidence. When they’d asked the boy what the signal would be, he’d simply replied ‘I don’t know yet, but I’ll make it obvious.’ The minotaur wished he’d asked how obvious, so they knew what to look for. On a scale of obvious, between a nocturnal bird call and a mountain collapsing, what level of obvious would Dark’s signal be? Because, the boy could have probably done either. 

‘Anything yet?’ asked Grim, hefting his axe.

Peering out from the shallow crevice, the wolf was disappointed to see no change to the doors, but as she withdrew into the shadows, a dull clang sounded in the night.

‘Something’s happening,’ Morgana whispered. ‘I think the doors are opening.’

‘Is that the sign?’ asked Grim, leaning out to see for himself, itching to begin the battle.

‘I don’t know,’ she hissed.

The doors were indeed peeling back to reveal the dimly lit factory village clinging to both sides of the gorge with a narrow, cobbled road weaving up the middle. Empty.

‘There’s no one there,’ she said.

‘That must be the sign,’ said Grim. ‘Let’s go.’

They both stepped out cautiously, the minotaur uttering a soft warbling moo back down the chasm to draw the other Nightlings from the shadows. Passing through the open gates, the monsters crept their way along the quiet street, no mean feat for heavy rock trolls or a frost giant grinding the cobblestones underfoot, their immense size filling the width of the narrow pass.

‘Where is everybody?’ whispered Grim. ‘Perhaps they’ve let already.’

But Morgana recalled the Nightlings’ first encounter with the Whites when her turncoat friend Rasha had lured them into a trap near Undermoor, and while they had made off with the King’s shipment of black powder loaded on wagons, several friends had been lost in that surprise attack, others nearly killed, and Morgana captured.

‘I don’t like it,’ she said.

There was a dull iron thud behind them, and even though the trolls and frost giant blocked the view, above their heads the top edges of the tall gates could be seen closing. The hackles on her neck rose, but it was too late.

There was a brief spark in the darkness of a window ahead, followed by a mighty boom and a flash. Something whizzed past, only inches over Morgana, and Grungendore was catapulted backwards.

*  *  *  *  *
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‘I GOT ONE!’ Ragon cheered. ‘LET THEM HAVE IT!’

When the rest of the Whites sparked their firedrakes, a series of booms echoed in the gorge, shaking loose stones from the cliffs to shower the street, as round balls of stone blasted from windows and doorways of buildings on both sides of the street.

In the mayhem, the monsters frantically scattered for cover, but there was none.

Fish, meet barrel.

While Ragon hurried his men to reload the weapon, he was thankful for Lh’Peygh’s lookouts along the clifftops who’d reported seeing the monsters creep into the canyon. The creatures had hidden outside the gates, seemingly lying in wait to attack the Whites when they rode out, so he’d ordered his men to position firedrakes in buildings along the street, then let the monsters in.

As devastating as the alchemist’s new weapons were, it took several minutes for Ragon’s men to tilt up the smoking bronze pipe of the firedrake, pour in a measure of the black powder, jam in a wad of sheep’s wool with a long wooden pole, drop in a stone ball bigger than a fist, and finally jam in another wad of wool.

When they were done, Ragon pointed the barrel back down to aim along the street. As he lowered a lit taper into a tiny hole at the back of the closed end of the firedrake, the men checked the wads of wax and wool stuffed in their ears. Fire and sparks flashed out the end with a thunder clap, the floor and walls shook, and another stone ball was shot into the barrel where the fish flopped about.

*  *  *  *  *
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Buildings were exploding all around the Nightlings, raining timber and dust down on them. The monsters tried to retreat but the alley was blocked by Grungendore flat on his back with the giant Eira struggling to lift the heavy troll in the tight space. Grim dove behind an outcrop of rock, while Morgana hunkered behind some barrels. Mwnt and Brymbo scrambled back and forth in desperation, and Balius instantly reverted to his natural human form to cower in a shallow niche between two buildings. The two alpes crouched with the mountain sprite behind a low stone wall, screaming in fear as bricks were blasted from the top, while The Green Man and Chiwew were curled in a ball together behind a stake of crates that was being blasted to pieces. Gijón, the male ogre, fared better than the others, able to flatten and squish his body against a wall, thankful that his family had not come, but Odhow was a large target with nowhere to hide.

‘What happened to Dark?’ Grim shouted.

The boy should have been there by now, with the girl, the goblins and Pierina. Perhaps they had gotten lost in the tunnels, as Grim had feared. Maybe they’d been captured by the Whites, as Morgana had feared. Or taken by whatever took Redcap, as the girl with the knives had feared.

Smoke was filling the street, and the wolf’s keen nose recognised the same acrid odour as the explosion the Nightlings had caused at Underock.

‘They’re using that black powder,’ she called to Grim.

‘We need to get out of here!’ the minotaur yelled back.

Morgana looked for an exit. Odhow was hunkered down by her fallen mate, trying to shield both of them with a wooden door she’d torn from a building, a terrified eye peering through the hole already blasted in it. Even if they could get to the fallen troll, even if the giant managed to lift him, they’d find themselves trapped against the closed gates.

In the haze above, a shadow and a screech heralded Rhea’s dive as the harpy burst through the clouds and smoke, soaring into the gorge, ready to unleash her deadly scream on the enemy positions.

Up the street, the sliding door of a warehouse rumbled open to reveal two Whites with a strange wooden crate mounted on a tripod, the front filled with holes: a pepperdragon. One held a lit taper to the back of the box and there was a curious fizzing of sparks as they both quickly turned away to cover their ears, followed by a brief silence before the hundred holes exploded with fire at the same time.

‘Rhea!’ Morgana roared.

A hundred sparking arrows sailed down the street. Some spiralled, some arced, some flew in perfectly straight lines, trailing streams of smoke in the air. A couple thudded into the barrels Morgana was hiding behind, others pelted the wooden buildings. Brymbo dove into the open doorway of a shed and two flaming arrows disappeared inside with him. Several stuck in the troll’s improvised wooden shield, and the frost giant had two in a thigh and a third in her shoulder. 

Noticing the arrows continued to fizz, Eira quickly exhaled a deep breath of frost on the three piercing her body, snuffing the fuses with an icy blast.

All the rest, however, exploded. BOOM, BOOM, BOOM-BOOM, BOOM! Ninety-seven arrows, each loaded with a packet of black powder, burst all over the street in chaos and debris.

Morgana’s barrels blew apart, peppering her face with splinters. Odhow’s shield was obliterated and she tried to shake the fire off her arm. Flames exploded from the shed where the Bendith had run, and nothing was left of the crates that had sheltered the Green Man and Chiwew. 

Dancing in the churning air, a bloodied feather drifted down.

More stone balls followed, punching holes into walls and crates. Shattered wood and blasted rock filled the smoky street. Buildings and sheds were ablaze and collapsing.

With nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, the Nightlings were being decimated.
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CHAPTER XLIV: RED GORGE
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‘THEY’LL TEAR MY TOWN APART,’ Lh’Peygh hissed. 

Standing with Myfanwy and the Bookkeeper on the balcony of his ornate house, they listened to the explosions echoing up the gorge through the rising smoke. Even though the Bookkeeper knew the sound of the weapons, he still flinched and startled at every boom.

‘Will the monsters get through?’ Myfanwy worried, drawing a nervous glance from the Bookkeeper.

‘If they do, we can escape into the tunnels,’ the alchemist replied.

Evaluating the situation as he saw it, the Bookkeeper slowly backed into the towering house. His panicking eyes darted about as he took the stairs two at a time and raced across the hall to the book-filled room where he threw back a corner of the tapestry, and peered into the darkness of the curved set of stairs cut into the rock wall.

He grabbed a candle from the desk, lit the wick in the fireplace, and descended the stairs into the mountain. Whether monsters made it past the Whites or not, he would either wait here for Lh’Peygh and Myfanwy, or stay safely hidden until the beasts had their fill.

He had seen the reports from the Lakháusi investigators, read the information that went into the Bestiarum Noctis. He knew what the Nightlings were capable of.

All he wanted was to return to the safety of Lakháus Librarie where he could dispatch a crow to the one-eyed temple and inform them of the Whites’ treachery. Ragon had refused to deliver the weapons to the ten barons, intent on keeping them for himself to invade Padoga and be the first to set foot in Troha. The barbarian wanted to be king and, now that he’d been given the means to achieve it, no one and nothing could stop him.

The booms could still be heard on the stairs, so the terrified man went further down and along the ancient tunnel braced with wooden beams. Metal rails in the floor glinted in the candlelight and he brushed feathery cobwebs from his shoulders as he took hesitant steps, reluctant to go deeper into the darkness, but needing to be farther from the noise and the monsters at the gate.

When he came to a fork in the tunnel, he stopped and listened.

Relieved by the silence, he waited.

But the uncanny thing about being alone in a strange and silent place, especially so deep underground, is that after a while the darkness starts to feel like it’s closing in. One’s ears play tricks on them, mistaking the faint pulsing of their own blood for a noise in the distance, often behind them. As a learned man, the Bookkeeper was aware of these phenomena, so with each passing moment he reminded himself there was nothing to fear but fear itself.

Even when he thought he saw a shadow move, he calmed his nerves with the reassurance that it was only the flicker of his own candlelight.

Until the shadow grinned, baring rows of savage teeth.

It gave a sinister chuckle.

And his candle was snuffed.

*  *  *  *  *
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‘Where’s the Bookkeeper?’ asked Myfanwy.

‘Probably hiding already, the snivelling levereter.’ The alchemist had grown tiresome of the Bookkeeper’s incessantly watchful eye, his furious note-taking.

In the courtyard below, Whites had firedrakes and a pepperdragon pointed into the smoke down the street, ready for whatever came toward them. On the steps of the house, one man had set up the ratchet-bow to the left, and another on the right swivelled the myfanwyvern back and forth on its gimble.

‘We’ll be safe here,’ said Lh’Peygh, looking to the distance where the rising smoke flashed with every boom. ‘As long as they don’t blow up the storehouse.’

Myfanwy had already turned her attention elsewhere. ‘Do you hear that?’ 

The alchemist cocked his head, and could indeed hear a faint drumming noise, but it was not from the street. Myfanwy glanced back through the balcony door and said, ‘That’s inside the house.’

At first, Lh’Peygh wondered what the Bookkeeper was up to, but as the clamour grew louder, it reminded him of the forge. ‘It sounds like hammers. Lots of hammers.’

The rumble was below them now, and they both leaned over the balcony as the front door of the house blew off its hinges. Pouring out onto the steps was an enraged mob, small in both number and physical size.

*  *  *  *  *
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Ten dwarrow, five goblins and a nome in a pointy red cap charged from the house, uniting their battle cries in a frightening cacophony of hammering boots and slavering screams.

Caught by surprise from behind, neither the ratchet-bow or myfanwyvern could be turned around before the Whites manning both weapons were completely over-run and their bodies thrown down the steps.

Longscar recognised the nome’s handiwork in the strange contraption before him, even though he had no idea what it was.

‘How does this work?’ he called to Redcap.

‘Point it that way and crank the handles!’ the nome yelled back.

In the courtyard, some of the Whites abandoned their firedrakes to rush up the stairs, swords in hand. Before they made it halfway, Longscar aimed the ratchet-bow and rapidly turned the handles.

Its chains spun to set the cogs and levers in motion, pulling the bowstring taught and dropping a four-foot-long arrow from the V-shaped channel onto the skid below. It clacked and released, hurling the arrow with incredible strength, while keeping the cogs turning to reset the mechanism, automatically drop the next arrow onto the skid, and draw back the bowstring again. The faster the dwarrow turned the gears, the more rapidly the weapon released its massive arrows, one after another

Against the force of the bolts, the Whites’ armour was like papier-mâché.

Enraged by the human treachery that had brought the downfall of his people, Longscar kept spinning the cogs until the machine was emptied.

*  *  *  *  *
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Lh’Peygh had only seen his weapons used on sacks of grain until now. Finally witnessing the destructive power of the ratchet-bow in battle against armoured men was mesmerising, regardless of who was using the weapon, and who had become its target. His wife was urgently tugging at his arm while he watched the bodies of the Whites tumble down the stairs, some propelled backwards by the force, impaled by the four-foot spears. In that moment, he imagined he would become a very rich man.

He was wrong.

‘Lopey!’ shouted Myfanwy. ‘Look out!’

She was pointing down at the right side of the steps where the myfanwyvern was turning, tilting up the open ends of the nine fanned pipes. Behind them was the tip of a pointy red cap.

‘Remember me?’ the nome shouted, his one good hand on the trigger.

Fire exploded from all nine pipes.

*  *  *  *  *
[image: ]


Hearing the blast, Ragon glanced out the door. There was the unmistakable glow of a fire up the street where the rest of his men had turned the courtyard into a kill-box. It was unlikely they’d accidentally fired a weapon, so there had been an attack from behind. He handed the lit taper to the nearest man as the other loaded the firedrake with their last cannon-stone. 

‘KILL SOMETHING AND REGROUP IN THE COURTYARD,’ he ordered.

The mercenary picked up his great sword and left.

*  *  *  *  *
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Morgana recognised the man dashing from the building as the White with the plaited beard who’d nearly killed her at the standing stones: their leader called Ragon. Her eyes burned with the old score she had to settle.

As she leapt from cover, Grim called out to her but she didn’t hear him over the boom of another cannon blast. The round stone was searing hot as it flew past her shoulder, grazing the skin and burning her already singed fur.

When she reached the building, a White stepped from the door to swing his sword into her path, but there was a thud, an oomph, and a wet splatter. With Grim’s axe in the man’s chest, his sword clattered on the ground. She couldn’t stop to fight the next man because a wolf is born to chase, and her prey was getting away.

Bounding after Ragon, her one good ear heard the minotaur’s iron-shod hooves charging, then the scream of an unfortunate White being gored by his horns.

Up the narrow street they ran until the chaos in the courtyard unfolded before them. On the far side of a raging battle, the opulent mansion was ablaze where a gaping hole had been blasted in the second storey. The goblins were not alone in their fight against the Whites, battling side-by-side with dwarrow she could only assume had come from the ancient mines through which the goblins had snuck into the Green Gorge. While she was glad to see Redcap among them, there was no sign of either Dark or the girl with the knives, and the Nightlings were heavily outnumbered by the Whites.

‘Ragon!’ roared Morgana.

When the man spun on his heels to face her, a grin spread across his face.

*  *  *  *  *
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Inside the warehouse, two dozen Whites heard the explosion and the unfolding battle in the courtyard outside and sprang into action to push open the timber shutters of the windows. Their fellow mercenaries were fighting hand-to-hand against dwarrow and goblin in the street, bodies of the fallen already splayed across the cobblestones. With their firedrakes already primed, loaded, and aimed outside, they only needed to lower lit tapers on every barrel. As one of the Whites pressed balls of waxed wool into her ears, she hesitated. From the tunnel cut into the rockface at the end of the building, there was a growing rumble.

She tapped the shoulder of the nearest mercenary, pointing to the dark doorway. When he took the wax from one ear, she repeated, ‘Something’s coming!’

They hesitantly approached the tunnel entrance and peered into the darkness. A point of dim light became an orange glimmer that became two, like eyes in the night, growing larger, brighter, closer, the echoing rumble louder and nearer. They readied their weapons and shouted for the others, but the Whites all had wads of waxed wool in their ears.

The two burning eyes burst from the tunnel, and something struck the man in the face so hard, he was dead before his body hit the floor. The woman made a run for it but was crushed beneath the wheels of the strange wooden wagon roaring on wheels along the iron rails set in the floor. Inside, a dwarrow furiously pumped a lever back and forth as he swung his bloodied hammer, with a wild-haired boy and a girl with mismatched eyes crouched behind him, clinging to the rattling cart.

The line of Whites was unaware as they lowered their tapers.

The boy screeched. The girl threw knives.

And she never missed.

*  *  *  *  *
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Morgana padded to a halt, lowering her chest to the ground in preparation to pounce on the man who’d nearly killed her. He hefted his great sword, spinning it deftly as he tossed it from one hand to the other.

‘I’VE BEEN WAITING FOR THIS DAY,’ Ragon bellowed over the clamour, pulling the necklace from the collar of his armour and dangling the amulet toward the wolf. The dried triangle of furry leather that spun on the silver chain was her missing ear, taken by his sword when last they met. ‘I NEED A WOLF-SKIN CLOAK TO MATCH.’ 

Fury coursed through her veins, and not just for her missing left ear. Ragon and his men had killed several of her friends that same day, and even more since. Either she would kill him here, or she would die trying.

Baring her savage teeth, Morgana tensed her legs to leap just as Grim arrived by her side and asked, ‘Need a hand?’

‘No,’ she growled. ‘This one is mine.’

Suddenly, fire and smoke blasted from the row of open shutters along the warehouse, and a dozen stone balls flew across the courtyard, indiscriminately cutting down Whites, dwarrow and goblin. One, aimed too low, smashed the cobblestones under Morgana and bounced beneath her belly. Another flew by Ragon’s chin, whipping his beard up in its searing wake. Grim was blown aside and smashed through the stable wall, leaving his axe on the ground where he’d been standing. Redcap felt his hat torn from his head and picked it up to find a large hole punched through the middle on both sides. Others in the courtyard were not so lucky.

While the wolf recoiled from the blast under her paws, briefly unbalanced, the mercenary took the initiative, launching into her with his sword. She recovered just in time to duck under the deadly blade and the man spun a full circle from the momentum of the swing, coming to a stop when he faced her again.

‘NEARLY GOT THE OTHER EAR THAT TIME,’ he grinned.

She pounced.

*  *  *  *  *
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Protected by the waxed wool in their ears, none of the Whites fell from Dark’s harpy screech, so he sparkled with will-o-wisp fire and flitted, disappearing from the cart to appear instantly on the back of a knight, his goblin teeth tearing at flesh. 

Broadnose pulled hard on the lever of the cart and sparks shot from the wheels on the iron rails as it screeched to a halt in the middle of the warehouse. The wadding in the ears of the Whites may have saved them from the boy’s scream, but not the dwarven blades Morrigan launched from a belt around her waist in rapid succession.

Half of the Whites set to reloading their firedrakes while the rest grabbed their weapons and rushed at the intruders. Some only made it four steps before great chunks of stone ripped from the rockface of the end wall and hurled along the room, pummelling them to the ground as Pierina emerged from the bare side of the mountain near the tunnel entrance.

Morrigan dropped two more mercenaries with her blades perfectly finding the narrowest gaps in their armour.

Broadnose lifted his hammer to block a falling sword, then doubled the man over with a heavy kick to the groin. The White’s dropping chin met with the hammer head and several teeth flew from his mouth.

Near the row of firedrakes, Dark felled his man and ran at the next brute who quickly snatched the boy’s head in both hands and held his vicious teeth at arm’s length. Unbothered, Dark’s slick hair coiled around the man’s fingers, holding him fast so the boy could blow a lungful of frost giant breath into the man’s face, instantly turning his skin a crystalline blue, icing his nose, mouth, and eyeballs. He was unable to scream with his frigid tongue as Dark released the hairy grip on his hands then shattered the man’s frozen face with a swift head-butt.

Two more Whites dropped to Morrigan’s blades as she approached a third who was drawing back the string of a heavy crossbow. He had just placed a bolt in the groove when she grabbed the weapon in his own hands, lifting it to strike his chin with the wooden butt. As he reeled and lost grip of the crossbow, she turned it onto him and thrust forward to stab his stomach with the barbed head of the bolt.

Behind him, another White was charging with an axe in each hand. Morrigan pulled the trigger, propelling the powerful crossbow bolt through the first man and into the second.

As both men fell, she admired the weapon in her hands and said, ‘Remind me to get one of these,’ then hurled it into the face of the next White to send the woman crashing into a pile of barrels.

Another mercenary was charging at Dark from behind. Morrigan launched a blade at the man’s throat, but when it missed, she cursed with the realisation that as much as her perfect marksmanship could not be used to harm another Prodigy, it could also not be used to help another Prodigy.

The man wrapped his massive arms around Dark, lifting him, trying to crush the boy who started getting bigger, heavier, his skin textured like stone. When the White’s arms couldn’t contain the boy’s troll-like bulk or weight, Dark simply reached behind to crush the man in reverse.

As more knights rushed toward the troll-shaped boy, stone cannonballs hurled across the room under the command of Pierina, dropping them in a clatter of bloodied armour and broken limbs.

Morrigan’s next blade neatly sliced the throat of one White as it flew past to embed in the eye of another. His body crashed into a stack of barrels, his axe splitting the wooden staves and spilling their contents to the floor.

Meanwhile, Broadnose may have been short, and not participated in a battle for over a hundred years – something that already made him regret not stretching beforehand – but he was holding his own against seasoned mercenaries twice his size. With muscle structure honed from digging and hauling boulders, dwarrow were innate fighters and his hammer was an unstoppable fury, crushing painted armour and the bones within it. He even ran at a firedrake that had been freshly reloaded, dispatched the last of the crew, and then brought his hammer down on the bronze barrel, shattering it in half.

‘Didja see tha, boyo?’ he beamed proudly before an explosion of fire and sparks engulfed the dwarf, slamming him against a thick wooden beam with a shudder.

Limping from the tunnel, fine clothes in tatters and madness in his eyes, Lh’Peygh plucked another one of the round clay pots dangling from his belt. He set the top of the flask sparking with a torch held limply in his bloodied left hand.

‘This is for Myfanwy,’ he gurgled, his voice bubbling through liquid.

Being nearest to him, Pierina thrust both her arms sideways, commanding chunks of loose stone to fly across the room, narrowly missing Lh’Peygh to smash through the last remaining White and more barrels, splitting staves and spilling black powder from the cracks.

The alchemist spun on the oreades and tossed the fizzing pot. She quickly dissolved into the rockface behind her, as the grenade exploded against the wall, leaving a black blast mark and setting fire to the timber roof above.

Dark unleashed a harpy scream on the man as he plucked another pot from his belt, but blood was trickling from the alchemist’s damaged ears as well as his mouth. Unaffected, he continued staggering along the room as he lit the flask’s fuse.

When Morrigan reached for another knife, she found she was down to her last: the little peutre blade cast by the nome.

Lh’Peygh lifted his weak arm and sent the lit incendiary arcing through the air toward Dark. Morrigan leapt across, tackled the boy, and tumbled with him to the ground.

The explosion ripped across the room, blasting bronze, stone and wood behind them. 

*  *  *  *  *
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In the courtyard, the last few dwarrow and goblins were struggling against three times as many Whites. Redcap was on the ground, desperately fending off a flurry of sword blows with a spiked shovel. When the mercenary was suddenly crushed from above, the nome looked up to see Odhow with her club in one hand and her fallen partner’s stone axe in the other. Chiwew and Mwnt rushed to his side.

‘Nice of you to join us,’ Redcap said as the wendigo helped him to his feet.

‘We stopped for a snack,’ said Chiwew, blood on his teeth.

The rest of the Nightlings had been busy fighting their way through Whites in a narrow bottleneck further down the street. When a mercenary dashed past, the wendigo used his magical follow to catch up with his target in just two steps and stain his teeth with more red.

Elsewhere, the frost giant delivered an icy blast of breath at two Whites trying to reload a firedrake. The ogre used a bronze cannon as a club to smash them to pieces, while the mountain elf Errigal put another mercenary to sleep for Rübezahl to slash the man’s throat. 

Next to the rock troll Odhow, a hole suddenly burst open in the timber wall of the stable as a White was thrown out from inside. Before he could scramble to his feet, she dropped the axe on his head as she peered into the hole where Grim was fighting another man with his bare hands and horns.

‘Don’t just stand there,’ he roared at her.

It was not going well for the Nightlings. Several dwarrow and goblin lay motionless on the ground, there were still far more Whites, and the cobblestones were slick with red.

One of the few remaining firedrakes spouted flame and sparks, striking Gijón in the back and the ogre fell flat on his face. Rübezahl dashed to him, only to find himself in the firing line of another cannon. The mountain sprite hollered for help and the giant blew a cloud of frosty air toward him. With a wave of his hand, the sprite turned the cloud into a small blizzard, blasting the Whites with icy shards as their taper lit.

The firedrake bellowed and the sprite was gone.

In the middle of the courtyard, Morgana was on Ragon’s back, her teeth biting into the left pauldron of the man’s armour, while her front paws clawed at his painted breastplate. Unable to strike her with his sword, he dropped the weapon and reached both arms over his shoulders to grab her by the whithers, pulling her over his head, throwing her through the air to tumble and crash against the stable wall.

As she scrambled to her feet, Ragon collected his sword and stepped forward. Blood was trickling from the holes she’d bitten in his shoulder armour, which meant she could not let him live, no matter what. Survivors of the lykkan’s bite were poisoned to become a werewolf on the full moon, and while that was a torturous curse to most, it would be dangerous in the blood of a man like Ragon.

She stumbled, woozy.

Taking advantage of her unsteadiness, Ragon launched into a charge, his sword level with the groggy wolf’s head. He would impale her.

On his last few steps, Morgana stopped feigning, ducked and swiped a mighty paw at his legs. Moving too fast to alter his attack, Ragon tumbled forward and crashed into the wall, his sword spearing through the wood. The wolf rounded on him and bit again, her teeth sinking into his left arm as he punched her with his right, the iron gauntlet pounding her skull.

She backed off, shaking the bells from her one ear as the man regained his feet. With his sword jammed through the timber of the wall, he drew two daggers from his lower back and the two circled each other for one last dance.

He was committed to cutting the wolf to pieces, she determined to bite until there was nothing left.

*  *  *  *  *
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Squeak!

Flat on his back, Dark squinted his eyes open to find his glasses had been knocked off, Rat was sitting on his chest and Morrigan lay across his legs.

‘Get off me,’ he wheezed, pushing at her shoulder.

‘I can’t,’ she moaned, and he shimmied out from beneath the girl.

Where the blast had left a gaping hole in the wall, he could see the battle in the courtyard. Half a dozen Whites surrounded the frost giant as she spun about, aimlessly swinging her fists at more attackers than she could manage alone, their shields blocking her icy breath. Mwnt was wounded and barely able to stand, Chiwew defending the Bendith as blows rained down on them both. Two Whites clung to the back of Odhow, trying to stab her while she slammed them against a wall. Redcap was hammering a White’s helmet with a shovel, and there were only a handful of dwarrow and goblin left, each struggling to fend off several attackers more seasoned than them.

Bodies lay everywhere.

‘You need to go,’ said Morrigan.

That’s when he noticed she was pinned at the waist beneath a bronze pipe much larger than those the Whites had been using – one of Lh’Peygh’s fat and heavy bombardum – that had toppled from its wooden cradle in the blast.

Another explosion erupted nearby, showering them both with more broken stone and shattered wood. The sudden flash burned Dark’s unprotected eyes so even with a squint he could barely see a blurry Lh’Peygh shuffling awkwardly toward them.

His next flask impacted on the back of the bombardum and Morrigan screamed, half from the flames, half from the force against her already trapped legs.

Blinded by the fiery flash right in front of his eyes, Dark fumbled for Morrigan’s hands and tried to pull her free, but she only wailed in pain, ‘Stop! Stop!’

Rat was squeaking in his ear, He’s coming! He’s coming!

In a blurry world of spotty shadows frame by fire and light, Dark felt around for his glasses. Even if he could find them, his eyesight had been seared by the flashes, and he couldn’t attack what he couldn’t see.

‘Get up, Morrigan,’ he begged. ‘You have to try.’

She wanted to, desperately so. She wanted to grab him and run from this place, go where they could rest while they looked to the night sky together, she at the stars and he the moon. After a lifetime of loneliness and death, all she wanted now was peace and quiet. Whether that was with these creatures of the night or with the boy who shared her blood, her identity, her curse. Just not with the rest of humanity who’d hurt them both.

Except the weight of both her past and the present was too much to bear. She had done a lot of wrong in the world, broken too much. And the cannon on her waist had broken something too. She could feel it, or rather, she couldn’t.

‘I can’t feel my legs,’ she groaned. ‘You have to leave me. Save the others.’

‘But–’ was all he could say before she cut him off.

‘You might be here to kill the humans, but I am here to keep you alive.’

Her words were familiar to Dark. They were the summation of everything the alpes had read of her true being back in the broad mountain valley.

Despite the profession Morrigan had found herself in, taking money to kill people she’d never met or even heard of, the girl with the knives cared so little for herself that she fiercely protected those who needed it – her dying parents when the villagers blamed their sickness on the girl with the mismatched eyes, her troupe of performers, fellow orphans of the picking crew she’d been snatched into. Even the Pickers at Underock and the starving woman and child on the muddy road outside Ripasea. The elf had seen it all. Morrigan may have killed many, but given the choice when it mattered, she chose life.

A person’s future can be defined by their past, if you look in the right direction.

‘I’m not leaving you,’ Dark protested. The Nightlings were being slaughtered outside, but the bloodline he shared with Morrigan meant she was his family as much as they were. He’d been forced to choose who lived and who died before, except this time she was telling him to choose life for his friends and death for her. 

Life. Or death.

He chose life.

As he felt blindly for the heavy bombardum, he transformed into a rock troll, and tried to lift, but it wouldn’t budge. Even as Lh’Peygh tossed another fizzing clay pot and it exploded near his stony hands, he refused to let go, arching his enormous back to heave with all his might, roaring from the bottom of his lungs.

To Morrigan, he simply appeared as a blind boy straining at an impossible weight.

‘Your powers can’t be used on me, Dark,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t matter whether you’re trying to hurt me or help me.’

‘I’ll get Grim or Odhow,’ he blurted desperately as he changed back into himself.

She pulled something from her coat pocket and pressed it into his hand. ‘If you’re going to stop whoever’s behind all of this, follow the sigil.’

Running his fingers over the cool surface of the object, it felt like a metal button, with a marking engraved on one side.

Let’s go, squeaked Rat. Now!

The boy crouched by Morrigan’s face, leaning in to try and see her as best he could with his blurred and spotted vision. He could smell the blood trickling from her mouth.

‘I have a plan,’ she said, taking his hand and guiding it to feel what she held in hers. 

He didn’t know exactly what she planned to do with it, but knew it required more than she had left. ‘You can’t even move,’ he whimpered.

Morrigan grimaced in pain as she craned her neck to peer around the bronze bombardum crushing her waist. Her eyes darted about the warehouse, the rows of weapons, the winch, the ropes, the barrels, and Lh’Peygh. He had limped half the length of the building now, his battered left arm dragging the torch along the floor, leaving a trail of embers as he fumbled to pluck another flask from his belt. The blood trickling down his arms had wet the wick and he was clumsily trying to dry it on his shirt.

‘Don’t worry,’ she soothed. ‘I never miss.’

Except, she would. This was a terrible plan.

‘It won’t work,’ he implored, tears streaking down his filthy face. ‘If my power can’t save you, yours can’t save me.’

‘It’s not you I’m saving,’ she said. ‘It’s me.’ Then she seemed to have an afterthought and, with a wink of her silver eye, added, ‘But just in case, you better get as far as possible, as fast as you can.’

She tried to shove him with her left hand, but there was no strength to it, and she let her body collapse, melt into the floor, spent. The fingers of her right hand started to lose their grip on what she clutched to her chest.

Death was choosing her.

‘Just run,’ she insisted weakly.

This way, squeaked Rat, leaping from the boy’s hair and scurrying along the ground. Squeak, squeak squeak!

Dark stood and staggered after the noisy rodent, his hands outstretched and his blurry vision barely making out the dark splodge that he hoped was the hole in the wall. He stumbled through and shouted for the wolf, the minotaur, anyone to help him.

‘I’ll help you,’ said a voice, meek but friendly. A shoulder gently slid under the boy’s arm, lifted him into a piggyback, as the shoulders changed, broadened, became sticky.

*  *  *  *  *
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Ragon stood over Morgana, his left arm dripping a pool of blood at his feet that trickled between the cobblestones into a pool of the wolf’s own. His daggers were stabbed in her sides, and she had ripped pieces of armour from him to tear at the flesh beneath, but neither was willing to give in to defeat just yet. Or death.

Bending slowly, painfully, the White picked up the weapon at his feet – the massive battle axe dropped the minotaur. The wolf could barely walk, a hind leg unable to take her weight. He lifted the axe, felt its heft in his lead-filled arms and roared, a most bloodthirsty and maddened bellow. She growled back as he raised the sinister blade to make his final blow.

Then, in the blink of an eye, the savage White unexpectedly disappeared from Morgana’s sight. The axe fell from his hands as his body was suddenly hurled sideways by the powerful rear kick of a sleek black horse. Ragon flew like a ragdoll through the gaping hole in the warehouse wall.  

‘Run!’ Balius whinnied, and took off down the street with Dark glued to his back.

Morgana howled for the others, each still outnumbered by Whites. ‘Everybody out!’

Eira barged through the circle of mercenaries that surrounded her, knocking two senseless with her bulk, and chased after the limping wolf, followed closely by Chiwew carrying Mwnt, the last few goblins, Redcap, Odhow, the two alpes, and the five remaining dwarrow. The Nightlings fled down the narrow street as fast as they could, leaving the Whites to cheer in victory at their routed enemy.

The monsters were scurrying back to whatever hole they’d come from.

The humans had won.

*  *  *  *  *
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Morrigan closed her eyes to picture a zigzagging line in her mind. The iron winch. The clay pot Lh’Peygh had dried and was lighting with his torch. The wick fizzling with sparks. And lastly, the stack of barrels, where black powder poured from between shattered staves.

It was a trick she’d done a hundred times before, but never when she was in so much pain, and with so much at stake. Or knowing there was fickle Prodigy blood in her veins.

Feeling her strength wane, the dizzying darkness close in around her, the girl with one knife threw her little peutre blade.
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CHAPTER XLV: A SINGLE BLADE
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AND SHE NEVER MISSED.
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CHAPTER XLVI: DEAD END
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BLEEDING KNUCKLES GRIPPED THE EDGE OF THE HOLE in the wall as Ragon hauled himself through, furious at the cowardly blow that had shattered several bones, but more so because it had snatched from him the joy of killing the wolf.

Then the explosion erupted behind him. It obliterated the warehouse, blasting fragments of burning timber and chunks of shattered bronze through his body and into the courtyard to impale and crush the Whites where they cheered.

The few surviving mercenaries had a brief moment to marvel at how lucky they were to be alive before the towering mansion at the top end of the Green Gorge, already aflame and unstable, collapsed and spilled burning timber and broken rock into the courtyard, burying every last one of them.

The warehouse blast also ripped through the adjoining forge, and into the next building to shatter half-built weapons in a workshop, sending fiery shards into the neighbouring factory where the black powder was made.

As explosions erupted from the building, the doors of the blazing stable opposite burst open and a mammoth monster, four-legged and horned, leaped out into the roiling fire front to gallop down the street ahead of the tumbling, churning cloud of flame that rolled along the length of the town.

Clutching tightly to Crush’s mane, Grim leaned down to snatch up his lost battleaxe as the huge horse bolted, chased by the fire with its tail and the thick fur of its fetlocks already aflame, buffeted from both sides by buildings and sheds blown apart by one explosion after another, spewing fireball after fireball into the street with nowhere to go but out.

As he gained on the limping wolf, he could tell she wasn’t going to make it and hollered her name. She stumbled and fell, changing from wolf to human, holding up a bloody arm. With just one chance, he reached down as Crush barrelled past, clutched her hand in his, and hauled Morgana up onto the back of the huge horse.

Right on the heels of the rest of the Nightlings scrambling down the laneway, he remembered the closed ironbark gates that would trap them all inside with the inferno, in a very fiery dead end. They were on top of each other, troll bumping giant, goblins and dwarrow trying not to get crushed underneath.

As they passed the last few buildings shattered by the earlier cannonfire, the tall gates looming ahead, Balius roused the boy on his back. ‘Dark!’

The boy lifted his head and, fondly remembering the little boggart, waggled a bent finger to unlatch the gates, swinging them open just as the Nightlings arrived. Grungendore was on his feet but leaning painfully to one side and hugging his stomach. Nestled on a shoulder, the Green Man urged them to hurry.

As soon as they’d tumbled through, the two rock trolls pushed the great iron doors closed and pressed their backs against them. When the wall of fire collided with the other side, the gates jolted and licks of flame roared through the gap. The frost giant stepped between the trolls, slamming the doors, and with a heavy breath she froze them shut to seal the churning blaze within the Green Gorge.

*  *  *  *  *
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Deep inside the mountain at the back of Green Gorge, flames poured through the ancient mines, crawled along the tunnels with the iron rails in the floor, and found a passageway where a long line of carts were loaded with barrels painted with the symbol of the flaming triangle. Here they had waited to be rolled through the tunnels – painstakingly mapped by Lh’Peygh’s men – to be covertly delivered to nations on the eastern side of the range. Hundreds and hundreds of barrels in a mile-long chain underground.

The fire only needed to lick the first barrel.

The explosion ripped through the mountain that had been undermined by a thousand years of dwarrow digging, cracked it open from top to bottom, and the entire peak fell. When Green Gorge was buried under the collapsing mountain, the ground shook all the way to the sea, and a towering plume of dust smothered the moon.
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CHAPTER XLVII: FOR WHAT IT’S WORTH
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BLEEDING, BATTERED AND BROKEN, the Nightlings limped to the hills overlooking the burned wasteland of Myrr Wood and collapsed on the dry grass. Their muscles refused to go any further and their hearts ached for those no longer with them.

Only Groak, Kench and Freck remained of the goblins after both Guttle and Snoutfair had fallen in the battle of Green Gorge. With Brymbo gone, poor Mwnt was the last Bendith in the world, and Rhea’s passing meant harpies were now officially extinct.

While the Nightlings had gained some new friends – the kelpie Balius, the dwarrow Longscar, Rockjaw, Bluestone, Dig and Eedjit, the two alpes, and Eira the frost giant – they had also lost six dwarves, the mountain sprite Rübezahl, and the ogre Gijón. Not to mention Caprice, Picea, Tylere and Amyrilla before this night.

And, of course, the girl with the knives.

While there was still no sign of Pierina, Dark was hopeful she had escaped the mountain before it fell.

A tear rolled down the minotaur’s dusty cheek. As the one who’d sought out the Old Worldians in the mountains, coaxed them from their safety above the snowline and urged them to join the Nightlings in this fight, he would be the one to break the news to the ogress Sela, and tell her child Pika that his father would not be coming home.

‘Was it all worth it?’ he asked.

Under the moonless sky, Dark’s eyesight may have started to return to normal, but he was larger than he used to be, with his translucent skin bearing patches of stone and fur. The horns had grown, the mane was thicker, his ears pointed, teeth sharp, and his toes now shorter, joining together with a cleft in the middle. He stroked Rat in his lap as he pondered Grim’s question.

With all they’d endured, it was small comfort to have destroyed the industrious factory that would have fuelled the humans in their murderous intent until they were everywhere and unstoppable. But even though the paperwork had been destroyed in the fire, the plans still existed within the nome’s head. The weapons could still be remade.

He thought of the Bestiarum Noctis and the hunting sheets, their dark purpose in studying the Nightlings, documenting their strengths to expose their weaknesses. The humans had realised their Hundred-Year Hunt was not yet finished. They would come. And they would be many.

‘Was it worth it?’ mused the boy. ‘Was it worth fighting those whose hands are red with the blood of your ancestors? Those who reduced you to these few friends that sit beside you? Those who still wish you dead? They have shown themselves to lie, cheat, steal, invent and kill, just to have the whole world for themselves.’

‘We lost a lot tonight, and more in the nights leading up to this,’ said Morgana. ‘So, if you want to know if it was worth it, just ask yourself how much more would be lost if we did nothing.’

The group sat in silence, pondering the words as they nursed their wounds. While Grungendore’s thick stony hide had prevented the cannon-stone from punching a hole in his side, it had broken more bones than he knew he had. Morgana, already with patchy burned fur, was licking at too many cuts to count. Redcap had lost all the fingers on one hand, and more than just the lichen had been burned off Odhow’s arm. The rest, especially the surviving goblins and dwarrow, were a patchwork of wounds.

‘Soo, it’s na over then?’ blurted Eedjit. The other dwarrow chuckled, making the goblins laugh and soon they all were snickering. Although, Eedjit didn’t know what he’d said that was so funny.

‘What do you think the humans will do next?’ asked Grungendore.

Morgana paused mid-lick of a wound to say, ‘We have no way of knowing.’

After a moment, Freck piped up. ‘Ah, maybe we do.’ The goblin rummaged in his mismatched armour and pulled out a small book, passing it along the line to Dark.

‘Where did you get this?’ he asked.

Inside the blood-spattered cover, the pages were filled with the Bookkeeper’s notes, detailed accounts of events, descriptions of people and places, names and reports. There were even rudimentary sketches, including one of Redcap inside a box.

‘We found a man in the tunnel,’ said Groak. ‘Very skittish.’

‘Tasty too,’ added Kench, and the others stifled a chuckle.

Dark flicked through the pages of the book and a tiny slip of paper fell out. He held it up but couldn’t clearly see the text in the dark with his eyes still not quite ready. With a snap of his fingers, will-o-wisp sparks glistened around his hand to illuminate it, but the note suddenly burst into blue flame and disintegrated.

‘What did you do?’ asked Grim.

The boy hadn’t expected the slip of paper to ignite so easily, but it had been lit just long enough for him to read the text. 

First. Troha. Crown.

He knew each of the words but found them curious to be written together as a fragment, an incomplete sentence. Then he remembered Morrigan had said her employer only ever sent messages of three words, on slips of paper that easily burned. Rolling the trio of words around in his head, he looked for connections between them. He knew of Troha, the abandoned city in the middle of Padoga, that had been the goal of Baltus’s war. And in his time among the armies of the ten barons, he had seen their desperation to claim the crown. Only one could wear it. One. The first.

‘The humans are going to Troha,’ he said.

‘Why?’ asked Grim. ‘What’s in Troha?’

‘That’s what we need to find out,’ the boy replied.

He squeaked and Rat scurried from his shoulder into his hair, emerging a moment later with the metal button that Morrigan had given him. Follow the sigil. He turned it over and sparked his fingers again to see the engraving: a triangle atop three vertical bars sitting on a horizontal bar, with an eye in the triangle.

It was a symbol he had seen before. In the dice game the humans played, the sigil marked one side of each die and was the most powerful roll in the game. They referred to it as the one-eyed temple.

But its proper name was The Bank.

‘No, it’s not over, Eedjit,’ he said. The dwarrow beamed, feeling his question was justified. ‘But we’re going to need a lot more help.’

‘From who?’ asked Morgana.

‘Picea had been right about our new friends in the mountains. She also said there were others hiding in the faraway places where humans dared not go.’

Beside him, Balius sat in his natural human form, arms wrapped around knees pulled to his chest. The kelpie’s permanently worried face clouded even more. ‘I think you need to meet the Heart of the Wold. And visit the marshlands.’

Dark turned to Redcap and said, ‘And the White Forest.’

The nome froze. He’d already been headed there full of dread, but now that his secret was out, his guilt laid bare, he was terrified of returning to the Barbegazi in the White Forest. Unfortunately, it was the only way to face his past.

Eedjit suddenly piped, ‘Thare are also–’ but he was quickly nudged in the ribs and hushed by the other dwarrow.

‘Also what?’ Dark demanded.

The dwarrow glared at each other before Longscar finally relented with a sigh. ‘Mebbee... juist mebbee, there’s a slim chance o’ a possibile thare are more tunnels i' tha northern moontains.’

‘More dwarrow mines?’ asked Dark.

‘Noo,’ said Longscar, blushing at Groak, Kench and Freck. ‘Goblings.’

‘An more,’ added Eedjit.

The three goblins swivelled their heads to one another. Snottor, who was no longer with them but had been the smartest of them all (not that that said much by goblin standards), had once entertained them with an old tale of the goblin city destroyed by the dwarrow, and the legend that parts of it still existed, lost beneath the mountains. But they’d all believed it to be just a tale for remembering the vast and thriving goblindom that was no more.

As the boy pondered all this new information, neither Morgana nor Grim liked the look on his face. He was coming up with another plan. And when he opened his mouth to speak, they dreaded what they were about to hear.

‘It’s been a long few days,’ he said around a big yawn, stretching out his arms and legs. ‘We all need to rest.’

Phew, thought the wolf and the minotaur at the same time.

But he hadn’t finished. ‘Then we head out to find more Nightlings.’

Sard!
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EPILOGUE: NEW AND OLD ENEMIES
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THE STORM RAGED ON, flashing lightning through the windows of the lone tower as Bheidh shuffled the messages he’d been handed by the Crowmaster. His scowling brow already told the Five it was not going to be pleasant news.

‘Well?’ demanded Gewinn. She had finally moved from the divan to let Merx and Lænan occupy the space she had monopolised for so long, and now slurped at her wine while nestled on a pile of soft cushions before the open fire.

The secretary cleared his throat first. ‘The ten barons are marching on Troha.’

‘Huzzah,’ said Wliek flatly.

Wes clapped, but only because he hadn’t been paying attention like the others and didn’t foresee the bad news that was yet to follow. He trailed off weakly under their collective glare.

‘But we have lost Green Gorge,’ said Bhiedh.

‘What do you mean lost?’ asked Merx. As master of Supply and Demand, the Green Gorge had been his domain. ‘How does one lose a whole gorge?’

‘It’s been destroyed,’ Bheidh clarified. ‘Buried under a mountain apparently.’

‘And the weapons?’ urged Wes, master of Investment who’d brokered the deal that sunk much of their funds into the alchemist’s venture. ‘Did the Whites get them to the barons?’

Bheidh shook his head. ‘All gone. Including the Whites.’

Wliek swiped a hand at the map, knocking the wooden piece shaped like a factory over Gewinn’s round head and into the fire as he bellowed, ‘SARDING PINTELS!’

Seeing his wrath could only mean one thing, and the others knew it. As the master of Liquidity, he only truly angered when they were running out of money.

‘Was it him?’ asked Gewinn.

The secretary nodded. ‘And his little family of monsters, by all accounts.’

‘Well, there’s only one thing for it,’ said Merx. ‘The Librarie has done their work. The papers are ready. We reinstate the Hundred-Year Hunt. The people are poor and hungry. Every Igradorian outside the baron’s armies will ferret out these beasts for a modest reward.’

Wliek spun on him. ‘That will drain us further.’ 

‘We can make up the shortfall by raising the rates on Culdiheen’s loans,’ offered Lænan, the mistress of Lending.

This seemed to satisfy Wliek, but it would only work in the short-term. He hoped that would be long enough to be rid of this problem once and for all. And as soon as a baron, any baron, made it to Troha, it would all be moot.

‘There is one more thing,’ said the secretary. ‘The offer from our visitor?’

Wes gave a shiver, his skin crawling.

‘Very well,’ said Wliek. ‘Show her in.’

After filing the messages in a little drawer of his desk, Bhiedh went to the door and opened it for the person waiting patiently outside. As she entered, limping on crooked legs braced in metal frames and supported by a silver cane, the secretary announced her to The Five.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is the Good Doctor. And she has a proposition for you.’

The woman smiled, baring rows of broken teeth.

THE END

(to be continued in DARK: And the Sender of the Crows)
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