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Study Notes for History 10101: Great Events in the History of the Worlds Lecture to first year students, delivered by Oddfry Busternut (Master Wizard), Year of the Rusted Watering Can [transcribed by Delores Glum].

Much has been written about the extraordinary events that took place in the Sign of the Speckled Tree Frog, possibly because it was a very busy year for Great Events. We’ve all heard the tales of the troll Grievous Pepperpot and his intrepid band; he brought about that alliance with the humans and reintroduced them into the fold thanks to his relationship with that stalwart human cub, Colin Bundle. Not everybody was happy with the return of the eighth race, of course, but then there’s ever been a snotty element among those who practise magic, especially the wizards and witches.

To briefly recap the events that took place – and students be warned: there will be a test on the subject matter, so pay attention. No getting your learning aid imps to fill in the gaps later!

Some years ago Grievous Pepperpot, at the behest of a dreadful dwarf, crept into the Portal, the resting place of the Shimmer, to discover what kind of magicks warded the most powerful piece of rock in the four worlds. Grieve did this to save his brother Friendly from a series of unpleasant – and painful – consequences. The young troll had landed himself in a spot of trouble, as Friendly was inclined to do back then. Despite his reluctance to go anywhere near the Portal, Grieve did what he must and reported back to the despicable dwarf, Waddi Stonecutter, whom, he suspected, was working for the fairies. As none of the magical races could actually be in the presence of the Shimmer without ending up as dust, however, Grieve didn’t think the job would have dire consequences.

As history has shown us, he got that rather wrong. The old prophecies about the Nameless Ones all came to pass . . .

The fairies convinced a cub, a human girl, to go into the Portal and steal the Shimmer, charming her with their glamour and pretending that they were just as adorable as their publicity makes them out to be. Of course, in keeping with all truly heroic stories, the disappearance of the Shimmer occurred at the worst possible time; a once-in-a-millennium conjunction was about to take place. If the Shimmer was returned to its birthplace, the Cradle of Beginnings, then the old bindings that had held the Nameless Ones outside the affairs of the eight races would fail and they would be released back into the worlds. Not a fortuitous event, let me tell you. The first race had been immortal, powerful and omnipotent and, as it turned out on closer inspection, really, really immature. They burst back into the worlds with a vengeance and, for a while, things look pretty bleak for Grieve, Derry (the indispensable gnomish tracker), Friendly and Colin.

But did they give up? Not on your nelly! How they tackled the seemingly insurmountable problems that faced them is the subject of today’s lecture. They fought fairies and dragons, rotten representatives of magic and the might of the Nameless Ones, and in the end they kicked butt . . . ah . . . so to speak. It was a time of extraordinary excitement.

I should know. I was there . . .


CHAPTER ONE

A Terrible Place for Afternoon Tea

‘Of all the worlds, in all the star systems, in all the galaxies, why did we ever end up on a rotten place like Three?’ Derry demanded sourly, teeth clenched as she prepared to pitch a small boulder into the darkness.

‘Actually, I believe they call this world Dismal,’ Busternut supplied. ‘I did my qualifying treatise in wizardry on the third world.’

‘You’re kidding. Were you looking for the most miserable subject you could find?’ The gnome shook a damp foot and grimaced.

‘It’s a good thing he did,’ Grieve winced as he flung a boulder of his own. ‘Anything that gives us information about this place – has got to be good.’

‘It’s still rotten luck.’

‘That’s us,’ Grieve agreed, pressing further back against the rough rock wall. ‘Lucky all the way down to our underdrawers.’ A sharp ridge of stone cut into his lower back, but his misery levels were already running at maximum so there was no room for more. He glanced at the face of Oddfry Busternut and hoped the wizard’s expression of concentrated anguish meant that he was focusing really hard on a spell to get them out of their current predicament and not that he had lost a boot in the boggy muck again.

They were tucked into a shallow cave halfway up a rocky escarpment which overlooked a valley so melancholy the only thing that lived there was some kind of giant worm, the existence of which they’d discovered when three of them had burst up from the soggy mud to attack, chasing the terrified group across the uncertain terrain. At least, Grieve was assuming they were worms. In the half-light, it was hard to tell. The third world really lived up to its name and then some; it could be encapsulated by at least three Ds: dim, damp and dismal. It was difficult to know how long they’d been there but he estimated that it had to be a couple of days at least. Time seemed to merge into itself here, messing with everybody’s internal clocks.

They had arrived in this aptly named world via a chute circle, one of the many that seemed to be scattered at random throughout the four worlds. Now they were searching for another, working on the theory that, if they’d arrived through one that had stuck them unceremoniously in a puddle, others must surely be dotted around the place. And maybe they were, but the small band of travellers couldn’t find even one of them.

‘We’ll have to look for the dedicated chute circles,’ Busternut had decided.

‘Which would be where?’ Friendly inquired, slapping at a small but determined bug that seemed a little too fond of his ears.

Busternut had considered, dragging at his scraggly beard. It had been an awfully long time since he was a student. ‘Up in the hills. I believe several of the guilds got together and redid Dismal’s portals on this end some years ago. They thought that if they spruced the portal up a bit it might help the tourist trade.’

‘Tourists come here?’ Colin had said in disbelief.

‘No. But they were hoping they might.’

‘Fat chance,’ Grieve had muttered. For some reason he’d felt decidedly put out by the random nature of chute circles. The dedicated ones were all well and good but it was only back home, where chute circles were practically as common as weeds, that one expected to find them all over the place. Squidlington Minor, Busternut’s village and home to one of the largest magical universities around, housed those chutes dedicated to the other worlds. He’d always been told that these chutes, controlled by the Guilds, were the only ones capable of inter-world travel. Of course, the same rules that governed everything else probably didn’t apply to the Cradle of Beginnings. They had certainly learned the hard way that chute circles didn’t just pop you conveniently close to the corner shop; they could take you anywhere. Unfortunately, it had taken them to the nastier of the four worlds.

Life could be so unfair.

As Busternut was convinced that the chute circles he remembered lay in among some hills, climbing beyond the boggy valley seemed a wise choice. Although they’d stuck to the lowlands throughout their search, they were all fed up with having wet feet and they’d headed for the hills that rose on the horizon. Although they looked deceptively close, it had taken a whole day to reach them. And it was at the base of the very first rise that they’d made the unpleasant discovery that Dismal boasted beasties bigger than hamster-sized rodents.

Pressed back into the rocks. Colin, one of the two humans caught up on this cheerful expedition, nudged Grieve’s shoulder. ‘I think I saw movement over there.’

Grieve peered into the darkness. Contrary to what he’d always heard, the third world – or Dismal – wasn’t dark all the time. It lightened to murky grey when morning – such as it was – arrived but when twilight blended into night, time blurred. They travelled during the brief ‘day’ period, as it was easier to avoid falling into one of the endless pools of dank water that littered the plains they had struggled across. And any light that could help them find another chute circle, which was their sole objective at the moment, was a bonus.

Busternut gave a grunt of satisfaction, a clear indication he had sorted out which particular spell he was going to try (or that he’d found his boot). His efforts at magic in the past had been a little hit-and-miss, what with his back-to-front abilities. Fortunately, he was recovering from whatever previous inferiority complexes he’d been suffering from, which had caused most of his spells to go awry. All he needed to do was create a spell invoking the opposite of what was required. Grieve leaned protectively towards Ashley and Colin, the two human cubs in his care. It was always hard to say what Busternut would come up with. Usually it was safest to keep your head down and hope for the best. Busternut, who had added a layer of dried mud to his ragged wizard’s robe since they had first met him, edged forward a little, wriggled his fingers and muttered a soft charm, flinging forth a spell that ripped the darkness apart. Everybody blinked as silver stars shot off in different directions, creating a chorus of startled hissing from the humped hillocks below them. In the sudden illumination they could see no less than three giant, segmented bodies shiver and shake.

In the magical light, the travellers got their first decent look at their attackers. The worms were big, maybe four or five metres in length, their bodies as thick as young tree trunks. Lit up by the rain of silver, they glistened with an unexpected rainbow iridescence, which seemed a bit of a waste when the brightest day was nothing more than a murky twilight. Colin caught a nightmare glimpse of a head. It looked like the flattened end of a vacuum cleaner nozzle but bigger and with no less than four rows of razor-sharp teeth, arranged in a highly unpleasant layered effect. All three of the worms let out high-pitched squeals when Busternut’s silver stars began showering down on them. They started to squirm backwards with surprising speed.

‘They don’t like the light,’ Colin said, relieved.

‘And the stars are hot.’ Busternut sounded decidedly cheerful.

‘Nice,’ Derry observed. ‘What was it you conjured?’

‘A combination of what we didn’t want – darkness and ice.’ Busternut grinned. ‘Of course, you never know what form it’s going to come in but I think I’m really getting the hang of things now. If we need light and heat, I shoot for the opposite. Easy.’

‘Let’s hope so, Busternut,’ Grieve said sincerely, ‘because I’m beginning to think we’re going to be depending on your magic an awful lot before this little holiday is over.’ It was true enough. The six of them would have been in serious trouble a dozen times over without the wizard’s burgeoning talents.

‘I’m so hungry,’ Ashley murmured. Her voice was heavy with exhaustion. Ashley Jane Grubb didn’t seem to be standing up to the rigours of Dismal at all well, and Derry was getting worried. Before being rescued by Colin and Grieve, the cub had been forced to travel through something called the Way Between – a place that seemed to exist outside time – with a disreputable band that had included one of the Nameless Ones on a quest to regain the former power of the Ulural. This mysterious pathway had taken them to the Cradle of Beginnings, where Ashley had been made to place the Shimmer, the last remaining fragment of the Creation Stone, into the Cradle itself. The experience seemed to have drained her in some way. ‘Can we eat soon?’

‘Just as soon as we can find a place where something doesn’t want to eat us,’ Derry assured her. The tracker had been sniffing the air, trying to locate an area that didn’t exude nasty pongs in the form of gaseous belches, but it was a tough call; nasty pongs were what this world did best.

Derry led the way, easing around the curve of rock, heading upwards. Behind her came Ashley, dragging her feet. The girl had hardly complained at all, which her companions found worrying. Ashley always complained. They were used to her complaining. Her sudden docility was totally out of character and seemed to emphasise the fact that she was retreating more and more into herself. After Ashley scuttled Colin, Grieve and Friendly, with the wizard bringing up the rear. Before disappearing around the curve of rocks Busternut paused, mumbled a pithy charm, and cast it behind him with a negligent wave of his fingers. Orange fire scorched the air, creating a veritable explosion of alarmed hissing.

‘Take that, you denizens of the earth!’ he shouted happily.

A narrow path wound through the overhanging rocks. It wasn’t so much a path as a series of broken, stony ridges that needed to be scaled. Ashley was helped along by Derry, Colin and Grieve, who all pushed and pulled so that the girl was more or less carried upwards.

‘I’m sorry!’ she gasped, after one particularly difficult section. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with my legs – they feel like rubber.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Colin huffed. ‘You’re just tired. You need a good rest.’

‘That’s right,’ Derry agreed quickly, easing the girl gently upwards. ‘It won’t be long now and then we’ll find a place to have a sit-down. You’ll feel a lot better with some food in you.’

Food had been a bit of a problem for them. Friendly had discovered some of the plants made tolerable salads and he had managed to hunt down some edible fungi in the first day. But they had been unable to replenish their dwindling supply of bread and the small animals that might have been a decent barbecue option were wretchedly hard to catch.

After climbing for what seemed hours the ground levelled out. Even though it wasn’t daylight, their eyes had adjusted enough to make out something of their surroundings. The hills continued to rise; they could see the midnight dark shapes against a slightly less dark sky. Immediately before them, however, was open ground for around twenty metres or so.

‘Do you think those worm things can get up here?’ Colin wondered nervously.

‘They didn’t look like they’re built for mountain climbing,’ Friendly replied, moving forward warily. Bending over, he touched the ground. Miraculously, the sturdy grassy tufts felt dry. ‘Well what do you know. Solid ground!’

‘Let’s keep going until we find a bit of shelter,’ Grieve said. ‘Then we can think about scrounging up some food.’

Derry cast an anxious glance towards Ashley. ‘I think sooner rather than later, Grieve.’

‘Why don’t you lot stay here for a moment and catch your breath? I’ll scout ahead and find some place,’ Grieve suggested.

‘Be careful!’ Derry sounded tense.

‘I’m a thief, Derry. Careful is my middle name.’

He headed out, moving as cautiously as he’d promised he would, mindful of footing because there was just no telling what might lie in wait. The small plateau they had reached stopped abruptly when the foothills began to rise once again, climbing gradually until they morphed into full-sized hills. It was among the tumble of rocks at the bottom of the next rise that Grieve was hoping to find shelter. Sure enough, an exploration turned up a series of shallow caves, the darkness more complete beneath the rocky overhangs. Grieve sniffed the air cautiously but couldn’t smell anything other than rock and earth and the strange, sulfurous tang that hung perpetually on the wind. He stiffened, his sharp ears catching a faint, faraway sound that seemed vaguely familiar; it was a kind of low roar, rather like he’d heard before in an alchemist’s shop or at the blacksmith’s – the sound fire made when it was forced through a small opening under pressure.

‘Weird!’ he muttered.

He headed back to his companions and found them all sitting close together, trying to generate a bit of body heat. ‘There’s a place just up ahead. Ashley, think you can manage it?’

The cub gave him a small smile and held out a hand so he could help her up. ‘I’m okay.’

The going was easier on the level ground and Grieve had them at the rocks within minutes.

‘Let’s see if there’s any chance of a fire,’ Derry suggested. ‘I reckon we could all do with a good warm-up.’

It was an appealing plan. Down on the boggy plains everything had been too damp to burn. Not that Grieve fancied their chances of finding fuel now – if there was one thing that this particular world didn’t seem to have, it was trees.

Sure enough, a careful search of their surroundings produced nothing even remotely flammable. Colin held up a small rock disconsolately. ‘I found this.’

‘That should do the trick. Do you think you could find some more?’ Busternut asked.

Friendly squinted at him in the dimness. ‘We’re burning rocks now?’

‘Rocks don’t burn,’ the wizard told the troll seriously. ‘But I can make them hot. I know it won’t be as cheerful as an actual fire, but at least we might be able to have a warm dinner.’

Grieve smiled and clapped the wizard on his plump shoulder. ‘I know I’ve probably mentioned this a fair bit in the past couple of days, but you’re a handy fellow to have around, Busternut!’

Busternut blushed. Despite the fact that he’d been a part of this little group of travellers for only a short time, he still wasn’t quite used to their enthusiasm for his upside down form of wizardry. Back in Squidlington Minor his inability to draw on universal magic in the usual manner had been a constant source of embarrassment to both his family and his colleagues, and he’d become reluctant to even try. Since meeting Grieve and his companions, things had changed. Not only did they think he was a brilliant magician, they made it perfectly clear that they didn’t care how he produced a charm, just as long as the end result was some pretty feisty magic. It had given him a whole new lease on life.

They decided to make their camp ‘fire’ just beyond their stony shelter. Once a goodly pile of rocks had been gathered and stacked on top of each other, Busternut focused on turning them into ice. Within ten minutes they were glowing a delightful red and radiating a most satisfactory heat. Colin stuck his chilly feet out towards the warmth and concentrated on thawing his toes. Ashley did the same, hunched over beside him. The boy glanced at her anxiously and put his arm around her, something that would never have happened a week ago. But then, Ashley Jane Grubb was no longer the girl she’d once been. At school she’d been horrible to him, a spoilt brat who had usually snubbed him as being unworthy of attention. It was funny how things could change. ‘How do you feel?’ he murmured.

‘Rotten,’ she admitted miserably. ‘What’s wrong with me, Colin?’

Colin hesitated. He didn’t really have a clue what was wrong with Ashley but he suspected it might have something to do with what had happened back at the Cradle of Beginnings. Total mayhem had broken loose as soon as she placed the Shimmer in the Cradle, and the girl had been unconscious when Grieve scooped her up, only regaining her senses when they’d hurtled through a chute circle, ending up ankle-deep in a puddle. ‘You’ll be okay,’ he told Ashley finally. ‘You know we’re not going to let anything bad happen to you, right?’

The girl gave a ghost of a laugh. ‘I know. I just hate feeling this way, that’s all.’

Across the pile of glowing red rocks, Friendly met Colin’s eyes and the boy saw the troll grimace a little and shrug. One thing seemed certain; they just had to get off this awful world as soon as possible and find Ashley some help.

Friendly created the best meal possible, given the circumstances. He’d managed to collect several mushroom type things and edible weed that grew on the edges of those dank pools of water, and he’d also discovered that the lichen that grew on the underside of rocks was edible . . . just. All he had left of the cooking supplies he had packed back in Grumble, at the start of their journey, were condiments and herbs, as well as some of the bread he had baked back on the terrace back in the Crack and had been keeping in an airtight container. The herbs and condiments had proved to be invaluable for making their meals palatable. They clustered close to the warmth of the rocks, trying to ignore the bleak night beyond while Friendly made a pot of the swamp stew which was now a staple of their daily diet.

‘Good job with the rocks,’ Friendly congratulated Busternut. ‘How long will they stay hot for?’

‘As long as we want. I channelled endless ice so I sort of have to tell them when to stop.’

Derry sighed. ‘I could really do with a good kip. There’s something about this place that seems to sap the strength right out of your body. Maybe it’s because there isn’t any sunlight.’

Grieve nodded thoughtfully. It was true that since they had arrived on Dismal he had felt increasingly weary, and not just physically. It was as if the place drained away any positive emotions so that it was a constant effort not to sink into a fog of mental gloom. The only one who seemed to be immune was Busternut.

They all ducked down automatically when there came the sound of flapping wings overhead. Big wings, if the noise was anything to go by. Busternut and Grieve leaped to their feet, but the sound passed by, disappearing on an odorous backdraft of air.

‘What d’you reckon that was?’ Colin asked softly.

‘No idea,’ Grieve replied uneasily. ‘But it was awfully large.’

‘Maybe we should move back into the rocks now,’ Friendly suggested apprehensively.

‘As soon as we’ve finished our meal.’ Grieve glared at their surroundings. Even with sharp, trollish eyes it was difficult to truly penetrate the darkness and, consequently, impossible to see what threats might be lurking. It wasn’t the way he liked to operate at all.

Friendly distributed small bowls of food to everybody and they all ate, grateful for the warmth in their bellies. Ashley only managed half of her meal. ‘I’m full,’ she said weakly, setting the bowl down. ‘Here, Colin, you can finish it if you like.’

Derry studied the cub anxiously. ‘You need to sleep, Ashley.’

Ashley nodded and gave a face-splitting yawn. ‘That would be wonderful.’

As soon as they’d arrived Derry had organised the bedrolls. She helped the girl into the cave of rocks, holding the sleeping roll open and tucking the bedding around Ashley tightly. The cub promptly fell asleep. Derry reached out a hand to touch Ashley’s forehead lightly.

‘She’s very cold,’ she told the others when she returned to the campfire.

Colin propped his head on his fist. ‘What’s wrong with her, Derry?’ he whispered.

‘I’m not sure. I think she was affected by whatever happened back at the Cradle.’ Derry sighed heavily. ‘We need to find a healer.’

Nobody bothered to mention what a poor prospect finding a healer seemed to be around about now. There was no need.

‘Do you have any ideas, Busternut?’ Friendly murmured.

The wizard frowned. ‘Apart from discovering a chute circle and getting off this world? No, not really. The problem with being in such an alien place is that everything is so . . . alien.’ He made a small, helpless gesture. ‘We really need to find a chute circle.’

‘Tomorrow,’ Grieve said wearily. ‘We’ll look again tomorrow. Maybe we’ll have better luck in the highlands.’

‘Should we set a guard?’ Friendly asked.

‘If you give me a moment I can probably think of something that’ll do the trick,’ Busternut offered. ‘Then maybe we can all get some sleep.’

‘Good idea,’ Derry yawned.

Busternut chewed on the end of his thumb for a minute, thinking hard. These days he usually started any kind of charm by working out the desired result and sort of . . . going back from there. Every circumstance was different, of course. Tangible things – like heat (he created cold), water (he created fire) and size (if he wanted big he opted for small, while small was achieved by thinking big) – were easy, and it had only taken a short while to sort them out. Less concrete things like force-fields and alarms were a bit trickier, but he was mastering more and more of the intricacies as the days went by. Of course, it was dreadful to be stuck on Dismal with who-only-knew-what happening back home. Things were very dire indeed, Busternut knew that as well as anybody. But finally being able to work his magic in a sensible fashion was proving to be a real light in an otherwise gloomy landscape.

‘I need to know if anything gets close to us,’ Busternut pondered softly, ‘so I’m going to create a combination charm. One that will create silence if one of us leaves.’ Was that right? That was the only problematic bit, working out the fine details. Things could muck up if he didn’t take everything into account. He sorted through the words in his head and the exact position of his fingers for the charm then wove a spell briskly. Once released, it should act as a protective igloo over their little hidey-hole.

‘Done?’ Grieve murmured, when the wizard sat back.

‘Yes indeed,’ Busternut replied happily. ‘I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you, Grieve.’

The troll pursed his lips dubiously. ‘You’re grateful that I’ve stranded you in this hideous place while our world is handed back to the Nameless Ones? Think nothing of it. I’d do the same for anyone who had the misfortune to stumble into my orbit.’

‘It’s hardly your fault things are . . . um . . . in the poo, so to speak,’ Busternut pointed out. ‘And you’re trying to fix it, which, really, is all anybody can expect of you. No, I meant that I’m grateful for your faith in me since you rescued me from the Crack. I’ve never felt so much like a wizard as I have since meeting you.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Grieve muttered, although privately he thought the word ‘rescued’ was seriously out of place in that last sentiment. Busternut, bless his beard, would have probably fared a great deal better if they’d never found him. He’d certainly shown a knack for survival, having spent no less than thirteen years wandering around the Crack, a place only slightly less hideous than this one.

On the wind drifted that sound again, a distant roaring. Grieve wriggled around, trying to get comfortable, irritated by the necessity of sleeping rough again. It seemed like he’d been on this wretched quest forever. He tried to figure out just how long they had been hunting around for the Shimmer that was now tucked into an inner pocket of Colin’s vest. He suspected it was along the lines of a month or so – or was it two?

He felt Colin shift beside him. Derry, Friendly and Busternut had dropped off almost as soon as they’d lain down but Colin was still awake. Everybody was squished up together for warmth and for comfort, elbows and knees going everywhere. ‘You all right, Col?’

‘I guess. I’m just a bit worried about Ashley and . . . and everything I guess.’

‘I know.’ The troll sighed. ‘This whole thing sucks. But at least when we do get back we’ll have the Shimmer. That’s got to be a plus.’

‘It’s a pity we can’t use it here. You know – make magic happen?’ Colin had been thinking about this, off and on. If the Shimmer was so powerful, why couldn’t it just magic them elsewhere?

‘We can’t use it. The only one that might have a hope of directing its power is Busternut, and he can’t touch it,’ Grieve reminded the boy. Colin sighed. There didn’t seem much point in carrying around the most powerful thing in the universe if all it was capable of was looking pretty. ‘We’ll get out of here,’ Grieve told him firmly. ‘We won’t stop until we find a way off this nasty piece of swamp, okay?’

‘I know. Goodnight, Grieve.’

‘Goodnight. Sleep well and try not to worry too much.’ It was easier said than done but he felt he had to say something reassuring.

Colin felt Grieve relax beside him but sleep still remained elusive. Colin peered up at the low, shadowy ceiling above him and wondered how things were going back in Grumble. Worrying about events back home was making them all miserable. They’d stopped talking about the possible outcomes of the Nameless Ones being loose in the world again because there wasn’t much they could do about it. He could feel the weight of the Shimmer against his chest. Most of the time he didn’t think about it at all but sometimes he became conscious of it, almost as if it were drawing attention to itself. It wasn’t a bad thing it was merely . . . strange. Biting his lip, he allowed himself to do what he’d been trying very hard not to for days. He let himself think about his dad.

Where was Eric Bundle now? It seemed like forever since he’d seen him. Since coming to Dismal, Colin had kind of lost track of time and it was difficult to say just how long he had been gone. It was a horrible, frightening feeling, losing track of time. He sighed. Too many worrying things to think about and not nearly enough good ones to counteract them. He did what he’d done in the dark days after his mum’s death; he made himself remember nice things that had happened in his life. His dad taking him fishing. Their Friday trips to Endimion Cross. The time they went to that fair in Cromwell Moss.

And after a while, the pain in his chest eased up a little and he was at last able to go to sleep.


CHAPTER TWO

A Princess in a Portal

She was a vision of ethereal beauty, dressed in a shimmery – if tatty – blue dress. Her golden hair shone, her skin looked as if it had been kissed by the dew, while her sapphire blue eyes glowed like . . . well, sapphires. Her iridescent wings were furled at the moment, but periodically they’d break free to flap uselessly behind her in a burst of frenzied energy.

‘This,’ Pod announced happily, as he walked cautiously around the perimeter of her containment circle, ‘is a sight for sore eyes!’

Bluebell seemed oblivious to his presence. Actually, she seemed pretty much oblivious to everything. Pod scratched his head. Despite the fact that he had been returned to his goblin form by Dus two months ago, he seemed to retain some of his possum-like urges, not the least being scratching, sniffing and the occasional overwhelming desire to leap up the trunks of trees if he was in a heavily wooded area. He was really hoping these urges would fade, given time. He’d been ecstatic when Dus had finally returned him to his true goblin form. The Ulural had appeared less than impressed by the transformation.

‘Heavens,’ he’d observed dispassionately, eyes running over Pod. ‘Are you sure you prefer this form?’

‘Are you kidding?’ Pod had bounded across to a mirror, grinning at the sight of his familiar face. Nose as sharp as an icepick, eyes as green as the leaves on the wretched trees he’d spent so long climbing. He’d touched his bright red mop of hair happily. ‘I look great!’

‘You look like a skinny rat – but, then, so do all goblins,’ Dus had returned dryly. ‘You may have some time off to revel in your true self, but I expect you back at Erlendene in three days’ time.’

A lot could be done in three days. Pod had celebrated with some solid partying, although he’d been the only one kicking up his heels. Due to past misunderstandings, he didn’t have a lot of friends, so he’d hit pubs in various villages, all of his old favourites, by himself, drinking and gorging on all manner of foods that had been unattainable to him in possum form.

Since returning to Erlendene he’d been working for Dus as a kind of general dogsbody, sticking his long nose wherever his boss told him to. It wasn’t a bad life, all things considered.

Behind him, Pelmut Bluster, the wizard who had been allotted the task of Tower Warden, scratched his beard. Wizards usually came in two sizes: lanky or rounded. Pelmut was one of the lanky ones. His thin wrists and ankles stuck out of his long blue wizard’s gown, emphasising large hands and feet. As he was still young – a mere ninety-eight years old – his beard and hair were brown, not grey. Pelmut often found himself wondering why he’d been selected to ward such an important prisoner, rather than one of his more august colleagues. The truth was, he’d been the first one Dus had happened upon when he’d popped into Dortley Prime. The Nameless One had been quite specific in his instructions about the abnormally large fairy being held captive in the Portal, former resting place of the Shimmer. She was to remain there indefinitely. ‘She’s not having a good day,’ the wizard told Pod.

‘No? What’s a good day, then?’

‘She talks. Yells a bit. Rants on about all sorts of nonsense. At least it’s more entertaining than when she just sits there rocking.’

Pod shook his head. The last time he had seen Bluebell she had been practically frothing at the mouth as she let loose balls of pure energy that had seriously destabilised the Cradle of Beginnings as well as leaving ruddy great scorch marks on whatever walls they hit. It had taken half a dozen Nameless Ones to subdue her. ‘Frankly, I find her silence a pleasant change,’ he confessed.

‘It gets awfully quiet around here,’ the wizard said defensively. ‘At least when she’s babbling I’ve got somebody to talk to.’

‘I’ll bet that’s a treat,’ Pod muttered. He’d been privy to Bluebell’s ratbag conversations before. He looked around him, aware of some kind of background humming, a subliminal kind of buzz that grated down the length of his spine. There was some heavy-duty magic happening here but, under the circumstances, that was only to be expected. Bluebell had received a serious transfusion of raw universal magic back when the Shimmer was placed in the Cradle and it had made her just as powerful as a Nameless One. It also seemed to have fried her brain which, in Pod’s opinion, had never been all that rational in the first place. ‘So she just hangs about in here all day then?’

‘It’s as the Nameless Ones wish it.’ Six months ago Pelmut Bluster had had quite a nice little job at the Academy of Magic in Dortley Prime. But since the Nameless Ones had returned most of the schools, universities and academies had been closed down because their new rulers considered education to be a waste of time that could be better spent elsewhere – namely, in their service. Pelmut supposed he should be grateful to have been given the position of Tower Warden; a great many of his colleagues were currently washing dishes up at Erlendene at the moment. Those that had survived the takeover, that was.

Pod was eyeing the cage that contained his old enemy. ‘So she’s quite secure in there then?’

‘The Nameless One called Dus created it,’ Pelmut explained. ‘Only he and I can open it. The cage is sealed by a magical key. She’s there for the duration.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. Any chance that she might get better?’ Pod inquired with a touch of unease. He and Bluebell had hardly been best buddies. The last thing he fancied was an insane fairy breaking out of here and deciding to hunt down all the people she had grudges against. It would be a big list but he was confident he’d be close to the top.

‘Oh, most unlikely, I should think. Miss . . . er . . . Bluebell has experienced far too much elemental stress. First she was subjected to a blast of universal magic through the Warding Rune in Craic Anoo, which made her unnaturally large. And then she absorbed another enormous dose at the Cradle of Beginnings.’ Since being entrusted with the care of Bluebell, Pelmut had had a real education in the events that had taken place two months before. There were still some gaps in his knowledge of those events, however. From all accounts, this goblin had been there through the lot of it. ‘Um . . . whatever happened to the Shimmer, anyway?’

‘Good question.’ Pod sighed. After Dus had returned him to his natural state, he’d been given the task of hunting for Grieve and his band of well-meaning idiots, but so far with little success. They had disappeared – along with the Shimmer – from the Cradle of Beginnings and they hadn’t been seen since. It was all a mystery, and one that the Nameless Ones – Dus in particular – remained unhappy about. If they couldn’t have the fragment back, then they wanted some assurance that it couldn’t be used against them. ‘Nobody knows.’

‘Dear me,’ Pelmut murmured. There were rumours of some kind of magical resistance that had been formed in the eastern villages, murmurs about the magical races – and the humans – joining together in an effort to fight the Nameless Ones. Pelmut Bluster didn’t know what to think, but he did know that he had no desire to be stuck walking up and down very steep stairs for the rest of his long life. He thought wistfully of his old fireside, complete with slippers and an unending supply of magical texts and chestnut shortbreads. ‘But where could the Shimmer have gone?’

Pod gave an impatient shrug. ‘Through a chute, probably. Who knows? Just as long as it doesn’t come back again.’

‘Pyro, how many times have I told you? That’s not how you skewer a butterfly!’

Bluebell’s voice made them both jump. Pod took a quick step back and eyed her warily. ‘Well look at that! Here I was, thinking you were off with the fairies.’

Bluebell didn’t seem to hear him. She had climbed to her feet and was searching around as if she had lost something. Pod watched her, puzzled. ‘What’s she doing?’

Pelmut shrugged. ‘Hard to say. She often acts as if she’s lost something. Interesting, isn’t it? Obviously she has no idea she’s in this room.’

Bluebell continued her search, kneeling down to peer beneath invisible objects, pushing aside imaginary . . . whatevers, all the while muttering to herself fretfully. ‘Where did I put it? Where? I hate it when I can’t find things!’

‘That’s freaky.’ Pod took a step towards the oblivious fairy and waved his arms. ‘Hellooo, Princess Paranoid! Anybody home?’

Bluebell ignored him, intent on her search.

Pelmut shrugged. ‘She’ll settle down in an hour or so. Perhaps,’ he suggested, ‘she’s looking for the Shimmer.’

Pod rolled his green eyes. ‘More than likely. The silly cow certainly went to enough trouble to get it in the first place. And now look where we all are,’ he added ruefully.

Not that he hadn’t done all right for himself, even to the point of prospering. Not only had Dus given him back his body, but he’d given him a great deal of freedom as well, thanks to him helping to restore the Ulural to power. But even though Pod’s living conditions had changed somewhat, he couldn’t honestly say he liked the new regime overly much. The Nameless Ones were hardly the most easygoing of despots and they’d had quite a long time to build up some negative feelings about their enforced confinement. They had exploded back into the worlds with a vengeance. ‘S’pose I’d better be off. I just thought I’d drop in and say a quick hello to her ladyship here. This is the first time I’ve been back in Grumble since the changeover.’ Which was as nice a way as any of saying ‘since the end of civilisation as we know it’.

‘Visiting family?’ Pelmut inquired.

Pod gave a grin. ‘No, although I must drop in and see my mum and dad. Actually, I’m hunting some old twit who’s supposed to be the leading authority on chute circles. Only about the twentieth authority I’ve talked to since the Ulural arrived back in town, but there you are.’ The goblin still enjoyed seeing folk flinch whenever he said the Nameless Ones’ true name. It was definitely one of the perks of the job. He turned his attention back to Bluebell, who had suddenly become motionless. ‘See you later Pri –’

Suddenly Bluebell erupted back into reality. It was as if she’d just remembered who she was and, more disturbingly, who Pod was, because a look of malevolence crossed her face as she took in the fact that he seemed to be standing quite close to her – within maiming range, in fact. She flung herself at the goblin with a squeal of rage, only coming to an abrupt and painful stop when she hit the containment wall.

It didn’t stop her ability to use creative invective, however. ‘Come here, you little rat! You pathetic rodent of a scum-sucking goblin! Did you think I wouldn’t know you? You’re still a ghastly little worm, no matter what you look like!’ she shrieked, fingers hooking over into claws. ‘Come here and let me rip your throat out!’

Pod stumbled backwards in shock. ‘Blimey!’

Pelmut looked intrigued. ‘Goodness! I’ve never seen her recognise anybody before. Not that she gets a lot of visitors. But still, this is really interesting. And the last time she saw you I believe you weren’t even . . . ah . . . in your current form. Perhaps she sensed you and it triggered a shift back to reality.’

‘Super!’ Pod snapped, edging towards the door. Frankly, he much preferred the Bluebell that was hanging about in teapot territory. ‘I’m out of here.’

‘Come back and die, you nasty piece of dog’s vomit! Just wait till I get my hands on you, you’ll be sorry you were born . . .’

Pod hastily exited the room, pausing on the other side of the threshold to wait for his racing heart to stop doing the hundred-metre sprint. Bluebell’s innovative plans for his demise were silenced when Pelmut joined him, shutting the door behind him. ‘Well,’ he beamed at the goblin, ‘that was fascinating.’

‘No it wasn’t,’ Pod objected. ‘That was horrible. She’s totally gaga.’

‘Yes, but you must admit it was quite exciting.’ The wizard looked at him hopefully. ‘I don’t suppose you could pop back tomorrow for another session? It would be really interesting to see if she recognises you again.’

Pod looked at Pelmut in disbelief. ‘No I can’t pop back tomorrow!’ he said indignantly. ‘If seeing me triggers all sorts of memories I would prefer her to forget, then I’m hardly going to help her along the way, am I?’

Pelmut was bewildered. ‘But it’s quite safe. She can’t get out of there.’

‘Yeah, right.’ Pod turned and began marching down the stairs. ‘The Shimmer should never have gotten out of there either, but it did. If the fairy princess manages to bust out of the place, I want to be about a million miles in any other direction and that includes up. Take my advice, sunshine, and run like a rabbit if she does get free.’

Pod emerged into the sunshine of the afternoon, pausing to take a few deep breaths to purge himself of any residual fairy nastiness that might be hanging around his system. Next time he had bright ideas about taking a trip down memory lane, he would be sure to quash them immediately.

Grumble had undergone a transformation.

Gone were the bustling streets that had once been full of trolls and dwarves, witches, wizards and gnomes. Before the Nameless Ones’ return there had been plenty of shops, dozens of street markets, all bustling with industry while the air itself had crackled with the static of everyday magic.

Now, the few people he’d seen out and about since he arrived looked furtive and fearful. A troll was walking quickly down the opposite side of the street, sticking close to the wall, the shopping basket hanging over her arm carrying a poor collection of edibles. With most of the food markets closed down and a great many of the farmers fleeing east in a futile attempt to escape the dominion of the Nameless Ones, food was in short supply and Pod wondered how ordinary people were managing.

Not that it was like this everywhere; Grumble had received special treatment. In the first week after the Nameless Ones’ return, Dus had shown a personal interest in the village, having spent so much quality time here trying to get his hands on the Shimmer. Pod suspected it was the reason he’d decided to imprison Bluebell in the Portal. The Nameless One probably thought it was ironic.

Yes, Grumble had been one of the villages hardest hit by the return of the Ulural, although Pod had heard the human villages had also taken a beating. It must be worse for the humans, he reflected, as he struck out in search of his next chute expert. They wouldn’t have had an inkling of what was going on, being unaware that there even was another world next to their own. He’d heard from reliable sources – Dus, actually – that the Nameless Ones had taken great delight in recruiting the humans. They were so plentiful and so bewildered by what was happening to them that the Ulural had a whale of a time demonstrating to them how life really was. ‘Poor buggers,’ Pod grunted, slipping his hands into his pockets (he still got a thrill from having hands, not paws). ‘They never even saw it coming.’

He found his ancient chute expert on Muddle Pug Street, living in a tall, cramped house that boasted three rooms, each one sitting on top of the other. Muddle Pug Street was a series of such houses, all in a row together, looking precariously spindle-like and just moments away from succumbing to gravity. Pod rapped smartly on the door of number eleven and waited. After a minute or two, when nobody put in an appearance, he rapped again. He was about to hammer away for a third time when the door creaked open slowly and he found himself looking into the very irate face of an ancient gnome. A very ancient gnome, if the size of his enormous nose was anything to go by. His yellow eyes had dulled to a pale lemon and were sunk so far back in his head that it appeared they were in some danger of disappearing altogether.

‘Hello?’ Pod said, surprised. ‘I must have the wrong place.’

‘You’d better not have the wrong place,’ the gnome told him grimly. ‘It took me five minutes to get down the ruddy stairs! Who are you looking for?’

‘Ah . . . Professor Trollius Gnuttley?’

‘That’s me,’ the gnome snapped. ‘What do you want?’

Pod blinked but recovered his wits. ‘I believe you’re something of an expert on chute circles?’

Professor Gnuttley glared at him. ‘So?’

Oh, this was going to be fun! Pod ground his teeth and got on with it. ‘So the Ulural want some information about them.’

For a long moment the professor looked as if he was hovering on the verge of telling his guest to take his flat feet off the welcome mat and buzz off, but times had changed. Even ancient professors who had pretty much pleased themselves for centuries were no longer able to send an impertinent fellow about his business with a flea in his ear, especially when the Nameless Ones were involved. Trollius shuffled back reluctantly and Pod slipped past him.

It was dim inside the ground floor room and incredibly crowded, every wall and several of the windows covered, be it with books, scrolls, papers or charts. There were, however, two chairs and a table. Pod knew it was a table because books didn’t float in the air by themselves so something must have been holding them off the carpet. The professor nodded towards one of the chairs that had seven or eight items that needed to be removed. Pod offloaded them onto the floor and sat down. The professor’s chair was free of encumbrances, the only place in the entire room that was. He lowered himself carefully, wincing a little as his bones protested, and regarded Pod dourly. ‘Why do you want to know about chute circles?’

‘I don’t want to know about them – the Ulural do,’ Pod corrected him.

Professor Gnuttley’s glare turned up a watt or two, but all he said was, ‘I see. I would have thought they would have a great deal more information than I do, but still . . . What do you want to know?’

‘Where they all are, for a start. Somebody said that you have made a lifetime study of the positions of the chutes.’

‘I have some maps,’ Gnuttley admitted cautiously.

‘Great. I’ll take them with me, if I may.’ The goblin gave his host a breezy smile. He had no desire to hang about this dim and dusty room any longer than he had to. ‘I’ll look at ’em later. There was one other question.’ Gnuttley said nothing, just waited. ‘World Three – do you know it?’

‘In a manner of speaking. It’s called Dismal, actually. Most appropriately named. I went there briefly when I was a lad. Nasty place. Smells like a fart.’

‘Lovely.’ Pod had a hard time picturing the wrinkled old gnome across from him as a lad. ‘Well, we’ve had a few problems with Dismal. The two chute circles that are dedicated to it don’t seem to want to go there anymore.’

The professor frowned. ‘Eh?’

‘The chute circles that are supposed to go to Wor – to Dismal,’ Pod repeated patiently. ‘They seem to be broken. Nobody can get them to work. Any idea why that might have happened?’

Gnuttley scratched his wiry grey hair and pondered this for a moment or two. ‘Something must have upset the fields inside them. Have to be something big – it takes a lot to knock a chute circle out of action. They were built to last.’

Pod did a bit of pondering himself. Something ‘big’ might well have been the Shimmer. Things didn’t come any bigger than the Shimmer, power wise. He considered the ramifications of the stone ending up on another world, but off-hand he couldn’t think of any. If Grieve and his lot were marooned with the Shimmer on a place called Dismal then it was happy ending time, as far as Pod was concerned. All the Nameless Ones had to do was post a few guards on the circles dedicated to the third world and the Shimmer could be considered safely contained.

‘You’ve been really helpful,’ Pod said sincerely. He’d seen quite a few ‘experts’ and all of them had waxed poetic about the possibilities but none of them had actually said anything. Professor Gnuttley, bless his grumpy little soul, had given him the information he needed in record time. ‘Now if I could just have those maps?’ At least it would prove to Dus that Pod was on the job.

Professor Gnuttley rose with an effort and started digging through the piles. It took him a good ten minutes – he wasn’t exactly fast on his feet – to locate three charts. ‘Different areas,’ he grunted, handing them to Pod. ‘Different systems.’

Pod hesitated. ‘Is it possible to fix the broken chutes?’ The last thing he wanted was some hero deciding to bring back Grievous Pepperpot and his motley crew.

Gnuttley shrugged irritably. ‘How would I know? Do I look like an expert on anti-reality theorem?’ The goblin squinted at the ancient gnome. If he was going to hazard a guess as to what the professor looked like, it would have been more along the lines of an apple that had been left in the sun for a couple of months. ‘If I must take a guess, however, I’d say that broken is broken. There isn’t anybody who knows anything about how the chutes work. We know the effect and we think we know the theory, but that’s mostly guesswork, no matter what my colleagues over at the Energy Institute might say. I’ve never heard of a chute being out of service before.’

‘Right.’ Pod had heard enough. He headed for the door. It was time to have a little chat with Dus.

[image: Image]

In a quiet, wooded glade not two kilometres from Muddle Pug Street, in among the dappled light of golden sun and moss green shade, a meeting was taking place of some importance. Heading the meeting was Tatiana, Queen of the Fairies. She didn’t look happy. Off to the right, seated on a moss-covered log, was a witch – an ancient hag who went by the name of Madam Hiney. Hiney had frequently dealt with the fairies in the past. She’d arrived an hour earlier and had asked for an audience with the fairy queen. She had News (with a capital N).

Beside Tatiana’s gilded, ceremonial snail shell throne sat a delicately pretty fairy whose dress looked like it had been spun out of the flowers she was named for. Her hair glowed a deep gold, her tiny nose bore a scatter of delicate freckles, and her eyes were the colour of the deepest of the stream’s trout pools, rich and mysterious.

This exquisite piece of work was Marigold, Bluebell’s mother. She’d been enjoying an afternoon siesta and hadn’t been best pleased to be summoned to an impromptu meeting by her queen.

Gathering in the open space before the smooth stone ledge that served as a stage were the five clans of the fairies, fluttering like a flock of colourful butterflies as they moved from leaf to twig to stone, looking for a comfortable spot with a decent view of the action.

The fairies, quite naturally, were agog, filled with curiosity as to the reason behind this unexpected hearing. When the fairies saw that Marigold was sitting to the right of their queen, the whispers rippled like spring showers. There had been a great deal of talk since Bluebell and her followers within the FFP (Fairies For Power) had disappeared over three months ago. Fairies didn’t usually leave their woodland glades – in fact, fairies never left – so the disappearance of seven of their kind had created endless discussion. Marigold had kept her own counsel, so nobody actually knew what she thought, but a great many fairies were betting their stocks of bee’s nectar that she was relieved. Having a daughter like Bluebell plotting mayhem all the time must have been very stressful.

It took a while before they all settled down – fairies being both flighty and indecisive by nature, there were always stragglers who weren’t quite happy with their seating arrangements – but Tatiana waited patiently. Finally, there was silence.

Tatiana raised her hand. ‘My people, we are here because I have received important information about Bluebell, daughter of Marigold.’ Beside her, Marigold jumped. This was news to her and it wasn’t the sort she liked to hear. Life without her homicidal daughter around had been extremely pleasant. Tatiana, who knew Marigold’s feelings on the subject perfectly well, gave her a smile dripping sweetness and light. ‘You’ll be delighted to know that she’s alive, dear Marigold.’

If she’d thought to catch the wily Marigold off guard, she had another think coming. Not for nothing was Marigold the leader of the Acorn Clan. ‘Stupendous news,’ she observed grimly. ‘I’ve been distraught about the absence of my beloved daughter. Tell me – who brings this news?’

Madam Hiney rose from her log and waved a hand. ‘Helloooo!’

Marigold gave her a sour smile. ‘You bring news of my daughter?’

‘Yes indeedy. She’s being held in the Portal in the village of Grumble.’

There was an immediate buzz of talk. This was big news indeed!

Marigold cleared her throat. ‘You know this for certain, good Hiney?’

‘Sure do. There’s a wizard there. He likes to come down and have a chat. Gets a bit lonely, I suppose, there all by himself. It just so happens that he told me what he’s there for.’ Hiney grinned, showing a great deal of gum and her last two remaining teeth. ‘He told me that he’s keeping Bluebell a prisoner inside.’

Marigold sighed. For a day that had started out with such promise, it had certainly turned to pond scum quite quickly. With so many expectant eyes upon her, she had no choice but to say something. ‘Wonderful! Thank you so much for bringing me this news.’ There was no point wondering just what Bluebell was doing trapped inside the Portal. Stars only knew what the little termite had been up to. Ignoring Tatiana’s stifled snigger, Marigold continued on. ‘Obviously I must do what I can to free my poor daughter.’ This was a risky move and Marigold was really hoping Tatiana would forbid it. She should have known better.

‘What a good idea,’ the Queen purred. ‘We all know how much you’ve missed dear Bluebell.’

Marigold ground her teeth. ‘As have we all! I propose that some of my clan and I go to this village and release my daughter from her prison so that she can rejoin us.’

This suggestion was met with mixed feelings. Most people remembered Bluebell all too well – it had only been three months or so after all – and had found life without her to be quite peaceful. Assassination attempts had decreased and Tatiana had found herself able to stand down at least half of her security patrol, now that Bluebell was no longer trying to ensure the Queen’s high throne was forcefully vacated.

Tatiana let the crowd of fairies talk for a time, their voices tinkling like musical chimes dancing in the wind. Beside her, Marigold was gnawing on a thumbnail, undoubtedly wondering how she was going to get out of restoring her only child to her motherly bosom. Tatiana had no desire to see the ghastly Bluebell back in the glade either. As far as she was concerned, Bluebell could rot in whatever smelly cell she’d ended up in; it was no more than the horrible little horsefly deserved. But with Hiney mouthing off about one of their own being held prisoner so close to home, the Queen could hardly remain silent. Besides, it would be fun to see Marigold try to wriggle out of mounting a rescue operation. Tatiana raised a hand once more. ‘My people, we all know that things have changed in the world.’ Well, they sort of knew. News from the larger world often took a long time to filter through to the smaller world of the fairies, but events had been so momentous that they had been hearing things for weeks about the return of the Nameless Ones. Tatiana had spent some quality time wondering if Bluebell had had anything to do with it. The timing of her disappearance seemed a little too coincidental . . . ‘Perhaps dear Bluebell might have news of what is taking place in the world that will allow us to understand just what is going on. I’m sure that, even now, Marigold is thinking of clever ways to bring her daughter back home.’

Marigold was thinking all right, but it wasn’t about bringing her daughter home. She was imagining various methods she would like to employ to plug her Queen’s mouth up. Her smile, however, remained in place. ‘Clan Acorn will come up with something, rest assured. And I’m sure my Queen is correct about my daughter having news she can share with us.’

Tatiana inclined her head. ‘Do what you must for your daughter, Marigold. In the meantime, we will all confer as to what we shall do when the Nameless Ones start to take an interest in us.’ Not that there was much they could do. They hardly had the stature to stand and fight.

Marigold nodded glumly, accepting that she was stuck with a rescue mission she didn’t want.

As soon as she left the stage, Pinecone, a fairy who had been blessed with more muscle than brain cells, fluttered down beside her. ‘Count me in!’ he burst out enthusiastically.

Marigold eyed him darkly. ‘In what, precisely?’

‘Rescuing Bluebell.’ It was obvious he was raring to go, wings twitching with excitement. ‘And Flaxseed and Milkthistle want to come along as well.’

‘Oh good,’ Marigold said acidly. ‘Now all we need is for Buckthorn to offer his services and we’ll have the combined brain activity of a clod of dirt. I will select a rescue party in good time. It is possible that one of you may be included, but don’t hold your breath. Unless,’ she added sweetly, ‘I require somebody to be a decoy. Then you’ll be top of my list.’

Thoroughly deflated, Pinecone watched Marigold sweep past him. Caught up in the prospect of some unexpected action, he had forgotten who he was talking to. The fairy shook his head. Bluebell hadn’t developed her biting tongue all by herself; she’d had a pretty good teacher in her nasty mother.


CHAPTER THREE

The Trouble with Dragons

(IS THAT THEY EAT YOU)

‘Dragons!’ Colin breathed, sounding awed and dismayed at the same time. ‘That’s incredible!’ Even though he had glimpsed dragons in the distance back home, and a super-sized dragon in the form of Agadrin at the Cradle of Beginnings, a clutch of the beasts was something else again. Great reptilian monsters in all the iridescent colours of the rainbow flew and waddled and . . . and took up an enormous amount of space! What would his dad think – what would his schoolmates think! – if they could see this little lot? If only he had brought a camera. Dragons were awesome!

Nobody who was watching the extraordinary sight before them felt inclined to argue; it really was incredible and unexpected, although dragons, with their flashy pyrotechnic displays, seemed to suit Dismal rather well. Their orange-red spouts of flame lit up the dim sky, leaving bright spots trailing across sensitive eyes, while their farts appeared equally eye-catching, yellow-green fireball bubbles shooting out behind them as they flew.

‘Are they – you know – letting off?’ Ashley whispered, shaken out of her weary daze by the astonishing display of aerial acrobatics a clutch of dragons were putting on, swooping and zooming across the sky.

It was like watching a fireworks display, although fireworks displays didn’t usually eat the spectators.

‘Dragons fart gas. Like trolls do, only when a dragon lets off it’s a bit more potent.’ Derry was watching the beasts carefully. They had set off looking for a chute. Their quest had seen them climbing over rocky hillocks covered with the long, wiry grass that seemed to cover most of Dismal, moving gradually higher, although this world didn’t boast anything like mountains. A shape, flying high and to their left, had given them some warning of what lay ahead. Friendly, who had been leading the way, had gotten such a shock when a sudden tongue of brilliant flame had flared overhead that he’d lost his footing, sending a small avalanche of pebbles raining down on those below. Grieve had leapt upwards, stopping his brother’s sideways roll while Derry had quickly pulled Colin and Ashley to the ground, an arm going around each of them. Busternut had the presence of mind to hit the deck all by himself.

For long, horrible moments they had hugged the earth, wondering if they had been spotted, but a quick peek told them that the dragon had merely been passing; the sky overhead was empty.

‘Dragons!’ Friendly had croaked, sounding hoarse with shock. ‘Why did I never know there were dragons on the third world?’

‘If you had known, would you have booked a holiday here?’ his brother had hissed quietly. ‘I don’t think it’s all that hard to work out why nobody ever comes to this particular world. Some pretty large reasons are right here in front of us.’

After that, their progress had been extremely cautious. They had all crept up the hillside, virtually on their bellies, sticking close to whatever cover they could find. Now they were all sheltering in the lee of a rocky overhang, boggling at what lay before them. At least twenty dragons, maybe more, were visible. Some were flying, doing slow lazy rolls or wild flashy dives or intricate dances together where they would circle around each other, necks or tails intertwining in a series of graceful moves which looked impossible for such enormous reptilian beasts. The air was filled with the sound of great wings beating up and down in huge, lazy strokes or the roar of their fiery breath. Not all the dragons were flying, however. There were five of them on the ground, doing the peculiar, awkward waddle a dragon did when earthbound. This sizeable clutch inhabited a shallow valley that reeked of brimstone and the strange, musty smell that was the heady perfume of dragon BO. It was so strong it made their eyes water. Colin, straining to penetrate the gloom, was sure he could see several more of the beasts huddled down in shelves of rock that rose up the far side of the valley. He heard Grieve’s soft groan as he, too, spotted the shadowy outlines.

‘Oh great! A few of them are nesting.’

‘Nesting?’ Colin repeated.

‘On their eggs. They’re going to have babies.’ Grieve sounded far from happy about it.

‘Is that bad?’ Colin asked. ‘If they’re sitting down then they can’t try and eat us, right?’

‘Yes and no. They can’t – but their mates can. Dragons are very protective of their nesting mates.’

‘Terrific,’ Derry muttered. ‘I think it’s safe to say that we can’t go this way. In fact, maybe we’d better turn around and go back.’

‘Which way do we go then?’ Busternut inquired softly. ‘It’s just that I wanted to go and take a look at what lies on the other side of this valley.’

‘What for?’ Derry demanded. ‘Let me be the first to remind you that dragons eat people. And there are a lot of dragons around here.’

‘Well of course we must be careful,’ Busternut agreed earnestly. ‘But we still have to locate those chute circles.’

‘But why do they have to be these hills?’

‘There are sure to be other hills. This is a whole world, Busternut,’ Friendly pointed out.

‘Well yes, but one side of it is covered by an enormous body of water which makes me think we must be on the other side.’

‘Makes sense,’ Grieve agreed. ‘Though it doesn’t necessarily mean that there aren’t other hills – but to find that out, we’ll have to get to the other side of these ones.’ He paused. ‘Do you really think we’ll find the two chute circles dedicated to Dismal around there?’ he asked the wizard.

‘I hope so.’ Busternut scratched his chin. ‘It’s been a long time since I’ve been here but from what I remember the platform containing the two circles is unmistakable. I was hoping it would be on the side of the hills we were on, but apparently not.’

‘Of course not.’ Grieve sounded resigned. ‘That would be far too simple. Okay, we find a way around and keep going. We might have to skirt the area for some distance. Dragons have excellent hunting skills in the gloom and this world has gloom laid on with a trowel. Ashley? Colin? Let’s be really careful how we go.’

Both cubs nodded. ‘I never thought I’d see anything like that,’ Ashley said softly. ‘Dragons . . .’

‘It’s pretty cool,’ Colin agreed, although his initial enthusiasm had waned. Dragons were still amazingly cool-looking, but he had decided they were just as interesting from a distance.

They moved carefully away, dropping down until they were almost on their bellies again, sticking to the thickest of the scrubby grass patches. It was an uncomfortable way to travel, and before long their clothes were peppered with grass burrs, their skin was scraped, and they were getting cramps in their legs from pushing themselves along. The prospect of becoming a dragon’s entree, however, was inspiration enough to keep their heads down. It wasn’t until the sound of the dragons’ fiery exhalations were a distant background accompaniment to the night that Grieve and Derry felt confident enough to raise their heads above the grass and take a guarded look around. Away to their left they could track how far they had come from the flickering glow above the dragons’ valley. Grieve breathed a sigh of relief. They still had to exercise caution, but so far, so good.

‘You okay, Ashley?’ Colin whispered, touching the girl’s arm.

‘Could we stop for a moment?’ Her voice sounded heavy, almost drugged.

Colin felt alarm skitter through him. ‘Derry! Ashley’s not very well.’

The gnome hastened back, laying a hand on the cub’s forehead. Whereas before she had felt chilled, now Ashley’s skin felt hot and clammy, almost feverish. She forced a cheerful note into her voice. ‘How would you like a piggyback, love?’

‘I can manage . . .’

‘’Course you can.’ Grieve, who had come back to see what was happening, gave her a smile. ‘But you should never turn down a free ride.’

Ashley sighed. The truth of it was that, even if they hadn’t all stopped, she would have had to. Her body was aching and lethargic, like when she’d had a really bad case of the flu. All she wanted was a nice soft mattress so she could curl up and sleep. Still, she felt bad about slowing everybody down. ‘You’ll get tired –’

‘You’re a featherweight,’ Grieve told her. Bending down, he scooped Ashley up. ‘Put your arms around my neck and your head on my chest and have a kip, okay?’ Ashley let out a long sigh and gratefully did as she was told.

‘Give me your pack to carry,’ Derry murmured.

‘It’s not a problem. Between the cub and the pack, there’s barely enough weight to begin to slow me down. Neither of which is a good thing,’ Grieve added glumly. ‘Come on. We need to put some distance between us and that clutch of dragons.’

Upright, the group moved faster, still prudently sticking to whatever cover was available, but feeling a bit easier about their immediate prospects of survival. They’d gone a couple of kilometres when Colin, who had veered a little to the left of the group, stumbled into a narrow cleft in the ground which was invisible in the failing light. He gave a cry of alarm as his foot encountered an unexpected gap and he tumbled awkwardly down into sudden darkness. ‘Argh!’

‘Colin?’ Friendly’s voice, sharp with anxiety. ‘Where are you?’

Happily the crevice was neither particularly deep nor wide, but the breath was momentarily knocked out of the boy. He lay motionless for a few moments, trying to get some oxygen happening while his friends searched for him just metres away. With an effort, Colin hoisted himself into a sitting position. ‘I’m here!’ he called. The place he’d fallen into seemed to deaden his voice, startling him. Where was he? Colin cleared his throat and tried again. ‘I’m here!’

‘Col?’ Grieve’s voice, quite close by, somewhere above him.

‘Careful,’ Colin said quickly. ‘There’s a hole.’

‘Where –? Oh, wait a minute, I think I can see where he went over.’ Friendly’s voice again.

Derry spoke, voice urgent. ‘Let’s hurry it up a little. I can smell dragons nearby!’

Colin winced, his heart skipping a beat. Derry was an excellent tracker with a brilliant sense of smell which had proved very reliable in the past. She was good at identifying whatever nasty things might be lurking. The last thing Colin wanted was to get out of wherever it was he’d fallen into, only to discover that his friends were in danger of becoming dragon fodder.

Grieve spoke, his voice emanating from somewhere just above the boy. ‘Colin? Hang on . . .’ Sudden light from a simple illumination charm forced Colin to bury his face in his hands, it was so dazzling. ‘Sorry,’ the troll said apologetically. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Nothing’s broken.’ Blinking, both he and Grieve stared around them. Colin had somehow managed to find a small cave, perhaps three metres long and a couple wide. The brilliant light illuminated a wall criss-crossed with veins of silver and gold. ‘Oooh,’ the boy breathed. ‘That’s beautiful!’

‘Well look at that,’ Grieve observed sadly. ‘A veritable treasure trove of wealth and me without any means to steal it. Life can be so unkind.’ Recovering, he flashed a quick grin at Colin. ‘You stay put. I’ll get our friendly neighbourhood wizard.’

It was but a moment before Busternut’s cheerful face was hanging above Colin. ‘Hi-de-ho. Ready to get out of there?’

‘What are you going to do?’ Colin demanded. It wasn’t that he doubted Busternut’s magical abilities, but he’d seen for himself how over the top they could be. The last thing he wanted was to go shooting off into the atmosphere.

‘Levitate you upwards. Don’t worry,’ Busternut added kindly. ‘I’ll be very careful.’

The wizard was true to his word, and moments later Colin found himself sailing – not hurtling – upwards. He landed on the ground with the gentlest of bumps. ‘Busternut, you rock.’

Busternut grinned. ‘Gravity spell. I’ve been practising.’

‘Keep your voices down!’ Derry whispered. ‘We’ve got ruddy dragons close by!’

Colin looked around him quickly. Ashley had been deposited on the ground while Grieve and Friendly went off to scout around. They both appeared in less than a minute, looking a little wild-eyed. Grieve scooped up Ashley with one smooth movement. ‘Let’s go!’

‘Where are they?’ Derry demanded, but she was already moving as she spoke, spurred into action by the urgency in Grieve’s voice. Before the troll could reply, her question was answered when there came a giant whooshing noise from the direction the troll brothers had appeared from. Colin looked up and blanched at the sight of the dragon that was hovering about ten metres off the ground. It was so close they could feel the wind its wings were generating. It wasn’t looking at them, however, but at another dragon that was directly in front of it. Lifting its great head, it opened its mouth and gave a harsh scream of challenge which the other echoed immediately. The great beasts closed in on each other, fire belching from between their jaws. Colin stared at the two dragons, mouth agape. Their hides must be fireproof, he thought wonderingly, because neither of them burst into flames despite the intensity of the flames that spouted like a rain of fire.

Grieve’s voice brought him back to his own precarious position. ‘Move it!’

The little group started to run, bounding across the scrubby ground. They stopped abruptly when two more dragons rose up directly ahead of them. Grieve veered off to the left, heading for a slight rise that was covered with thick tufts of the long grass. They dived into it, burrowing a little, desperate for cover even though the dragons appeared to be too busy to bother with them. Gasping with a mixture of exertion and fear, five faces peered through the long grass, boggling at the sight below them. The rise afforded them a view of sorts, but it wasn’t a very reassuring one.

‘Blimey!’ Friendly breathed. ‘We seem to have run into the middle of a feud.’

On the sloping plain, ten dragons seemed to be preparing to fight. Five pairs swooped and dived at each other, the air rent by screams of challenge.

‘What is all this?’ Friendly demanded.

‘It’s possible we’ve stumbled into some kind of proving ground,’ Busternut observed. ‘A place where young dragons fight as part of their . . . ah . . . rite of passage into adulthood.’

‘Brilliant,’ Derry grumbled. ‘Would it be so dreadful if we caught a break occasionally?’

Grieve was peering down the other side of the hillock. It wasn’t exactly bursting with verdant ground cover, but maybe the dragons would be too distracted to notice if they crept away. Another dragon appeared from the direction of the clutch they had left behind them, massive wings pumping the air. It appeared to be carrying something in its mouth. It sailed towards them, feinting away when another dragon appeared above it, giant claws extended as it plummeted into an attack dive. Whatever was in its mouth fell to the ground and landed not fifteen metres from where they were hiding. The refugees peered at the dark shape.

‘Why, I do believe that’s a baby dragon!’ Busternut exclaimed, craning his head forward.

‘Get back in here, you loony!’ Derry snapped, hauling at the wizard’s robe.

Colin was peering at the small bundle. Incredibly, seeing as how it had just been dropped from a considerable height, it was moving. It sat up and was looking around a little dazedly. ‘Why would it have dropped the poor little thing like that?’ he muttered.

‘They’re probably planning to kill it,’ Busternut said. ‘See that right wing? It looks bent out of shape.’

‘What?’ Colin squinted at the little dragon. It must have been very young because it was only the size of a puppy. ‘Why?’

‘It wouldn’t be able to fly properly. And if it can’t fly properly then it won’t be able to fend for itself.’

‘But that’s terrible!’ Colin looked at the creature and his heart contracted with pity. To abandon a baby, just because there was something wrong with it . . . ‘If they’re going to kill it we can’t just leave it there.’

‘Huh?’ Grieve sounded startled.

‘I said we can’t just leave it there.’ The more he looked at the little creature, the more he knew that abandoning it would be completely wrong. ‘He’s frightened and alone. I think we should bring him with us.’

‘Not a good idea.’ Derry shook her head. ‘For a start, it’s all the way out there and –’

Before the words were out of her mouth, Colin was moving. He knew his friends well enough to know that they’d never let him go and get the little one himself – but he simply couldn’t leave the little creature there. Without letting himself think about it, Colin launched forward. He heard Derry’s startled squawk behind him and Grieve’s voice calling his name sharply, but he didn’t stop. He dived out of cover, heading towards the baby dragon. It didn’t even know he was there until he arrived in a tangle of legs beside it. It turned its head then, staring at him with frightened dark eyes. Just as Busternut had said, its right wing was twisted and shrivelled as if it hadn’t finished forming properly.

The little dragon gave a an astonished chirrup at the sight of him. Colin hesitated, but the great, hovering shadows of the fighting dragons above him spurred him into action. There was no saying how long they’d stay mad at each other before taking an interest in their little reject. He put a hand out and touched the creature’s hide. It quivered beneath his fingers like a leaf in the wind, breathing quickly, panting like a puppy; Colin could see the swift rise and fall of its chest, but obviously babies couldn’t breathe fire because nothing came out of its mouth, not even a dribble of smoke. The noise above them was astounding, the air continually torn apart by the shrieks of the adults and their scorching exhalations. Within a moment, Grieve was beside him.

‘What are you doing?’

‘We can’t leave it out here. It’s only a baby.’

‘And?’

‘Grieve!’ Colin stared at his friend stubbornly. ‘It’s going to die out here if we don’t do something.’

Drawing a deep breath, he reached out and seized the little creature. It gave a soft, pitiful croak but didn’t resist when he picked it up. The boy stuffed it quickly beneath his vest.

‘Come on!’ Grieve hissed, his eyes on the shrieking banshees above them. ‘If we don’t get out of here we’re going to end up as nothing more than a couple of charcoal smears on the ground.’

They scrambled back towards cover. Now that he had achieved what he had set out to do, common sense had kicked in, and Colin was suddenly awfully conscious of how exposed they were. Fear prickled along his spine and he felt a little sick. Even when he and Grieve scrambled back into the cover of the grass, his heart continued to hammer like a tin drum.

Derry grabbed him as soon as he flopped back down beside her. She looked a little green. ‘You – you –’

‘That was dead brave, Col,’ Friendly said quietly. He was the one holding Ashley now, his arms wrapped around her slight form.

‘And dead stupid. You scared the marrow out of me!’ Derry exploded.

Colin gave her a sheepish smile. He was removing the dragon from beneath his vest. The sight of it was enough to capture everybody’s attention.

‘Blimey!’ Friendly breathed.

The little dragon looked around with liquid eyes of a deep, dark blue. Far from being scaly, its hide was unexpectedly soft. It glittered a dull green in the twilight dimness. Broad nostrils sat on either side of its broad, ridged head. The ridge continued on down its back and tail, which, was kind of stubby and cute. It had fat rear haunches and abbreviated front legs.

‘Grieve –’ Derry began.

‘I’m not leaving it,’ Colin told her firmly. ‘It’s okay. I’ll take care of it.’

‘But what are we going to feed it?’ Grieve said reasonably. ‘And what are we going to do with it when it gets bigger? You’ve seen the size of a full-grown dragon. They’re not exactly something you can stick on the end of your bed at night.’

‘I’ll figure it out somehow.’ Colin looked from one to the other.

Grieve and Derry exchanged looks. ‘A dragon?’ Derry said plaintively.

‘It is a baby,’ Friendly pointed out.

‘Trust you,’ his brother said in disgust. ‘Busternut? Do you know anything about dragons? Are they dangerous at this age?’

Busternut blinked a few times. ‘It doesn’t seem very likely. It’s awfully small. Mind you, I can’t remember any studies being performed.’ He peered at the baby thoughtfully. ‘Of course, dragons are so ancient that it’s impossible to be certain of anything. They were here when the first race was. Some believe that the reason they are impervious to universal magic is because they have their own magic.’

‘Well that’s helpful,’ Derry observed acerbically. ‘Are we seriously going to take a dragon with us?’

Grieve looked at Colin then shrugged. ‘It seems so.’

Friendly grinned. ‘Excellent!’

‘Shut up,’ Derry told him briefly, ‘and get useful for a change. Hand Ashley to me and sort out what Colin can carry his new friend in. And I hope that damned dragon ruddy well bites you!’

[image: Image]

‘Dus! Dus, old fellow, I need to speak to you about the games . . .’

‘No, me first! I have a human and I don’t understand why it keeps running away. Perhaps you could explain, as you’ve been about in the worlds –’

‘Do you mind?! I’ve been trying to talk to him a great deal longer than either of you. I need to discuss the possibility of a circus. His information on the races will be very handy when it comes to –’

‘But it’s my turn!’

‘Well I don’t care. My problem is far more important –’

‘Enough!’ Dus raised a hand and stared at his brethren balefully. Ever since he had released them from behind the Vail his brothers and sisters had done nothing but ask increasingly stupid questions. It was as if aeons of enforced captivity had atrophied their brains, and they constantly looked to him for guidance as he’d been ‘about in the worlds’. Although he’d been elected their leader, Dus had lasted less than three weeks. He’d resigned in self-defence, unable to stand their constant childish bickering. He sucked in a deep breath and tried to unclench his teeth. ‘All these matters can be discussed at the High Council meeting tomorrow.’

T’lith, an extremely irritating female, pouted perfect lips. ‘But that’s tomorrow. I want to know now.’

‘Too bad,’ he replied crisply. ‘I have an appointment.’ And with that he turned and headed rapidly back towards his quarters, trying to ignore the rumble of discontented voices he left behind. All he wanted was some peace. Failing that, he’d talk to Pod.

The goblin was waiting patiently, kicking his feet in a chair while he worked his way through a bowl of juicy purple plums. Dus paused for a moment, considering his minion. Goblins were not an attractive race. What with the large ears, sly green eyes and a nose big enough to share with friends less well-endowed, Pod, Dus reflected, had been far more appealing as a possum. Pod dropped the bowl back onto the table and scrambled to his feet, still licking juice from his fingers.

‘Oh good. You’re back.’

‘Indeed.’ And not a moment too soon. He’d had to spend all morning with his fellow Ulural, a pastime that was fast becoming a painful experience. More and more, he’d been retreating to the sanctuary of his quarters, which he’d ensured lay as far as possible from everybody else’s quarters. ‘You’ve been to Grumble?’

‘Yup. And I’ve got some good news,’ Pod told him cheerfully. ‘The Shimmer is stuck on Dismal.’

Dus paused, frowning at the goblin. ‘Dismal?’

‘World Three. It’s called Dismal.’

‘And why is this good news?’

Pod paused, suddenly uncertain. ‘Well . . . because it can’t be used against the Ulural?’

‘It can’t be used at all,’ Dus pointed out.

‘Ye-es,’ Pod agreed. ‘That is a drawback, I suppose.’ He got the distinct impression that Dus was a bit cranky but he didn’t understand why. Admittedly it was a pain that the Shimmer was gone, but if nobody had it then it wasn’t a problem. Dus had won, that was the main thing. In Pod’s experience, winners were usually happy about their victories. ‘Everything okay then?’

‘I want the Shimmer back,’ Dus grunted.

The goblin shrugged. ‘Well if it ever reappears, it’s yours.’

‘And what of those who took it?’ Dus demanded irritably. ‘They have the Shimmer still. Who knows what they will do with it?’

‘Not much they can do with it, stuck on Dismal,’ Pod shrugged. ‘You all right, Dus? You seem kind of down.’

Dus sat, chin sinking to his chest. His kind were once more moving to rule the eight races and bring them back beneath their dominion. Much had changed, however. Like the other races, the humans were putting up a fight. Dus had tried to tell his compatriots that it wouldn’t be as simple to subdue the humans as the other lesser races, but they had not listened to him. More than any other race, the humans had grown. Their cities were vast, their accomplishments quite extraordinary. When his brothers and sisters had begun to lay siege on the humans’ enormous villages, they found themselves confronted with huge armies. And while his brethren were unassailable, they had nevertheless been astonished by the furious might unleashed against them, both on the ground and in the air. It had been impressive, especially when one considered that the humans had had their world ripped down around them. It was all to no avail, of course, but still the humans persisted. There wasn’t a village anywhere that had simply fallen; all had offered resistance.

Right now there were several hundred humans at Erlendene. Some were being trained to supervise others, but quite a few had been given into personal service. Humans, it had been discovered, were frequently stubborn and often fractious, even when they feared for their lives. Virtual cave dwellers when the Ulural had been confined behind the Vail, humans had certainly come a long way, and the Ulural found them an entertaining – if occasionally exasperating – novelty.

Having done what he had set out to do, Dus now found himself in a quandary. He’d thought that revelling in power and adulation would have brought him satisfaction, but he found it strangely empty and unfulfilling. More and more, he sought solitude, eager to remove himself from the endless petty disputes and arguments (why had he never remembered how much his kind argued? They never stopped!), the jockeying for power, the preening self-assurance. When looking through the archives, he’d discovered some journals of Ursal, overlooked volumes that had lain neglected for generations. Reading through them, he’d had something of an epiphany, and it had made his head spin. Unlike many of the Ulural, Ursal had been a deep thinker, there was no doubt about it. But she’d also been a survivor. Her journals made mention of a prophecy she had discovered during her travels to Kharzan, an ancient site on the second – and possibly the most ancient – world: Thanos. Whatever this prophecy was, it had obviously disturbed Ursal. Dus was disturbed in turn because, from what he could glean from her distraught ramblings, it seemed that the Ulural had a use-by date.

Alarmed, Dus had begun to make his way systematically through all the journals. He’d always assumed that Ursal had been a bit of a visionary, with all her talk of evolution. It seemed he’d gotten that wrong as well. Ursal had been swotting up on evolution because she’d worked out that if the Ulural didn’t move on under their own steam, time would do it for them.

Evolution, it seemed, wasn’t a lifestyle choice; it was a necessity. And he had interfered with the process. He had freed his own kind, probably messing up the entire evolutionary cycle.

‘Dus?’ Pod prodded warily.

‘If the fragment arrives in Erlendene, I will probably feel its presence. Then it is up to me to secure it before any of the others do.’ Dus grunted. ‘Now tell me, when you were in Grumble, did you happen to stop by and visit our old acquaintance?’

Pod hesitated, tossing up the likelihood of getting into trouble against the probability of Dus sussing out that he was lying. As he usually did with Dus, he opted for honesty. ‘I did, yeah. I wanted to see if she was . . . um . . . secure.’ That sounded a lot better than admitting that he’d gone there to gloat.

‘And is she?’ Dus demanded.

‘Is she what?’ Pod said blankly.

‘Secure, you idiot!’

‘Oh. Yep, she certainly seems to be. Bluebell is as snug as a bug in a very stony rug.’

The Nameless One regarded the goblin dourly. Even though Dus no longer had a face like a twisted sandshoe – he had, in fact, an astonishingly handsome visage – he still had a severe, brooding look about him that reminded Pod of the sackcloth and ashes kind of fellow he’d been before he was restored to his former glory.

‘Good,’ Dus muttered, rising to wander across to the window. ‘You may go. If I want you again I’ll send for you.’ As Pod scuttled eagerly from the room Dus gazed upon the glorious vista of beautiful ornamental gardens that stretched below in the afternoon sunshine.

‘Once I would have been happy with all of this,’ he murmured. ‘I would never have spent my time reading old journals by a revolutionary who was branded a traitor to her race. But now . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Why didn’t you tell us we were all going to die, Ursal?’ Perhaps, because nobody would have listened.

He had to discover more. And if it was true that evolution was an inevitable part of the Nameless Ones’ cycle of life, he had to work out how he was going to finish what Ursal had started. She’d once told him that the Ulural were destined for paradise and, after so many years of wandering, he found himself yearning for what she’d promised. It was all very well deciding that the time had come to evolve, but he sensed that would be impossible without dealing with the very creatures he’d spent so many years trying to free.

‘What an idiot I was. I should have just left well enough alone. Oh . . . bugger!’


CHAPTER FOUR

Nothing Goes to Plan

(AS USUAL)

Marigold sat in the branches of an oak tree and eyed the Portal with grim blue eyes. Inside that smooth white tower was her daughter. That her heart remained untouched by the fact that her only child had been imprisoned was hardly surprising. Bluebell wasn’t the kind of daughter who helped around the house or made her old mum cups of tea. Bluebell was, on the contrary, the kind of child that made you wish you’d never contemplated motherhood in the first place.

Marigold wondered how she was going to manage to botch a rescue mission when half of her clan had accompanied her. It had occurred to her that this might be a good opportunity to sort her wretched child out once and for all. Perhaps, if she played her cards right, she might be able to arrange an unfortunate accident for dearest Bluebell. It would certainly eliminate any future homecoming surprises.

Of course, it was hard to be nefarious with an audience. What Marigold should have done, she realised glumly, was pretend to have gone ahead to take a look at the Portal herself. Even that idiot Madam Hiney had come along. Apparently she had information that could come in handy.

Marigold peered at the ominous-looking building, surprised by the lack of activity around the place. She’d been expecting patrols of guards. Instead, the village of Grumble looked a bit like a ghost town and the Portal had nothing defending its doorway but a door. To all intents and purposes, in fact, it appeared that they could just go on in whenever they fancied.

‘I don’t understand it,’ Marigold puzzled out loud. ‘Where are their defences?’

The witch, who was standing just below the branch that Marigold was perched upon, sniffed noisily. ‘Inside.’

‘Really? I would have thought they’d have had something a little more . . . obvious.’

Beside Marigold, her second-in-command cleared her throat. Foxglove wasn’t nearly as gorgeous as Marigold, but she was quite intelligent and was devoted to her leader, two virtues Marigold found useful. ‘How are we going to do this?’

That was a very good question. Marigold, still annoyed by the larger races’ inability to protect what was obviously a very important building, gave an impatient shrug. ‘Fly across and take a look around, I suppose.’

Foxglove frowned. As plans went, this seemed a little simplistic. ‘But the guards –’

‘Can you see any guards?’ Marigold demanded. ‘Madam Hiney says that the defences are inside the place, and there certainly doesn’t appear to be anything out here. There’s not so much as an armoured worm to keep us out.’

‘Then they must have spells of some kind,’ Foxglove said, unconvinced. She’d been working herself up to putting her life on the line for her beloved leader. Just wandering in and freeing Bluebell seemed ridiculous. Where was the heroism in that?

‘They don’t need defences outside,’ Hiney explained patiently. ‘The wizard that is guarding Bluebell is the main defence. He holds the key to her prison. Powerful magic, I believe. Made by the Nameless Ones.’ This magic was one of the reasons Hiney had toddled along to tell the fairies about Bluebell. With a witch’s typical curiosity, she was eager to see it in action. ‘’Course, there might be a spell on the door, I suppose. He didn’t happen to mention that.’

‘On the door, you say? Hmm. Now, who do I have that’s disposable . . .?’ Marigold mentally considered her loyal followers, trying to select one that she wouldn’t miss in terms of usefulness. ‘Oh, I know! How fortunate that I allowed Flaxseed to come along. Fetch him, will you?’

Within a few moments, Flaxseed was hovering before her, anxious to please. ‘How may I serve?’

‘You will bring great honour to your clan if you pop across to that door over there and . . . um . . . touch the wood.’ If the door was warded Flaxseed would undoubtedly flash out of existence in less time that it took to say ‘existence’.

Flaxseed glanced at the door. ‘You just want me to touch it?’

‘Correct,’ Marigold assured him. ‘Just fly over there and lay a hand on it.’

Flaxseed hesitated. ‘By myself?’

Marigold raised an eyebrow. ‘You were thinking of taking some friends along? I brought you because you’re one of my most able assistants. Strong and . . . ah . . . brave. Have you got a problem with doing this little thing for me?’

Gratified by this unexpected insight into his leader’s high regard for him, Flaxseed threw his head back and waggled his wings. ‘Of course not!’

With the kind of stupid bravery that dim-witted males everywhere liked to display when faced with a potentially suicidal situation, Flaxseed headed out of the shelter of the trees and buzzed across to the door. He hesitated for a moment (he wasn’t completely thick-headed) then laid a hand on the wood. Nothing happened. Marigold watched her kinsman thoughtfully. ‘So much for that.’

‘All the defences must be inside then,’ Foxglove decided. ‘I mean, this is the Portal.’

Marigold paused, then made an executive decision to direct proceedings from the rear. As their leader, her clan needed her. It wouldn’t be fair to her people to put herself at risk unnecessarily. ‘Very well, Foxglove. As my second-in-command, you may lead on. Find a way in and discover where my daughter is being kept. I’ll be right behind you.’ Three or four minutes behind, until she could be sure that her chances of survival were good.

Foxglove quivered with pride. ‘Yes, Marigold! And thank you!’

Marigold waved a hand magnanimously as she watched Foxglove assemble the rescue party and fly off towards the Portal. Loyalty like that couldn’t be bought, which was why Foxglove made such a wonderful deputy. Marigold was really going to miss her.

[image: Image]

Friendly, sheltering beneath the relative safety of the rocky overhang, glanced down at Ashley, who was resting against his chest, still dead to the world. Like the others, he was becoming more and more concerned about the cub, but there was nothing anybody could do until they found a chute circle and got out of this wretched place.

He glanced at Colin and his heart lifted a little. At first the dragon had been far from happy about being handled but Colin persisted, talking to it in a soft, gentle tone, voice soothing as he’d insinuated his hands beneath the little beast and lifted it upwards while Friendly had hovered nearby, worried that the cub would get bitten. The dragon had hissed a little but it was obviously too exhausted to put up much of a fight.

Colin had immediately set about making his adoptee feel comfortable, begging for some food for the little creature. Friendly had found some scraps of dried bread which he soaked in warm water, and Colin had coaxed the dragon into eating them. It had taken a good twenty minutes but finally the little fellow took the food. After that it had eaten everything Colin put before it. Friendly gave what he could – any scraps that were lurking in the dark recesses of his pack – and the dragon had eaten the lot.

‘Do you know what dragons usually eat?’ Colin had asked Busternut.

‘People,’ the wizard observed thoughtfully. ‘Sheep, cows, goats, horses –’

‘Anything other than meat?’ Colin interrupted, exasperated.

Busternut had shrugged. ‘It’s hard to get any reliable information on the habits of dragons. They usually eat the observer if they hang about for too long.’

Derry had sighed noisily. She still wasn’t thrilled about having a dragon – no matter how small – join them. ‘Can we go yet?’

It was then Colin had fashioned a makeshift carry bag for his little charge, emptying one of the packs and tucking his rescued fledgling inside on a couple of spare rags. The dragon, with more food inside it than it had ever enjoyed in its short life, was sleepy now, so much so that it accepted its mode of transport readily, curling up tight and settling into the pack with its nose beneath its tail. ‘I wonder if it’s a boy or a girl?’ Colin had mused.

‘I don’t think it’s going to make any difference in the long run,’ Derry muttered uninterestedly. ‘Let’s get going.’

They’d continued on until the hills had begun to slope downwards. Even though the light was poor, they could see that they had crested the range and were heading towards whatever lay on the other side. They could still hear the faint, faraway sound of the clutch of dragons’ fiery breaths but it was a distant noise.

‘Derry and I will go scout ahead,’ Grieve had said, nodding towards a low outcrop of rock. ‘How about you lot rest under there?’

It had been a reasonable suggestion, but now Friendly was getting twitchy. Derry and Grieve had been gone for about half an hour. If it turned into an hour, Friendly knew that he’d have to go looking for them, which meant leaving Busternut in charge of the cubs. He looked at the wizard doubtfully. There was no denying that Busternut had a good heart. He was smart enough, too. It was just in the commonsense department that he seemed to fall down a little.

Another fifteen minutes passed. Just as Friendly’s anxiety was escalating to a peak, Derry and Grieve huffed back to join them. Colin, who had been dozing with his arms around his bundle of dragon for warmth, sat up with a jerk when a pebble skittered against rock, but Friendly and Busternut were smiling their relief.

‘Well,’ Friendly observed, ‘you two took your time. Did you happen to find anything that resembles a chute circle?’

‘There’s good news and bad news,’ Grieve began.

‘Oh, shut up,’ Derry said wearily, flopping down. ‘We’ve found that chute portal that you told us about Busternut –’

‘Alright!’ Friendly exclaimed, delighted.

Derry rolled her eyes. ‘If I can finish? That was the good news. What isn’t so good is that a pair of dragons seems to have taken up residence there.’

‘Oh. Definitely good news and bad news, then.’ Friendly sighed, somewhat deflated. ‘Do they look like they’re just passing through?’

‘They look like they’re there for the duration,’ Derry replied grimly. ‘We need to work out a way to get rid of them.’

‘Hmm.’ Busternut rubbed his feeble excuse for a beard. ‘Perhaps I could work up a spell to scare them off?’

‘Nice idea,’ Grieve agreed, ‘and we’ve been pondering that very thing. But they’re big dragons. I mean real whoppers. If we muck things up, we’re going to have forty tonnes of grief coming after us.’

Derry was frowning at Ashley’s unmoving form. ‘She’s still asleep?’ She moved forward to touch the cub’s skin and check her breathing. Her skin was icy, her breathing slow and regular.

Colin nodded nervously. Ashley’s continuing slumber was really beginning to worry him. It had been hours since she had dropped off and she showed no sign of opening her eyes. ‘Maybe we should wake her? You know, check that she’s okay?’

‘She’s sleeping so deeply that I can’t actually wake her,’ Friendly told them sombrely. ‘I tried earlier but she won’t stir.’

They all stared at the cub helplessly. This was getting serious. They simply had to get off Dismal.

‘Let’s sort out this dragon thing,’ Derry said abruptly. ‘Then we can focus on getting her to somebody who can help.’

Grieve gave a wry lift of the eyebrow. He’d seen the two mammoths that were camped out at the chute circles. He could only admire Derry’s casual ‘sorting out this dragon thing’ attitude. But he, too, had grown fond of Ashley, and his concern for her made him want to hurry things along just as fast as he could.

They moved on, Colin hoisting his charge onto his back once again after checking that the baby dragon was okay. The little creature was still curled in a ball and Colin was once more reminded of a puppy, even though a dragon in no way resembled anything that even hinted at furry.

The chute circles were a fair walk and it took them some time, sticking to whatever scanty cover was on offer while keeping a wary eye on the sky. When they were about five hundred metres from their destination, Grieve held up a hand. ‘Let’s go carefully now,’ he murmured. ‘Those ruddy great lizards aren’t too far and we don’t want to attract their attention.’

‘Won’t they smell us?’ Busternut wondered, ‘Dragons are supposed to have an excellent sense of smell.’

‘The clutch behind us didn’t smell us out,’ Derry observed. ‘Maybe this world is just too stinky. I know it’s been playing havoc with my nostrils. There’s so much pong, it’s impossible to pick up the subtle nuances.’

‘Pong?’ Friendly repeated. ‘That must be the technical term for it.’

The small group moved forward cautiously, edging towards a cluster of rocks. Colin lifted his head to look through a gap between them, his eyes widening when he took in the scene below.

The chute circles – two of them – stood on the top of a rectangular platform of giant grey stones. A tall column of rock rested like huge monoliths at each corner. They gave the appearance of standing guard over two circles of embedded round dark rocks that sat in the middle of the platform, the two official chute circles of Dismal. Lying across the broad steps leading up to the top of the platform was an enormous dragon. Another lounged at the foot of them. Grieve hadn’t been exaggerating about their size. Their giant haunches glittered with the same dull lustre of the baby that he was carrying in his pack. Their tails were enormous, measuring a good four and a half metres in length, and even from this distance they could see the glint of their lambent eyes as they turned their great heads this way and that. Getting around them looked impossible and, unfortunately, the only way to the chute circles was around them. ‘Whoa!’

‘Whoa is right,’ Friendly agreed. He shot his brother a sidelong glance. He had no idea why those two dragons were here; perhaps they were a pair of renegades who had abandoned their clutch. But it was clear they were going nowhere in a hurry. ‘So, the plan is . . .?’

‘I could get up there,’ Grieve said, considering the sheer rock face with a professional eye. ‘Climbing that stone wall wouldn’t be any trouble at all. Unfortunately, you lot couldn’t manage it, especially not with Ashley the way she is. We need to lead the dragons off somehow. A distraction, maybe.’

‘I might be able to try some spells on them,’ Busternut said, watching the dragons with horrified fascination as he tried to figure out what sort of spell would work against creatures like that. He could attempt to shrink them, of course, but dragons possessed their own kind of magic that was nothing like the kind he was familiar with, and attempting to ensorcell them in the past had often led to misfortune for his colleagues. Despite the fact that so little was known about dragons, it was an indisputable fact that their magic was somewhat raw and that spells directed at them had a habit of turning themselves around.

‘What did you have in mind?’ Grieve demanded doubtfully. Like Busternut, he’d heard of the unpredictable nature of dragon magic.

‘Well . . .’ Busternut ran through a variety of things in his head before admitting regretfully that he couldn’t actually ensure anything he sent against the creatures would be effective. ‘To be honest, it’s simply too uncertain. Even if I had a better understanding of my magical abilities, I haven’t any idea how they’ll react to a spell. Not that I’m unwilling to try,’ he added hastily, just in case Grieve and the others thought he was being cowardly, ‘but it might all go awry.’

‘Too risky,’ Grieve sighed. He frowned down at the dragons and tried to work out what would move that much muscle. ‘What about a diversion?’

‘What about one?’ Derry said dampeningly. ‘Dare I ask what you have in mind?’

Grieve looked around the bleak landscape for inspiration. They had taken up position in the last of the foothills before the terrain flattened out into scrubby marshland once more. The platform had been constructed on a small rise, quite possibly to avoid the boggy ground that surrounded it. There were no trees, nor any large amounts of foliage located conveniently close to their destination. Just an expanse of ground that was peppered with clumps of reeds and pools of water whose surface refused to glimmer beneath the sullen sky. ‘Busternut, could you make an image in the sky of another dragon? Maybe that would draw them off.’

The wizard shrugged. ‘I can try.’

His fingers got busy, skipping through intricate magical moves while he muttered softly beneath his breath. Releasing the charm created a small comet of light that trailed a tail of golden stars. Everybody looked at the sky expectantly. An image formed, outlined in gold. There was a pause.

‘Is that a horse?’ Derry asked, puzzled.

‘Actually, I think it’s a donkey.’ Friendly squinted up at the giant form that wavered against the backdrop of the seal grey sky. It was certainly colourful. Busternut had thrown in all manner of rainbow hues and they swirled within the image of the four-legged creature that appeared to be trotting. The head was the last thing to form and a pair of long purple ears decided the matter. ‘Definitely a donkey.’

Grieve glanced down at the pair of dragons. The one lolling across the steps leading up to the stone platform was facing the wrong way entirely. The one that was sprawled on the ground was half turned towards the donkey mirage. Neither had so much as twitched a nostril at Busternut’s creation. ‘Well that didn’t work. They didn’t even look up.’

‘No noise,’ Busternut explained. ‘And more importantly, no scent. I could probably create an image that makes noise – if I could just figure out how to produce a dragon – but there’s nothing I can do about reproducing the smell of a dragon.’

‘It was a nice idea.’ Friendly sighed. ‘Next?’

‘I could probably do rocks,’ Busternut suggested. When everybody looked at him uncomprehendingly, he gave an apologetic smile. ‘I was thinking that I could toss some big rocks around. Perhaps they’d get curious and go take a look.’

‘That could work,’ Grieve allowed, ‘But we’ll have to be a lot closer to the chute circle than we are now.’

‘And I’d have to take up position somewhere down there,’ Busternut observed. ‘I can throw rocks around alright, but I need to be able to see them first.’

‘Hang on,’ Derry objected. ‘How will you get back to the circles?’

Busternut thought about this for a moment. ‘Run very fast?’ he proposed finally. ‘I mean, I’ll try to fling rocks that are as far away as possible. I could even set a couple of bushes on fire . . . Then as soon as they head towards the diversion, I’ll hurry back.’

Grieve thought about it. There were definite flaws in the plan, but right now he couldn’t think of anything better.

‘If we wait a little while they might fly off on their own – in search of food or something,’ Colin offered.

‘They look pretty well nourished to me,’ Derry said sourly. ‘And I don’t think we can afford to wait for too long.’ There was no need to ask what she meant; five pairs of eyes flickered towards the unconscious Ashley.

‘Okay,’ Grieve said reluctantly. ‘Busternut, why don’t you start to circle around and head for that outcrop over there. Do you see where I mean?’

Busternut squinted at the knobbly outcrop and nodded. ‘I see it.’

‘The rest of us will slip down as close as we can get. As soon as those dragons move to investigate you hurry back. Okay?’

The wizard nodded earnestly. ‘If I don’t make it back before they return, you must all go through. I’ll follow as soon as I get an opportunity. It should be a lot easier for one to slip past than six.’

‘And have you end up goodness only knows where?’ Derry retorted. ‘Remember, you do peculiar things to chute circles. I think I’d better be in charge of the travelling charm.’

Busternut left immediately, keeping low as he bobbed through the scrubby grass, his rounded form looking like a partially deflated balloon. They watched him until he disappeared, then turned back to contemplate the platform with the chute circles. ‘Right then,’ Grieve murmured. ‘Everybody ready? Slowly and carefully.’

‘If I had a penny for every time he’s said that today,’ Derry observed, ‘I’d be getting rich by now. Friendly, are your arms tired yet? Do you need me to take Ashley?’

‘Nope. She’s not all that heavy really. Come on – the sooner we set out, the sooner we arrive.’

They moved forward at a crouch. As neither dragon was looking in their direction they were reasonably sure that they wouldn’t be seen; it was more the smell that they were worried about. As they slipped down the slope towards the chute circles, an awful odour seemed to rise up and seize them – or, more particularly, seize their noses. It was a dreadful stink, the reek of sulfur and something even more acidic. The rank stench felt like it was eating away at the inside of their nostrils.

‘Ugh!’ Colin exclaimed, grabbing his nose while trying to breathe through his mouth. ‘What is that?’

‘Dragon poo,’ Friendly muttered. ‘Nasty, isn’t it?’

‘It’s awful!’

‘Not surprising really. See that pile over there?’

Colin looked to where Friendly was pointing and gasped at the impressive dark mound that looked like a massive cow pat.

‘Don’t step in any,’ Friendly told him. ‘It’d be more than your shoe you’d have to worry about.’

‘Shh!’ Derry turned to hiss at them.

The place Grieve had been making for was a slight depression in the ground, no more than two hundred metres from the chutes. They slithered down into it and peered over the lip, but all they could see now was the side of the stone platform. From this vantage point it was clear that scaling the wall – three metres high and without a single foothold – would have been downright impossible. If anything, the smell seemed worse inside the bowl-like depression, and Colin covered his nose with the sleeve of his jerkin. ‘That is so bad.’

‘Be thankful. I think it’s helping to disguise our scent,’ Derry told him. ‘Hard to believe that any other smell could survive in this pong.’

‘We’re not staying here,’ Grieve said. ‘In a minute, we’re all going to hop across to the side of that platform. From there we should be able to see what Busternut is up to and be ready when the dragons leave. Everybody catch their breath, then we’ll be off again.’

Colin sat and quickly pulled his pack onto his lap. He opened the flap and peeked inside. The baby dragon was awake and looked up at him, liquid dark-blue eyes shining as they caught the light. Its eyes were nothing like the adults’ eyes that he’d seen; perhaps they were like human babies’ eyes. Blue until they decided what colour they would turn into. Colin smiled, reaching down to stroke one broad nostril. The fine scales were even softer, almost velvety, around the creature’s nose, and vaguely warm. ‘You okay in there?’ the boy murmured. The small dragon gave a soft hiss, a sibilant exhalation of air, body quivering. No longer sleepy, it seemed to be listening. In fact, the more Colin looked at it, the more convinced he was that the baby dragon was listening. ‘Is it because there are other dragons nearby?’ he wondered out loud, while continuing to run his fingers over the silky smooth hide. Was it alarm that the little creature was feeling, or excitement at the close proximity of its own kind?

‘Come on,’ Grieve roused them. ‘Busternut must be almost ready by now.’

Colin gave his charge one last soothing pat, rebuckled the pack and hoisted it onto his back once more. Conscious that the two dragons were much closer now, they nervously crossed the remaining distance until they were all pressed against the stony platform. Up close, they could see the symbols that had been carved into it at some unimaginably distant time in the past, curious whorls and lines that Colin had seen before, cut into the walls of the maze they had had to pass through to reach the Cradle of Beginnings. Old magic, he reflected, remembering what Busternut had told him, made by the Nameless Ones, or those who had gone before them . . .

Grieve was edging towards the corner so he could peer around it. From there, he had an unnervingly good view of the front portion of the enormous beast that sprawled at the foot of the steps. This particular specimen wasn’t as big as Agadrin, the great dragon that had guarded the way into the Cradle of Beginnings, but that had been a magical beast and magical beasts often tended towards the large side. That said, the section of dragon he was peering at now was pretty large. He could see a broad expanse of meaty back, a thick reptilian neck that tapered as it curved into the rear ridges of its wedge-shaped head. This dragon’s hide was green, tinged with a purplish hue. Grieve swallowed and wondered how many people could lay claim to having been this close to a dragon. Apart from the ones who’d been on the menu, that is.

Dragging his eyes from the creature, he looked across the plain, wondering where Busternut was and what the wizard was planning. Even as he looked, he had his answer. Grieve drew back instinctively when four glowing objects shot up into the air, hurtling skywards before skidding to an abrupt stop. They began to weave in and out, as if the four reddish balls were engaged in a ponderous dance, spinning and twirling like moons orbiting each other. It looked like Busternut had repeated his trick from the previous night, heating the rocks up so much that they glowed with meteoric heat. He glanced towards the dragon that was in his line of sight. The creature hadn’t noticed; either that or he wasn’t all that interested, which was really inconvenient. ‘Come on, you big lizard!’ he muttered. ‘Look at the pretty rocks . . .’

Derry and Colin sidled up beside him. Friendly, clutching Ashley, hung back a little. ‘Well?’ the gnome whispered.

‘Well Busternut is doing his bit but our friends don’t seem to be paying attention.’

‘Rats!’

‘Isn’t he going to set a bush on fire?’ Colin inquired. ‘That should get them interested.’ The baby dragon on his back shifted in its makeshift pouch. Ever since they had drawn close to the dragons it had been twitching restlessly in the pack. Colin could feel it scratching at the tough material. Grieve, one wary eye still on the dragon he could see, gave an exclamation of alarm when the dragon swung its head in his direction, head tilted as if it were listening. Or smelling . . . ‘Um, maybe we’d better move back a bit,’ he suggested hastily.

‘Why?’ Instinctively, Colin tried to peer around the corner. He gasped in horror when he found the dragon looking directly back at him. Grieve pulled the cub back firmly. Risking one more quick peek, he was horrified to realise that, not only had they been discovered, but the massive creature had lumbered to its feet and was coming to investigate with surprising speed.

‘You made it look, didn’t you?’ Derry said, voice accusing.

‘I didn’t do anything!’ Grieve replied indignantly. They took off, collecting Friendly and snatching up their packs as they went, heading for the other side of the stone platform. Dodging around the corner, all four of them ran as hard as they could.

‘Aren’t we heading towards the other one?’ Derry panted.

‘What else can we do? We can’t outrun the one behind us.’ Frantically, Grieve scanned their surroundings, looking for something – anything! – that might offer cover. If they could only find somewhere for Friendly to lay low with the cubs, then he and Derry could try to lead their pursuer away. Unfortunately the landscape wasn’t cooperating. The only thing in any direction was the giant stone platform they were running alongside.

‘Maybe we can get past the other dragon and into one of the circles,’ Derry suggested.

‘What about Busternut?’ Colin panted. He was better at running than when he’d started out on this adventure, but overall fatigue and the lack of decent meals in the past few days were taking their toll. He was really hoping that they wouldn’t have to leave the wizard behind. Unlike other wizards he’d encountered, Busternut was a good guy, modest and unassuming to a ridiculous degree.

‘We’ll just have to stall until he gets here,’ Derry puffed.

The end of the platform loomed before them. Trailing slightly behind, Friendly saw the dragon was following faithfully, in their wake, enormous nostrils to the ground, sniffing their trail like a dog. His arms tightened around the oblivious Ashley. Something is seriously wrong with this cub, he thought miserably, because nobody should be able to sleep through a kerfuffle like this . . .

They all slowed a little, hoping not to attract the attention of the dragon’s mate, but it came as no surprise to anybody to discover that it was too late for that. The steps rose to their left, and peering over the side of them was another large, wedge-shaped face. From these uncomfortably close quarters, they all had a chance to observe the face of a dragon; two narrow oval nostrils, the bony ridge of the broad nose that widened into two hard, narrow ridges from which glittered a pair of slanting golden eyes.

‘Oh . . . bum!’ Grieve breathed in horror.

‘How did it know we were here?’ Friendly muttered.

‘It must have smelled us,’ Derry whispered.

‘All of a sudden?’ the troll objected.

‘Who cares?’ Derry demanded. ‘We’re about to be barbecued, bean brain! Enough with the twenty questions.’

They remained frozen, wondering which dragon would flame first. The one that had been following them was no more than ten metres away now; the ground beneath their feet shook a little at its ponderous approach. It paused, extending its head towards them, and they could hear it sniffing, huge nostrils hoovering up the air around their heads. Despite being almost too terrified to move, a loud, snorting noise made them look up cautiously as both dragons sniffed at the group.

‘What are they doing?’ Colin whispered.

‘I don’t know,’ Grieve admitted. ‘I’m not exactly up on dragon etiquette. Maybe they’re deciding who gets to eat who.’

‘It’s Colin!’ Derry exclaimed suddenly. ‘They must be able to smell the baby dragon in his pack.’

It seemed to be true. Both dragons appeared bewildered by the unexpected scent that was wafting their way. It would certainly explain why they were hesitant about attacking. In the normal course of events, adults would defend and protect their young. Perhaps the pair didn’t realise that this particular baby had already been rejected and left to die. ‘Let’s keep moving slowly towards the steps,’ Grieve suggested, ‘while they’re still trying to sort out what their ruddy great noses are telling them.’

Colin had known as soon as Derry had mentioned the baby dragon that the pair of adults must indeed be able to smell his little passenger. And the creature on his back was responding to their presence – wriggling around, scratching at the pack, making little snorting noises from beneath the tightly secured flap.

Ever so gingerly they moved, edging towards the first step, shuffling backwards, too scared to turn their backs on the big purplish-green monster that was following them. The other dragon, whose scales glowed a dull bronze, followed their progress, its head moving to track each trembling step they took.

‘What’s the plan?’ Friendly rasped, horribly conscious of the dragon close behind.

‘Plan?’ Grieve repeated disbelievingly.

‘Oh, right. We’re winging it for a change.’

‘Improvising every step of the way,’ his brother agreed grimly. ‘Just keep moving.’

Each slow step felt like it might very well be their last. Colin fixed his eyes on the narrow passageway that led past the dragon above them, focusing on it intently as he crept forward. It seemed impossible to believe that neither dragon would attack, no matter how befuddled they were by the scent of baby dragon that must be clinging to them like a protective miasma.

‘This is ridiculous!’ Derry muttered. ‘I feel like I’m loitering towards my destruction.’

‘Keep loitering,’ Grieve hissed. ‘We need to reach those circles.’

When it actually came time to move past the enormous bronze dragon, their already snail-like pace slowed down to resemble that of moving statues. Nobody made any sudden upper body moves. Each of them concentrated instead on trying to look as if they weren’t actually moving at all, a tricky manoeuvre when climbing stairs. Colin froze in horrified shock when the dragon dropped its massive head and sniffed strongly at the pack on his back, sucking so hard that the hairs on the back of his neck were dragged to attention by the powerful updraft as the dragon inhaled. In the pack, the little creature scrambled around madly, uttering piercing shrieks and croaks in response.

That’s it, Grieve reflected bleakly, looking over his shoulder at the terrified cub. We’re all dead now.

The noise, however, did not incite a riot. Instead it seemed to stump the limited reasoning powers of the dragon even further. It continued to sniff vigorously, as if it could suck the answer right out of the backpack, but it refrained from igniting anything. ‘Just keep going,’ Derry urged Colin softly. ‘Keep moving. We’re almost there.’

And indeed, it did seem as if they were all unexpectedly going to survive their climb. When they’d all reached the top of the steps they paused, grateful to be in one piece even if it was only a temporary state of being. Their sense of relief was short-lived, however, because Busternut suddenly fell from the sky, landing on Derry and Grieve with all the grace and subtlety of an avalanche.


CHAPTER FIVE

A Fair Bit of Escaping Goes On

Bluebell, once sweetly pretty at four and a half centimetres in height, had lost much of the ‘sweet’ when her centimetres had transformed into two metres of graceful, albeit vicious, fairy. She wasn’t the same creature who had once flittered daintily beneath the branches of the great forest trees. Nowadays, flittering had fallen by the wayside, replaced by a tendency to stomp and rend.

While she’d changed physically, the landscape in her head was rather different as well. Never the most well adjusted of loonies, her contact with raw universal magic had rearranged quite a few neurons in the old brain department so that things were firing a deal more oddly than usual. Her magical fire-fight with Dus so soon after coming into contact with the marriage of the Shimmer and the Cradle had sent her to a dark and distant place mentally. It hadn’t been until she had sensed the familiar – and despised! – presence of Pod that she had been able to claw her way back up from that deep, deep well of unreason. Having arrived, the discovery that she was trapped in a magical circle in the same room that once held the Shimmer hadn’t made her at all happy.

Now she just wanted to break things.

Pelmut Bluster continued to find her fascinating – from behind the security of an iron-clad magical restraint. Even he had the sense to know that if Bluebell wasn’t contained he’d have been a small stain on the ground by now.

‘You know,’ he opined thoughtfully, leaning forward on the wooden chair he’d carried into the room so he could talk to her in comfort, ‘if only you’d talk about your experiences within the Cradle of Beginnings, you’d probably feel much better about things.’ This was a blatant lie, of course, but Pelmut was interested in whatever information he could get about such a legendary place. And egomaniacs, he’d read, were always keen to talk about themselves.

Bluebell wasn’t in a cooperative mood, however. Sitting in the centre of the circle, legs drawn up to her chest, she eyed him malevolently. ‘Why don’t you come in here and ask me?’ she suggested. Eager as he was for information, Pelmut wasn’t brain dead. ‘Now we both know that you’d probably hurt me if I was silly enough to step inside the circle.’

‘There’s no probably about it,’ Bluebell snapped. ‘I’d reduce you to cinders in a heartbeat.’

‘There you are then!’ he beamed at her. ‘But if you just wanted to pass the time, we could chat –’

‘I don’t want to chat with you,’ Bluebell snarled. She thumped the floor with a furious fist. ‘I just want to get out of here and kill things!’

‘And there you have it,’ Pelmut sighed. ‘With that kind of attitude you can hardly expect to be let out any time soon.’

Bluebell contemplated the buffoon who sat like an ungainly crow in his ugly black robe and chewed on her lip for a long moment. ‘Fine,’ she said at last. ‘Talk to me. Tell me something that I want to hear. Did that ghastly creep Dus get flamed back at the Cradle?’

Pelmut hesitated. ‘Ah . . . no. He was the one that arranged for you to be brought here, actually.’

The air whistled out of Bluebell, making her sound like an outraged teapot. ‘That little worm! There is no justice in the universe!’ The fairy glared at the floor. Life sucked, there was no doubt about it. ‘I suppose they rule everything now?’

‘The Nameless Ones? They’re working on it, or so I believe. It’s only been two months, of course. A witch who comes by occasionally tells me that all the races are resisting, including the humans.’

The fairy drew in a deep breath at the mention of humans. ‘Oh are they now? Huh! A lot of good it will do the little weaklings, with no magic to help them. Ghastly, ugly, snivelling creatures.’ Memory brought her a flash of Ashley Jane Grubb, her human puppet, the horrible cub who had ultimately let her down. If Ashley had only tried harder, it would be Bluebell who was ruling the world now, not the stupid Nameless Ones. Humans could all rot in a giant tub of boiling vomit as far as Bluebell was concerned.

‘That’s a bit harsh,’ Pelmut objected. ‘They didn’t even know the Other People lived in close proximity until the Nameless Ones broke down the barriers. It must have been a bit of a shock.’

Bluebell looked up, intent on shrivelling him with a few acerbic words, but her attention was caught by a curious shimmer at the top of the door, which stood open. A strange, yet familiar shimmer. Bluebell frowned and tried to concentrate her unruly thoughts. Now what was it that made the light flicker with a glint of gossamer like that . . .? Her breath caught as realisation dawned. ‘Ah!’

Pelmut raised an eyebrow. ‘Pardon?’

Bluebell smiled at him. ‘What do you think I’d do if I was released from this place?’

Pelmut frowned, thinking about it. ‘Well now . . . I’d like to think that you’d adopt a more rational, sensible attitude. If you just thought about things, I’m sure you’d come to the understanding that you could actually make a contribution to the world.’

‘Really?’ Behind the wizard’s head, things were happening. By now there were no less than twenty shimmering forms flickering around the room. One fairy, by itself, is a fairly ineffectual force. Twenty fairies, joined together, could pack quite a punch. So much was obvious as a chair floated through the door, approaching the oblivious wizard’s head. ‘I certainly feel as if I have much to contribute to the world.’

Pelmut beamed at her. ‘That’s the spirit that –’ He didn’t get the opportunity to finish. Twenty fairies could be remarkably accurate when it came to clubbing an oblivious wizard into unconsciousness. The chair connected solidly and Pelmut Bluster slid to the floor with far more grace than he showed when he was conscious.

‘Oh my!’ Madam Hiney huffed, coming into the room. ‘I do hope you haven’t killed him. Otherwise your fairy will never get out.’ She paused at the sight of the fairy in question and shook her head. ‘He said you were unusually large and he certainly wasn’t exaggerating!’

Bluebell squinted at the witch. ‘Who the heck are you?’

‘Madam Hiney.’ The witch’s eyes had fastened on the faint shimmer of the cage that encased Bluebell. ‘Now look at that. Most interesting!’

‘Fascinating,’ Bluebell agreed sourly. ‘Now get me out of here.’

‘That might be a bit difficult. Unfortunately, your brethren just belted the key to your prison insensible.’

‘Huh?’

‘Wizard Bluster is the key. Fascinating, don’t you think?’

It took Bluebell a moment to grasp this. Needless to say, she was unimpressed. ‘Fine! Then shake that idiot awake. I want out.’

The tiny fairies, having successfully subdued Pelmut, had assembled into a kind of rough formation and were surveying the far from tiny Bluebell with awe.

Bluebell placed her hands on her hips and regarded her miniature rescue party through narrowed blue eyes. ‘You lot took your time getting here, I must say. Hello, Mother,’ she added, when Marigold buzzed into the room. ‘How nice of you to turn up.’

Marigold smiled sweetly. ‘As soon as I realised you were in here I rushed right over.’ Marigold wasn’t at all that surprised to find her only child had morphed into a giant while she’d been gone. Bluebell had always been a precocious child, her personality so forceful that it was rare for her not to get her own way. She’d always expressed a wish to be human-sized and here she was. It said a lot about the power of positive thinking. Of course, it completely ruined any plans Marigold had for killing the little horror off.

‘Of course you did,’ Bluebell agreed, knowing perfectly well that her mother’s rescue effort was probably linked in some way to the intricate politics of the clans and had absolutely nothing to do with motherly love. ‘And now, if you could just get that fool to wake up and release me, I can get back to taking over the world.’

‘Ah,’ Marigold murmured, ‘still on about that, then.’

‘Well somebody’s got to do it,’ Bluebell snapped. ‘Who better than a fairy?’

‘I wonder what Tatiana will think about it?’ Marigold mused.

‘Uh, Mother . . . look at the size of me,’ Bluebell pointed out. ‘Who cares what that silly cow thinks?’

This was true. Marigold hesitated for a moment longer, trying to think things through. A two metre tall Bluebell was a very different kettle of beetles to a normal-sized fairy. A normal-sized fairy could be restrained, if need be, by fairy-sized restraints. But even in the unlikely event of all the clans joining together, there wouldn’t be enough magic in the lot of them to bring Bluebell to heel.

‘I’m your daughter,’ Bluebell reminded her dryly, divining her mother’s thoughts. ‘Do you really think I’d hurt you? Permanently, anyway.’

Marigold did think it, but under the circumstances, it might be better to feign ignorance. ‘I can only hope not. Is there any point in me trying to extract a promise from you to behave with a little dignity?’

‘Define dignity,’ her daughter demanded. ‘If it’s anything like me promising that I’m not going to squash anybody who gets in my way, then you can forget it. I will promise not to squash you, however.’

Marigold figured that was about as much reassurance as she was going to get. She could leave Bluebell inside this prison but there was always the possibility that her daughter would escape somehow. And Marigold really didn’t fancy spending the rest of her life looking over her winged shoulder. Experience had taught her that Bluebell was the kind of girl who remembered every slight she’d ever received. Perhaps it might be better to have her owe her old mother a favour.

‘So we need this wizard for your release?’

‘Apparently he’s the magical key to this place. I can’t believe Dus was dim enough to stick him in charge.’

‘I see.’ Marigold looked down at the insensible figure on the floor and curled a distasteful lip. ‘Wizards! Ugh!’

Madam Hiney raised an eyebrow. ‘We’re not all that bad.’

Flaxseed, who’d been hovering by Foxglove’s shoulder, finally spoke up, his voice wondering. ‘Bluebell? You look really . . . different. What happened to you?’

Bluebell peered at him, trying to place the tiny voice to the tiny fairy. ‘Flaxseed?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Never mind what happened to me. Suffice to say, when I get out of here, fairydom is going to change forever. As you can see, I’m not the same fairy that I used to be. I’m enormously powerful now. And unless you want your little fairy butts whipped like butter, you’ll learn to appreciate me. The Nameless Ones are enslaving everyone. I am your salvation.’ It was true enough, by Bluebell’s reckoning. If the fairies helped her, she’d help them. They were her people, after all. But first and foremost, she had to get out of this damn prison.

Madam Hiney bent over the unconscious Pelmut and ran her fingers across the top of his head, wincing at the egg-like lump that had popped up there. ‘We might have to wait a while.’

‘I don’t have a while,’ Bluebell objected. ‘Can’t you rouse him with a spell or something?’

‘I’m really better at putting people to sleep.’

Waking Pelmut proved to be the hardest part of the whole escape. In the end, Hiney upended a jug of water on him, which brought him spluttering back into consciousness. Almost immediately he grasped that things had changed, and not for the better.

Finding a host of hovering fairies around him was, at best, disconcerting. His eyes swivelled around, falling at last on Madam Hiney, who smiled at him brightly.

‘All right then, dearie?’

‘Madam Hiney?’

‘The very same. How’s your head?’

Pelmut’s head felt as if it were being squeezed by a very large vice. Everything ached. Even his eyeballs ached. ‘Sore.’ His eyes flickered to the fairies. ‘Um . . . what’s going on?’

‘This here is Marigold.’ The witch waved one bent and arthritic hand towards the hovering clan leader. ‘She’s Bluebell’s mother.’

‘Oh.’ Pelmut thought about this for a minute, then, ‘Oh!’

‘Yes indeedy. You know how I was really keen to see how the Nameless Ones’ universal magic works?’

Pelmut processed this for a moment, then groaned. ‘But . . . but . . .’

‘I’ve never actually seen a magical key in the form of a wizard before.’

Pelmut wasn’t keen on assisting. Not one little bit. But faced with the combined might of twenty odd fairies (ten of whom were holding the same chair over his head that had smashed him the first time) he had no choice but to comply. He made one final protest. ‘Dus will kill me!’

‘My people will kill you if you don’t,’ Bluebell countered savagely.

Sniffing pathetically, the wizard accepted his sorry lot. Bending his head, he laid his hands against the magical shield and began to chant. Within moments, the whole thing collapsed in a visible shower of emerald sparks.

‘Is that it then?’ Hiney sounded disappointed. ‘Well really, I was expecting so much more.’

Bluebell sucked in a deep breath, spread her wings and sailed upwards, swooping around the narrow room like a mad hornet. ‘Free!’ she shrieked, so loudly that all the fairies’ ears rang with the concussive shock of it. ‘Free to fulfil my destiny!!!’

Her mother watched her. ‘Of world domination?’ she asked sardonically.

Bluebell came to a stop, hovering on the wing, her face alight with a kind of mad fervour. ‘Exactly right.’ Her eyes lit on Pelmut. With a wiggle of her fingers she picked him up and made him dance like a demented marionette, arms and legs jiggling up and down as he squealed in terror. ‘Now shall I kill you or not? No, I think I’ll leave you as a messenger for that dreary piece of caterpillar vomit, Dus. You can be the one to tell him the good news.’

Abruptly she lost interest in Pelmut and he dropped like a stone, landing heavily, and was knocked out cold once again. Bluebell strode over to the door, stepping over the wizard’s unconscious form as she went.

‘Where are you going?’ Marigold demanded with a shade of anxiety. The last thing she wanted was her deranged offspring heading into the forest to wreak havoc on Tatiana; it would totally ruin Marigold’s popularity level.

‘To conquer my enemies,’ Bluebell flung over her shoulder. ‘With maybe a stop or two along the way.’ She paused in the doorway and turned to look at her mother. ‘I don’t suppose you know what happened to the Shimmer, do you?’

‘They say the Shimmer has disappeared. Nobody knows where. In the meanwhile, the Nameless Ones are taking control of everything. They’re still based in their city, but I’ve heard that they’re spreading out more and more. It’s only a matter of time before we come to their notice,’ she added pointedly.

Bluebell tossed her beautiful golden hair and smiled. ‘Don’t worry, Mother. If there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that soon the Nameless Ones will have far too much on their minds to worry about any fairies except one. I have a serious score to settle. I just need to find the Shimmer and get things started. Just you leave every little thing to me.’

Her exit left something of a void in her wake. The fairies hovered, momentarily numb. Foxglove shook herself free with an effort. ‘Will she be all right?’

Marigold gave her second-in-command a wry look. ‘My daughter is a force of nature, Foxglove. You might as well ask if an earthquake is going to be all right. I don’t think you need to worry about her.’

‘But she’s a fairy,’ Foxglove persisted. ‘Shouldn’t we . . . well, support her or something?’

‘Certainly,’ Marigold agreed, flitting towards the doorway. ‘We’ll all go home and compose odes to her beauty, her wit and her bravery. She is, after all, going to save us all from falling beneath the yoke of the Nameless Ones. Now come along. We’ll be too late for afternoon tea, but I really do fancy an early dinner . . .’
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‘You all knew Ursal, didn’t you?’ With a very specific purpose in mind, Dus had accepted an invitation to dinner with three of his brethren. This was a fact-finding mission.

‘Absolutely!’ Arialle, whom Dus had been addressing, wrinkled her nose. ‘Poor Ursal. Nobody ever speaks of it, but she was quite mad, you know.’

Dus was startled. He hadn’t thought Arialle, who was tonight wearing a purple dress to match her hair, had been close enough to Ursal to evaluate her mental state. ‘Really? In what way?’

‘All that talk of evolution!’ Arialle waved a languid hand. ‘One day she was perfectly fine and then the next – poof! – suddenly we all have to evolve.’

‘Really?’ Dus said again. ‘I wonder what changed her.’

‘That holiday to Thanos. Remember, Ione?’ Arialle leaned towards the male on her right, a fatuous twit who found his own image irresistible. ‘She came back spouting all kinds of rubbish.’

‘She went to Kharzan,’ Ione said around a mouthful of sparerib. ‘Awful place. Full of tombs and dust.’

‘Really?’ Dus said for a third time, thinking hard.

‘Mmm.’ Arialle shrugged. ‘She used to be so much fun. But suddenly it was all about evolution, and how we were all supposed to move on. Quite mad. I mean, what more could any of us ask for but the worlds we have?’

‘Right, right . . .’

‘Enough about that,’ Ione exclaimed. ‘Let’s talk about the games.’

‘The games?’ The sudden shift of topic left Dus in the dark.

‘Oh they’re such fun!’ Tarli, the female beside Ione clapped her hands. ‘I won a luscious golden bracelet yesterday.’

‘Oh, did you bet on Brutal Bruce? He’s so primitive!’

‘Hang on,’ Dus said irritably. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Human fighting,’ Arialle explained. ‘It’s all the rage now. They’re great fun, you’ve no idea. The idea is to stick two humans in together and get them to fight! We use the arena that used to host the inter-species games, remember? The one who knocks the other one out wins. They’re such marvellous savages.’

In Dus’s opinion nothing could out-savage the creatures sitting around the table with him. He let out a slow breath and subsided into his chair, his thoughts occupied by Ursal and what it was she had discovered in Kharzan. What he really needed was to get hold of the prophecy she’d discovered. Without it, he didn’t have a clue what he was up against. As soon as he could, he excused himself from his tedious guests and headed back to his rooms, determined to read every last one of Ursal’s journals until he found something that made sense.
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Busternut’s unexpected arrival created a wave of confusion and sent Derry sprawling onto the ground.

‘Ow!’ Derry wheezed, trying to dislodge the far from featherweight wizard off her spleen. ‘Busternut –!’

Busternut groaned. Wondering why his diversions hadn’t worked, he’d hurried back towards the chute platform to see if he could spot the dragons. When he’d drawn close enough to see the great beasts looming over his friends on the platform, panic had made him try something that he would normally never have contemplated, at least not without a great deal of practice and a parachute. Desperate to reach them as swiftly as possible, he’d decided to fly. To achieve this lofty ambition, he’d zapped himself with a gravity spell. If he’d been a normal sort of wizard, this should have pinned him to the ground like a rock. Instead, he rose into the air like a hot-air balloon on steroids, whizzing upwards at such dizzying speed that it’d taken him several long, terrifying moments to work out what to do next. Busternut knew that top-notch wizards often flew, although, unlike witches, very few of them had a head for heights. They simply levitated themselves and then employed a motion spell to get moving.

Catching his breath, Busternut managed to slap a reverse spell on himself and sail forward. Cracking open an eye, he flinched when he saw the height he’d achieved and hastily adjusted the spell, halting his upward movement. All this took place within thirty seconds or so. It had been his inability to finetune his speed of descent that had caused his crashlanding.

Grieve hurried to pull the dishevelled wizard and Derry to their feet, casting an anxious look at the two dragons as he did so. He had no idea how Busternut had engineered such a spectacular entrance, but his timing was definitely off. The delicate balance that they had somehow maintained with the dragons had been broken. The two creatures had drawn back a little at the sudden arrival of the wizard, as startled as anyone, but now they were crowding closer and Grieve was dismayed to see wisps of smoke drifting out of the giant bronze’s nostrils. It seemed horribly likely that the smoke would soon be followed by a searing wall of flame.

‘I’m so sorry!’ the wizard was babbling while he simultaneously tried to straighten his clothes, rub his head and assist Derry, who slapped his hand away as if it were an irritating insect. ‘I really am! I was merely trying to reach you as soon as I could because I saw –’ All of a sudden, Busternut remembered exactly what it was he’d seen. He turned slowly to stare at the two enormous dragons and gave a bleat of mingled surprise and terror.

‘Hush up,’ Grieve instructed him grimly. ‘Everybody, head slowly towards a chute circle.’

Colin had been watching the smoke that was spiralling out of the dragon’s nose as well. The greenish-purple beast had climbed up the stairs by now and joined its mate. It, too, appeared to be powering up its internal combustion engine, for great wafts of silver-grey smoke were starting to leak out of its nostrils and the stink of sulfur was very noticeable, hanging heavy on the thin, cold air. The pack on Colin’s shoulder was squirming around so much that it threatened to fall off. The little dragon inside was obviously extremely agitated. Colin gasped when he heard a muffled squawk; his infant had managed to thrust his head between the flaps and was making the most peculiar noises. Colin slipped the pack off his shoulders, trying to shield the little creature from the eyes of the two massive dragons. The baby wasn’t making it easy, however. It resisted being pushed back down, straining to escape all the while. Although it plainly couldn’t breathe fire, it was huffing with all its might, producing a dry, coughing sound, mouth wide open in what was unmistakably a threat. The enormous creatures froze at the sight of it.

‘What’s it doing?’ Friendly whispered urgently.

‘Trying to fight them, I think!’ Colin replied, voice shaky. Talk about fearless! He wrapped a hand around the baby’s neck, although it showed no inclination to climb out of the pack, seemingly content to spit at the two adults like a bad-tempered kitten, its eyes fixed on the two adults.

‘It’s possible they haven’t attacked us because they have seen the baby dragon,’ Busternut breathed. ‘Maybe they’ll be curious enough to wait a little longer and we can get to the chutes.’

‘Now there’s a happy thought!’ Friendly muttered fervently.

They were all slowly slipping backwards, moving carefully so as not to spook the two beasts. Derry shot a quick look over her shoulder; twenty metres separated them from freedom. Such a short distance, and yet it felt as if it were ten kilometres away!

The two dragons followed, climbing onto the platform with them and edging forward, their eyes fixed on the baby that Colin was grasping. He was terrified that they’d attack it at any moment, but the little beast seemed to have no fear. It continued to hiss its outrage at its huge relatives. The two big dragons were obviously intrigued; the smoke had stopped streaming out of their nostrils. But they were still closing in, heads dropping so they could sniff the air, obviously trying to work out why one of their own kind was in the company of what they’d normally consider a food group.

Colin began to tremble when a giant head moved nearer. Up close, the dragon’s eyes were even more peculiar than he’d previously thought, the golden-green orbs spinning and whirring as they adjusted their focus like a camera’s lens. Hot breath touched him and his own caught in his chest, but he continued to inch backwards, his hand clutching the little dragon, who was quivering with tension.

It was almost a shock when Derry’s foot connected with the perimeter of chute stones and she stumbled backwards. ‘Yesss!’ she hissed, steadying Friendly when he would have done the same. One by one, they entered the circle. The two dragons had stopped abruptly, as if they’d come up against a barrier of some kind. ‘They don’t like the magical field here,’ Busternut croaked, voice hoarse.

‘Does that mean we’re safe?’ Colin asked hopefully.

‘Well . . . no. A magical field isn’t going to protect us if they decide to breathe fire.’

‘Rats!’

Derry hadn’t been smelling the roses; as soon as they were all in the circle her fingers got busy. She wasn’t planning on anything fancy. Under the circumstances, the best she could manage was to simply trigger a transfer to somewhere else. Where they went was just nitpicking, as far as she was concerned.

Grieve pulled Friendly, Colin and Busternut close together and they all found a bit of the gnome to hold onto, his arm around his brother so that Friendly could continue to support Ashley.

‘We need to be prepared for what may lie on the other end!’ Busternut said breathlessly.

‘One crisis at a time.’ Grieve snapped. ‘As long as it’s not a couple of ruddy great dragons.’ He glanced at Derry, watching her lips move while her fingers flew through the necessary sequences. He could feel the subliminal pull of magic begin to drag at his atoms, felt the tingling buzz that resonated through fingertips and toes, familiar and yet different in some way. He looked back at the dragons. The magical field that stopped them from coming any closer seemed to enrage them. Great gouts of smoke were suddenly puffing out of their noses, along with tiny licks of orange-red flames. The massive bronze reared back on its haunches so that it towered thirty metres above them, a mountain of awesome reptilian anger. Colin had shoved the baby back down into the pack and wrapped an arm around it, as if his puny body could somehow stop the onslaught of flame that was about to be hurtling towards them.

Derry did not falter, despite the prospect of imminent destruction. The movement of her fingers was assured, the charm falling precisely off her lips, just as it should. Grieve thanked his lucky stars that she was there. With many tonnes of dragon hovering over them like certain doom, he would have slipped and fumbled his way through any charm.

A hollow feeling rose within them. Grieve, still staring up at the creature that reared like a scaly tsunami, had never longed for a trip through the chute as much as he longed for it now. Derry reached the climax of the charm and released it, and they toppled into oblivion, moments before the infuriated bronze dragon sent forth a wave of burning death rocketing towards them. World Three blinked out of existence and, for once, Grieve welcomed with equanimity the probability of hurling. The more he travelled, the more he realised there were many things in the universe that were worse than chucking up on your feet. It was better to barf than be barbecued, of that there was no doubt.


CHAPTER SIX

What’ Going On in Grumble?

Falling, spinning, shifting . . . and all the while their bodies felt as if they were simultaneously coming apart at the seams while collapsing in on themselves at the same time. The journey through the chute on Dismal was still mercifully brief, but all of them felt as if it went on a great deal longer than usual. They exploded back into reality with a jolt that sent every one of them staggering as their feet hit solid ground again.

Grieve, unable to stay upright, ended up face first in a berry bush, one plump red berry thrust halfway up his nose. He sneezed, dislodging it forcibly. The familiar squeamish roiling of his stomach told him that some things never changed, especially not chute travel.

‘Well . . . that was fun!’ he groaned, extracting himself from the scratchy branches with care.

For once, none of his fellow travellers had fared much better. Even Derry, the most seasoned chute traveller of them all, was sitting on the ground, her hands clapped over her mouth. Colin was half sprawled on Busternut. Quick thinking had seen him keep the pack upright and his little passenger remained unsquashed. ‘That was really awful,’ he admitted unsteadily. ‘How come I didn’t feel so horrible the last couple of times I went through the chute?’

‘It must have been the distance.’ Derry swallowed, forcing her queasy tummy to cooperate. ‘We came a long way.’

‘How peculiar!’ Busternut muttered unsteadily. ‘We should have arrived in Squidlington. Or in Erlendene.’

‘What do you mean?’ Grieve was relieved that his stomach was settling.

‘We should be at the other end of the dedicated chutes,’ Busternut explained.

‘Instead we’re in a forest. Excellent,’ Friendly muttered. He was the only one who had managed to stay on his feet, his grip on Ashley never loosening. He gave his brother an unsteady grin. ‘I finally know what you were on about,’ he admitted to his brother. ‘I feel like I swallowed a bowl full of goldfish.’

‘At least you didn’t hurl.’ This was something Grieve had been known to do when travelling through the chute system in the past. He was looking around him cautiously. They had been dropped into a lightly wooded area that was the very picture of peaceful. It was coming on for evening but stray sunlight touched the tips of the treetops. Grieve smiled at the sight of those golden rays. After the perpetual gloom of the Third World, the sunlight hurt the eyes, but it was a pleasure to see it, nevertheless. ‘At least we made it back okay. Derry? Is this our world? Is this Hex?’

‘It smells right. There was something weird about that transfer though. The charm worked okay but it felt different than it usually does.’ She climbed carefully to her feet. She gave a few concentrated sniffs. ‘This place smells familiar in more ways than one. I think that we’ve landed close to home.’ When Friendly and Grieve stared at her blankly, she explained. ‘Grumble, you two twits! Home?’

Friendly’s face lit up. It felt like forever since he’d seen Grumble. With all their travelling he had no idea how long it actually had been, but one thing was for sure – when they’d sorted out this whole Shimmer mess, he was taking up residence in his dear, familiar cave and he wasn’t leaving the district again, not for anything. ‘That’s brilliant! Let’s go find a healer and something to eat.’

His brother held up a hand. ‘Hang on, let’s not be hasty. Remember what happened before the chute chucked us into Dismal? The Nameless Ones are out and about. Things might have changed, and not for the better.’

‘We were only on Dismal for a week or so,’ Friendly objected. ‘And Grumble is a long way from the Crack.’

‘All I’m saying is that we go carefully,’ Grieve said although he was secretly just as delighted as his brother that they had ended up back in Grumble. Delighted and bemused. Of all the places in all the worlds, it seemed extraordinary that they should have appeared here. Busternut seemed to think so too. When he expressed as much, Derry shrugged.

‘I wouldn’t be surprised if the Shimmer had something to do with that transfer from Dismal and our arrival,’ she mused. ‘I think we sometimes forget exactly what the Shimmer is. A piece of the Creation Stone, no matter how small, is powerful stuff. Perhaps it has a few ideas of its own about where it should end up.’

Busternut nodded eagerly. ‘Excellent explanation. I keep forgetting that the Shimmer is with us. It’s an unknown quantity.’

‘As if we didn’t have enough trouble already,’ Grieve muttered, wondering if he’d have to start contending with the whims of a rock along with all the other things that were determined to put a crimp in his day. ‘Busternut? Are you planning on getting up?’

The wizard had remained on the ground, where he had unceremoniously tumbled after his landing. He was staring around him delightedly. ‘I’m just looking around. It’s amazing!’ he grinned.

‘That we arrived in one piece?’ Colin said sympathetically, while he checked on his dragon. He was feeling inordinately proud of the little thing after its show of bravery back on Dismal, standing up to the two great dragons. It had probably saved everybody by distracting the massive creatures. The baby had settled down again away from the two adults, although he was still wide awake. The dark-blue eyes that gazed up at Colin looked remarkably brilliant now that he could see them clearly. For the first time Colin noticed that the little creature’s eyes spun in exactly the same manner as the fully grown dragons’, whirling in the most extraordinary way when they appeared to shift focus. Colin grinned down at it, touching a finger to its nose. ‘You scared the stuffing out of me back there. I’ll bet you’re hungry again but we’re home now. It won’t be long before you can have a proper meal.’

Busternut was climbing to his feet. ‘Well it is lovely to be alive,’ he said cheerfully, ‘But it’s being back on the surface of Hex again that is so astonishing. I’d forgotten how green and . . . and woody everything is.’

‘I suppose you would have. Thirteen years in the Crack is an awfully long time,’ Friendly agreed. ‘Come on. You can get used to it all again while we’re walking.’ He gave Ashley, still sleeping soundly in his arms, a troubled look. ‘We need to find a healer fast.’

Reminded of the urgency of the situation, they pulled themselves together in a hurry and set off, Derry leading the way with confident steps. This was her home turf, the place she had grown up in, and there were very few areas around Grumble whose scents were alien to her. She’d quickly identified that they were on the outskirts of the Uglum Forest, so she headed towards Grumble by the quickest possible route. There was a witch living on the outskirts of the village who was one of the best healers in the district. Derry was keen to have her take a look at Ashley as soon as possible so she moved fast, walking confidently. After a time, her feet slowed down, however. ‘Something feels different,’ she observed, puzzled.

‘I’ve noticed.’ Grieve might not have the gnome’s acute sense of smell but he had a very finely honed sense of self-preservation, and something was definitely off. There were no obvious signs but the very air itself felt fraught with unknown perils. ‘Let’s –’

‘Go carefully?’ Derry suggested dryly.

It only took twenty minutes to reach Grumble. Standing among the dwindling trees, they hesitated, staring at the village that appeared so familiar and yet, at the same time, subtly different in some way. It wasn’t anything in particular. From where they were standing they could see the goblin Ark Vardkin’s rather ruinous pile of stone (Ark was far too cheap to fix the place up. The village council were seriously considering fining him for visual assault), the first house in the streets that made up the western-most edge of Grumble. Several scrawny chickens were scratching in the dirt of Ark’s rear yard but that was the only sign of life. Next to his house were two witches’ houses, another couple of goblin places and a small, depressing shop that sold things very few people wanted.

The small group beneath the trees studied the scene before them doubtfully. ‘What’s wrong with this picture?’ Colin muttered.

‘Something’s happened here.’ Grieve shook his head. ‘This isn’t the Grumble I know. Is it just me or is it far too quiet?’

‘Like it’s been abandoned or something,’ Busternut agreed uneasily, frowning at the chickens. ‘I know that Grumble isn’t my village, but when I’ve visited it’s always struck me as a very bustling place.’

‘Come on,’ Derry said grimly. ‘Let’s see if we can find Madam Tabbralot. She’s in Leaky Pot Lane.’

To reach Madam Tabbralot’s place they had to circle around to the north-west of the village and they did so cautiously, increasingly uncomfortable with the strangely empty feel of the quiet streets. It’s like a ghost town from a horror movie, Colin thought unhappily. The kind where zombies suddenly appear to chase the hapless heroes into dead-end streets . . .

No zombies appeared. In fact, the only glimpse they had of anybody was a startled wizard’s face peering out a window at them. When he realised that he’d been seen he disappeared abruptly, twitching the curtains across the glass.

‘Okay, that was weird,’ Friendly commented. ‘But at least we know the place isn’t completely deserted.’

‘He looked scared,’ Grieve observed sombrely. ‘That’s a bit of a worry.’

‘The Nameless Ones?’ Colin asked, wondering if the Nameless Ones were worse than zombies. It seemed like a pretty even match, actually.

‘Maybe it’s Bluebell,’ Friendly suggested.

‘Oh super: Bluebell,’ Grieve groaned. ‘Now all we need is that little twerp Pod and my day will be complete.’

The neatly thatched cottage that Derry led them to appeared just as deserted as the rest of the village. There was no smoke coming from the chimney and the door was firmly shut. Derry opened the gate and they went up the path. There was no sign of a struggle or any kind of disturbance. The garden, with its orderly patches of herbs and flowering shrubs, stood peaceful and still in the mild evening air.

‘You know something that’s just occurred to me?’ Friendly murmured, coming to a stop.

‘What?’ Colin whispered. He didn’t know why he was whispering, but the hush of expectancy that lay over the garden made talking normally hard to do.

‘It was mid-winter when we set off to look for the Shimmer, right?’

‘That’s right,’ Grieve confirmed, then stopped dead. It was a beautiful evening, the sky above darkening slowly towards nocturnal blues. While it was certainly cooling down as evening approached – the air had a nip, no question of it – it still didn’t feel like winter. They’d all been far too excited to have returned to their own world to notice, but now they were paying attention the air felt a lot like . . . spring? Around them the only sound to break the silence was that of the last trill of birdsong before twilight closed in, while the air was scented with the heavy perfume of a daphne bush close by. ‘Busternut,’ Grieve breathed, ‘is it possible that time on Dismal is different to time here?’

Busternut hesitated. Down in the Crack seasons had been more of a concept than a reality. He hadn’t even considered that it wasn’t supposed to be spring yet. ‘I haven’t ever heard of anything –’ he began.

‘Yes, but is it possible?’

‘Of course. In a way it’s quite logical. I mean, why should time on any of the other worlds be the same as on Hex?’

While Grieve cursed, Derry shook her head. ‘It must be true. I didn’t realise it before but it smells like springtime.’

The air whooshed out of Colin. ‘So what are we saying here? That a week or so in Dismal . . .’

‘Equals a couple of months on Hex,’ Busternut finished. ‘How interesting.’

Derry gave him a black look. ‘If it’s only a couple of months. We don’t know which spring this is, now, do we? It could be ten springs on from the year we left behind.’

This was a terribly depressing suggestion. Colin thought of his dad, who he’d left sound asleep and being carted off to hospital after half their house had collapsed thanks to a couple of nasty-natured ogres, and he felt panic catch deep down in his chest. Where was Dad now?

‘First things first,’ Grieve said, laying a hand on Colin’s shoulder and giving it a firm squeeze. ‘We find somebody to help Ashley and we find out what’s been going on here. No need to get carried away before we know what we’re up against, right?’

Colin managed a wobbly smile and tried to pull himself together. ‘Right. I guess.’

‘There doesn’t look to be anybody home,’ Busternut pointed out. ‘Shall I knock?’

‘Try the door,’ Derry said. ‘If Madam Tabbralot’s home then she won’t mind us barging in and if she’s not, maybe she’s left some food around. We’re all awfully hungry. I’m sure she won’t mind if we fix her up for it later.’

The door was locked. Derry looked at Grieve. ‘Go ahead.’

It was a magical lock but Grieve was an old hand at all manner of locks. One didn’t steal from any of the magical races without acquiring certain skills. It took him less than a minute. He and Busternut walked in to find that the place was empty, apart from a buzzing insect that had been trapped inside. Madam Tabbralot had left the place as neat as a pin, but it was obvious she meant to be away for some time. Her personal effects – spare cloak, black bag and cat – were missing, which meant Tabbralot wasn’t just down at the market stocking up on essential larder items (which were also missing).

‘Damn!’ Derry muttered. ‘Where did she get to? Madam T hates to travel. She gets airsick.’

‘Perhaps she walked,’ Busternut suggested. ‘What do we do now?’

‘Look for somebody else.’ The gnome cast a worried look towards the open front door. ‘Each time I check Ashley, she seems to be sinking into a deeper sleep. And she’s so cold! We can’t afford to wait. I wish I knew what was wrong with her.’

The wizard nodded thoughtfully. ‘She’s failing, there’s no doubt about it. It’s as if the life force is slowly being sucked out of her.’

‘Not on my watch it isn’t!’ Derry snarled. ‘Come on. We’re going to find a healer if I have to tear Grumble apart to do it.’

They shut the door behind them and once again looked around the slumberous garden, so peaceful in the soft evening air. ‘This is ridiculous,’ Friendly said, disgusted. ‘We’ve gone from not knowing where we are to not knowing when we are! And where is everybody? I’ve never seen Grumble look like this before. I can’t understand why –’

‘Psst!’

Friendly broke off, startled. He looked at his brother, who was frowning at a particularly leafy lilly pilly bush. Grieve walked across to it and squatted down. ‘Hello?’

‘Shh!’

Grieve scratched his head for a moment, before reaching into the lilly pilly. There was a sharp yelp of surprise as he found a handful of fabric and tugged it briskly out from the bush. A troll stared up at him, round black eyes shiny with indignation. Grieve peered down at the troll – a youth, if his size was anything to go by – and a nagging sense of recognition nipped at him. ‘Hello! Do I know you?’

‘I should ruddy well think you –’ The troll broke off and the annoyance faded, replaced by a delighted grin. ‘Hello yourself! It’s Grievous Pepperpot, best thief in all the Uglum Forest area!’

‘Oh how sweet!’ Derry exclaimed sarcastically. ‘Grieve has a fan club.’

Grieve and Friendly were both regarding the young troll closely, but it was Friendly who identified him first. ‘Blimey!’ he exclaimed, astonished. ‘It’s that little rascal Dom Glasstumbler. You’ve grown a fair bit, I must say.’

‘Dom Glasstumbler?’ Grieve repeated, just as amazed as his brother. ‘Well break both my legs and call me bandy! What are you doing in Grumble?’

‘Scouting around. We wanted to know if any of the Nameless Ones have come back. I was trying to be discreet because you never know who’s around in Grumble.’

Grieve raised an eyebrow. Dom was his cousin but, as the Glasstumblers lived in Squidlington Minor, they didn’t see much of each other. The last time he had seen Dom he’d been a grubby little cub with more curiosity than sense. ‘You said we – are you talking about your parents, then? How are Uncle Titwallow and Aunty Marsh? And, more to the point, where are they?’

Dom grimaced, climbing to his feet. ‘Here and there. I’m actually fact-finding by myself, at the moment. Mum’s gone across to Sagging Flats to see about food supplies and Dad’s popping around to some of the human villages to check on how they’re going. We’re with the Resistance,’ he added proudly.

‘The Resistance?’ Derry repeated. ‘What on earth are you on about?’

‘The Magical Resistance to the . . . you know . . . to them!’ Dom waved a vague hand. ‘There’s quite a few have joined up. It’s really getting big.’

Grieve hesitated for a moment. Obviously, rather a lot had been happening in their absence. He suspected that he wouldn’t like most of it, not one little bit. ‘First things first, young fella. How long have the Nameless Ones been back?’

Dom frowned. ‘Where have you been? They turned up around two months ago. I heard that their ancient city just sprang up out of the ground. It was like it had never disappeared at all. Since then they’ve been making their presence known, I can tell you. Gathering up people, including the humans.’ Dom glanced at Colin and Ashley, his expression puzzled. ‘The humans have been fighting back. Using their armies. There’s human soldiers everywhere. Of course, they don’t stand a chance against the Nameless Ones, none of us do, because as soon as the Nameless Ones turn up they just have to wave a hand and everything vanishes or is transformed or something.’ For a moment the young troll looked quite scared, but then he rallied. ‘Grumble has been hit hard. For some reason they turned up here first. They broke up the Guild and took a lot of people back to Erlendene with them.’

Colin, while relieved to hear that only two months had passed, felt a fresh surge of anxiety on hearing that humans were no longer insulated from the doings of the magical world around them. There were some people that he cared about a lot. The idea of the Nameless Ones using them as back scrubbers was seriously distressing.

Grieve was thinking hard. The Nameless Ones hadn’t wasted any time reasserting their power. He wondered what the Magical Resistance could hope to achieve against their almost limitless abilities, but abandoned the thought almost immediately. The People could either roll over and accept their lot as serfs to a bunch of psychotic demigods or they could try to fight. If he looked at it that way, there wasn’t really much to debate. If there was a Resistance who were determined to fight, he’d be joining up.

‘Aren’t you a little young to be a Resistance scout?’ Derry said sceptically.

Dom glared at her. ‘I’m fifteen!’

‘Really? You look shorter.’

‘I am not short!’

‘Do you think you’ll ever meet a member of my family that you’re nice to?’ Grieve inquired dryly. ‘Dom, have you any idea how many people are left in Grumble?’

‘A few are still about. But many have gone. There isn’t much food to be had and the centre of the Resistance is at the university in Squidlington Minor. We’ve got six chute circles there so it’s easy to move people about. We’ve got about a hundred people from Grumble camping around the place but heaps more have headed south.’

Busternut’s face lit up at the mention of his old village. ‘Dear old Squidlington! How is the place, anyway?’

Dom gave a non-committal shrug, not too sure what to make of this roundish wizard with a raggedy robe and enormous boots. ‘Same as ever, I suppose.’

‘Do you know if there are any healers left in Grumble?’ Friendly asked quietly, glancing down at Ashley’s waxen face.

Dom scratched his nose. ‘There’s some old stick still hanging about in Bottleberry Street, or at least there was when we passed through here three days ago. We’ve been over to check out a couple of human villages: Hags End and Clackham.’

‘Hags End?’ Colin repeated sharply. ‘That’s where I live! What’s it like there?’

‘Quiet. Didn’t seem to be much going on. It’s Clackham that’s full to the rafters with their guardi. The other races have been avoiding it because things are a little . . . um . . . tense.’ Dom grimaced. ‘It’s a bit dangerous, actually. They’ve got weapons and they’re scared enough to use them.’

Colin’s heart sank. He gave Grieve a beseeching look. ‘My dad . . .’

‘We’ll find out,’ Grieve promised. ‘Just as soon as we’ve seen to Ashley.’

‘I don’t know the healer in Bottleberry Street,’ Derry said. ‘Show us.’

Dom made a face but obligingly headed back down the garden path. ‘You’ve got a real way with you, I must say. Typical gnome! Where did you lot come from, anyway? I heard that Grieve was off somewhere but nobody seemed to know much about it.’

‘We’ve been away,’ Grieve muttered, not too sure how much he should say. When it came right down to it, this situation had been brought about by his failure to do what he’d been sent to do – namely, regain the Shimmer. Now the Nameless Ones were loose in the world again and he was faced with the daunting task of sorting things out. ‘What of the Guild?’

‘The Nameless Ones took some of them back to their city but the rest have been helping organise the Resistance.’

Grieve shared a look with Friendly. Before Madam Salamande – the treacherous witch who had done her best to destroy them at the end of the maze in the Crack – had been shrunk out of existence, she had told them that not all of the Guild were on the side of the angels. She hadn’t named names, but the intimation was that more than one member of the Guild had been actively practising dark magic to boot. Working out who could be trusted would be yet another thing to deal with on their already crowded ‘to do’ list.

Bottleberry Street was a narrow cul-de-sac near the centre of the village. Colin, walking beside Grieve, couldn’t help but reflect on how different the village looked from the last time he’d seen it. Back then, even though it had been the dead of night and Grieve had been anxious that nobody see them, the boy had glimpsed all sorts of wonderful things; a floating cat, a witch’s birthday party . . . the place had been alive with mystery and magic. Now the shuttered buildings and occasional noise of scurrying feet (usually scurrying in the opposite direction) were a frightening reminder of how much had changed.

The ‘old stick’ Dom had spoken of turned out to be an aged and irritable witch with an enormous nose and an even bigger attitude problem. Their first two knocks drew no response whatsoever, but they’d all seen a curtain in the front room move, so clearly somebody was at home. ‘Doesn’t look like she wants visitors,’ Dom observed with a shake of the head. ‘I suppose we’ll have to look elsewhere.’

‘Or not,’ Derry responded grimly, and began to pound on the door so hard that it rattled on its hinges. It was opened in less than a minute.

‘Stop that immediately!’ said the witch, glaring at them with glittering yellowish eyes.

‘Consider me stopped,’ Derry replied coolly. ‘Are you a healer?’

‘Maybe I am. But I’m not open for business at the moment.’

‘Well re-hang that shingle, Mother, because you don’t have a choice in the matter,’ Derry said briskly and, pushing past the ancient crone, she marched through the door.

The woman gave a croak of furious protest, spinning to follow the pushy gnome. Left on the doorstep, the rest looked at each other for a moment.

‘Well?’ Friendly demanded.

‘Apparently we’re going in,’ Grieve remarked, and they all crossed the threshold, closing the door behind them.

They found Derry and the old witch in the kitchen, arguing vehemently.

‘You’re an ill-mannered cub!’ the witch snapped, waving a gnarled finger beneath the gnome’s quivering nostrils.

‘It’s been said before and it’ll probably be said again –’

‘By me,’ Grieve murmured under his breath.

‘– but we still need your help, and if you’re a healer then you swore an oath to give it. We’ll try to be as quick as we can but I have no intention of leaving until you’ve looked at our friend.’

The witch swelled with indignation. She was quite short, bowed over with age or chronic back problems – Colin thought that years of bending over a cauldron couldn’t be good for the spine – and dressed in the dusty black that many of the older witches favoured. ‘How dare you force your way into my house –’

‘You can yell all you like.’ Derry bellowed back. ‘But we’re not leaving!’

The two stood nose to nose (which was an impressive sight in itself), glowering at each other. The air around them crackled with tension. It was the witch who finally broke the impasse. She drew a deep breath and sank back down on her heels. ‘Who is this . . . friend and what’s wrong with her?’

Relief flashed across Derry’s face. She turned and pulled Friendly forward. Ashley lay still in his arms, wrapped up tight in her blanket, her breathing was so slow now that it appeared she barely drew breath at all. Friendly had been dropping an ear to listen more and more frequently. Her skin was as waxen as a lily’s, lashes dark against her pallor.

‘Hmm . . . she looks bad. Lay her over on the couch, cub,’ the witch grunted. ‘I’m Madam Isamabelle, by the by.’

Friendly lay Ashley down carefully, taking a moment to stroke the pale hair back off her face. Madam Isamabelle shuffled forward to peer down at the girl. She touched her skin, pulled up her eyelids, and laid an ear against Ashley’s chest. Everybody watched her anxiously, as if their painful concentration could somehow will strength into the comatose girl. ‘What happened to her?’ Isamabelle demanded abruptly. ‘How did she come to be like this?’

Grieve drew a breath. This was going to be an interesting explanation. ‘She laid the Shimmer into the Cradle of Beginnings. When we recovered her from the chamber she was unconscious but later she woke up and seemed to be more or less all right. A bit tired, but then, we were all tired. As time went on – a few days only – she became more and more lethargic. She fell asleep early yesterday evening and she . . . she hasn’t woken again.’

During this, Madam Isamabelle had grown still, staring at him with faded, narrowed blue eyes. ‘The Shimmer?’ she repeated softly. ‘The Cradle of Beginnings?’

Grieve grimaced. ‘Long story. Really, really long story and hard to believe, I suppose. But it’s true nonetheless.’

The blue eyes turned back to regard Ashley frowningly. There was silence for a long moment.

‘Well?’ Derry said finally, when she could stand it no more. ‘Do you know what’s wrong with her?’

‘Exactly what your companion said.’ Isamabelle made a face. ‘The cub stood at the nexus of raw elemental power. And lived to open her eyes afterwards,’ the old witch added almost wonderingly.

‘But you can cure her, right?’ Derry prompted. ‘You know how to cure her.’

Madam Isamabelle sighed and reached across for her mortar and pestle. ‘I don’t know,’ she admitted, rusty voice heavy. ‘Humans are not meant for such things. None of the mortal races are. All I can do is try. You, gnome, can help me. The rest of you, make yourselves comfortable. Somewhere other than my kitchen. This is going to take some time.’


CHAPTER SEVEN

How (Not) to Make Friends
& Influence People

‘Humans are puzzling, aren’t they?’ Trar leaned back on her divan and popped a plump black grape into her mouth. She didn’t have to feed herself grapes – there were at least five servants on standby to do that very thing – but she was roughing it for a change, having decided privacy was necessary for this interview. The terrace was pleasant in the late afternoon sunlight, broad steps leading down to an impossibly green lawn in the middle of which was an ornamental lake. Trar had had it put in several days ago because water was so soothing to the eye.

‘Not really,’ Dus replied. He’d spent far too much time watching them evolve to be puzzled by them. The only non-magical race was stubborn, tenacious and unpredictable. As far as he could tell, the only certainty with any of them was that they couldn’t be depended on to behave with any degree of rationality whatsoever.

He hadn’t wanted to accept Trar’s gracious invitation to dine but he was beginning to notice that people were looking at him strangely. Trar was head of the High Council, and when she issued an invitation there was usually a reason for it. ‘Puzzling in what way?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. They’re so astounded by universal magic, incredulous when we reduce their resistance to rubble, and yet they never surrender. Do you remember when we went into exile? They were totally backward. Now they’ve done all sorts of interesting things. I like their big cities. In fact, I visited one the other day. A really big one called . . . Paris, I think. It has a tower that’s quite pretty at night.’

‘I’ve seen the cities.’

‘Of course. You were out and about in the world all that time. You would have seen everything.’ She gave him a speculative look. ‘Perhaps that explains your rather odd behaviour.’

Dus sat up a little straighter in his chair. ‘Whatever do you mean?’

She was quiet for a moment, which was disturbing as Trar was never quiet. ‘I hear that you’re asking about Ursal. Now why would you be doing that?’

Dus hesitated. He should have realised that anything he said would get back to those idiots on the Council. Maybe it had been a mistake to resign from it when he did. At least as head of the Council he’d known what was happening. ‘Just curious. You were a good friend of Ursal, were you not?’ Actually, at one stage the two had been inseparable, he remembered.

‘All that ended when she locked me away.’ Trar’s voice took on a vicious edge. ‘As it turned out, Ursal was nobody’s friend.’

‘I see.’ Dus hesitated. ‘Why do you think she was so sure that evolution was the destiny of the Ulural?’

Trar gave a girlish giggle, something that sat oddly on a creature only marginally younger than the sky. ‘She was insane! Unfortunately, she was also quite convincing. She decided to leave this world – a world that is ours by right! – and move on. But not everybody was prepared to listen to her ravings. She was a traitor. And, as it turned out, she failed.’

‘Have you even read any of Ursal’s writings?’

‘Why would I waste my time?’ Trar shook her head impatiently. ‘Ursal was deluded. Evolve all you like, Dus, if that’s what you want. But this world belongs to me.’ Which, Dus reflected grimly, summed up the situation very nicely. The Ulural that had remained were perfectly happy being big fish in a little pond. They would never willingly leave the worlds they dominated. ‘Forgive me, Lord Dus, but may I say something a little bit personal?’

‘Certainly,’ Dus replied unenthusiastically, thinking, here we go . . . He’d made a major blunder, alerting Trar to the fact that he was interested in Ursal.

‘And you don’t mind if I’m totally frank?’

‘Can I stop you?’

Trar smiled like a crocodile. ‘No.’

‘Then go ahead.’

‘Well, we were just talking the other day –’

‘We?’ Dus inquired warily.

Trar nodded. ‘The Council. One or two others, perhaps. And we were saying that we think it’s time you join us again.’

‘Join you?’

‘On the Council. You don’t have to be president again if you don’t want to –’ Trar gave a little smile. ‘Actually, I quite enjoy that position myself.’ She admitted, ‘While we’re all terribly grateful that you freed us, and we sympathise with all those years you were by yourself, it’s time for you to put all that behind you and rejoin with us fully, Dus. No more of this moping around. It’s not healthy.’

Dus blinked. ‘As attractive as your suggestion is, Trar –’

‘It’s not actually a suggestion, Dus.’

Right. The time for being nice seemed to be over. He’d always known it would probably come to this. His brethren had been put behind the Vail for a reason. He’d thought the intervening years might have brought them around to the idea of change. He’d thought wrong.

‘I’ll consider it,’ he hedged, determined not to commit himself to anything. If Trar had her way, he’d be organising day trips to the Black Sea.

‘You can start by coming to the Council meeting tomorrow morning,’ Trar told him firmly. ‘I’m sure you’ll have a lot to contribute.’ Dus glanced at Trar. She was a breathtakingly beautiful creature, deliciously sultry and with the poutiest of mouths. She didn’t look like she should have a mind like a steel trap. Unfortunately, looks could be deceptive. Now that they’d decided Dus would be better occupied ‘joining in’, she’d be watching every move he made. She gave him a bright smile. ‘All right?’

‘Oh, absolutely. And thank you for your concern, Trar, I’m touched.’ They exchanged smiles that were as genuine as a three-dollar note. ‘I do appreciate your concern.’

‘You know I only want what’s best for you, Lord Dus,’ Trar assured him softly.

‘That means a lot to me.’

‘Day or night, my ear is available to you.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ Right along with the knowledge that her eyes would be glued to him. Dus rose to his feet. Now that Trar had said what she had to say, there wasn’t any point hanging around. ‘Thank you for a wonderful meal. It was excellent.’

Trar managed to look disappointed. ‘Leaving so soon?’

‘Unfortunately. You know how it is. And as you said, it’s best to keep busy.’ He wanted to check and see if there was any word on the whereabouts of the fragment of the Creation Stone, something the Council certainly wouldn’t approve of. In fact, they had decided that the fragment’s disappearance was actually rather handy, seeing as it was the only force in the universe that was more powerful than they were. No Shimmer, no competition. While Dus had only a nebulous idea of why he needed the stone, he sensed that it would be necessary for what lay ahead. That was the reason he’d sent Pod out in search of answers. The goblin might have been lower than an obese snake, but he always managed to discover something interesting. Dus also intended to organise a little ‘holiday’ of his own to Thanos, and the ancient site of Kharzan. ‘I’ll see you at the Council meeting tomorrow.’

‘Thank you for sharing a meal with me.’ Trar didn’t rise to her feet, but Dus could feel her eyes boring holes in his back as he disappeared through the terrace doors. He kept his pace measured, despite the fact that he wanted to hurry. She would have already alerted her cronies that he was to be watched. But what in the worlds could they do to him? He was immortal, just as they were. Disposing of him would be difficult, if they chose to go down that road.

On reaching his own quarters, Dus closed and locked the door behind him. Pod, whom he had summoned earlier, was already waiting, munching his way through a tray of food. Dus raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Do you ever stop eating?’

‘Is there any reason why I should?’ Pod shot back immediately, stuffing a slice of pork into his mouth.

‘You’re a simple creature, I must say. Anything satisfies you.’

‘This isn’t just anything,’ Pod took a break from chewing to mumble. ‘This is spit-roast. Want some?’

‘Not right now, no. Tell me what you have discovered.’

Pod cast a regretful look at the platter, before pushing it aside. ‘There’s a magical resistance movement that’s been established in Squidlington Minor –’

‘Isn’t that near Grumble?’

‘Yes, boss. At least, it’s only a couple of villages to the east of it.’ Pod paused, waiting to see if Dus would have anything further to add but the Nameless One remained silent. ‘So I snooped around a bit. Couldn’t find out much because nobody would talk to me but I overheard enough from listening at doors to discover that this resistance thing is pretty big and it’s got some heavy duty wizards in it.’

‘I don’t care about any stupid resistance movement,’ Dus said impatiently, remembering how he had lured several creatures, one of whom had sat on the Guild, towards the dark side of magic with the promise of power in exchange for information and assistance. It seemed like a lifetime ago. ‘There is nothing their puny magic can do against the Ulural. What I really want to know is if you’ve heard any rumour of the fragment appearing.’

‘Not a whisper,’ Pod assured him. ‘It really does seem to have gone. Why do you want to find it so badly, anyway?’

Dus tugged absently on a curl while he considered this question. ‘There are reasons . . .’ he said slowly. His preliminary research into the possibility of evolution had seemed to indicate that the fragment was necessary.

Pod waited, head tilted. ‘Yes?’

‘I want it,’ he admitted finally, voice soft, ‘because it is the one thing that my people cannot stand against. Its power contains the seed of the universe.’

Pod scratched his head. ‘I’m still not getting it,’ he said.

‘It’s only a feeling. I just know that I need to lay my hands on the fragment of the Creation Stone,’ Dus said impatiently. He had no idea when the end of his race was due to occur but it seemed best not to hang about. Time was, quite possibly, of the essence.

Pod’s face cleared. ‘Oh, now I get it. If you’ve got the Shimmer then you can use it to control the others.’

‘You haven’t got anything,’ Dus replied, voice withering. ‘The last thing I want is to promote myself to the position of leader. By the four winds, I’d never be free of the wretched fools!’

They both paused at the sound of a hesitant knock at the door. Dus strode across to fling it open. A gnome stood there. ‘Visitor for you.’

Dus looked past the gnome and saw somebody hovering quite a way down the corridor. The tall figure was shifting around nervously, doing a little jiggly dance of agitation. Dus squinted at the figure, identifying it as a wizard. ‘Who are you? Come closer!’

Pelmut Bluster shuffled forward, his expression one of abject misery. Pod, whose curiosity had got the better of his appetite, came across to peer around his employer. ‘Well look who’s here!’ he exclaimed, surprised. ‘Now this can’t be good!’

‘Who are you?’ Dus demanded. ‘You look vaguely familiar.’

‘Pelmut Bluster, Your Graciousness,’ Pelmut informed him wretchedly. He was sporting a large purple bruise on his forehead and a lovely black eye. ‘We . . . um . . . met in Dortley Prime. I thought – I thought I’d better come and . . .’

Pod was shaking his head as he surveyed the dishevelled Pelmut. ‘She got out, didn’t she?! I can’t believe she didn’t squash you. Where is she?’

‘I don’t know. There were these fairies, you see, and a witch,’ Pelmut explained. ‘Not like her, but little fairies. The usual sort. I looked around and –’

‘Stop!’ Dus commanded sharply. ‘Just stop right there! What are you talking about?’

‘Bluebell,’ Pelmut told him anxiously. ‘That unusually large fairy. If you’ll recall, you left her in the Portal? You made me into a magical key. I did try and tell you at the time that might be a mistake.’

There was no doubt, by the expression on Dus’s face, that he did remember. ‘Are you saying she’s gone?’ he snarled, his face turning thunderous.

As much as it were possible for a tall, spindly wizard to compress into a much smaller package, Pelmut did so, shrinking as if by magic. ‘Yes sir!’ he squeaked, terrified.

Dus let out a low growl of fury. While he wasn’t nearly as volatile as his brethren, the mere mention of the gorgeous, vicious brute that had waged magical war with him in the Portal was enough to send his temper into the stratosphere. ‘How?’ he bellowed. ‘HOW COULD YOU LET HER GO?’

Pelmut improved on the impossible by shrinking even further. ‘Other fairies came and attacked me. Lots of them! And they had the help of a witch. They knocked me out and then, when I woke up . . . well, I just didn’t have a choice!’

‘Other fairies?’ Dus repeated. He felt rage percolate within him, bubbling like boiling water on the hob, and focused on breathing deeply. In and out. ‘Pod told me that Bluebell was in some kind of stupor. What changed?’

Pelmut blinked pale blue eyes. ‘She got better. Didn’t your servant tell you?’ Behind Dus, Pod was making frantic shushing gestures, but Pelmut’s eyes were fixed earnestly on Dus. ‘His presence seemed to bring her back to her senses.’

Dus turned to stare at Pod, who was looking as if he’d much prefer to be elsewhere. ‘What’s this? Something happened when you visited the fairy?’

Pod shrugged uneasily. ‘It was just a little thing . . .’

‘That you forgot to mention,’ Dus snapped. ‘I did not want that lunatic entity free again! She’s dangerous.’

‘Especially to me,’ Pod pointed out. ‘She hates me.’

Dus was staring at Pod. The goblin didn’t much care for the expression on his employer’s face. ‘Find her,’ Dus told him quietly. ‘Take this wizard with you and hunt her down. I want to know where she is. Do you understand?’

‘You want me to go looking for her?’ Pod said incredulously. ‘Are you nuts? She’ll kill me!’

‘It won’t be as bad as you assume. If you recall, I laid several charms on the little monster when we were subduing her in the Cradle. These should still be in place, so her magic will not be all-powerful,’ Dus said grimly.

‘Wait!’ Pod held up a hand. ‘She’ll come here, right? She’ll come looking for you.’

‘She’ll go looking for the Shimmer. She isn’t nearly as powerful as she’d like to be and the only way to fix that is to find the fragment,’ Dus ground out, ‘which means she could be anywhere.’

‘You can’t really know that for certain,’ Pod protested feebly.

‘True enough. But neither can I be sure she’ll come to Erlendene. Find her, goblin – before my wrath finds you!’

‘But you’ve got power enough to fry her,’ the goblin protested. ‘She’s no match for you.’

‘No, she’s not,’ Dus agreed, ‘But she’s utterly unpredictable. While I’m producing a spell, there’s no guarantee that she won’t brain me with the nearest heavy object. That creature is insane. When she stands before me again, I want to be sure I’m the victor.’

‘Why me?’ Pod asked bitterly. ‘I didn’t lose her.’

‘No, but you were instrumental in her loss. You and the wizard will go together. Is that understood?’

Pod huffed out a breath and gave the bewildered wizard a murderous look. ‘Thanks very much!’ he said bitterly. ‘Thank you soooo much. You really dropped me in it, you great gangly sod.’

‘Go,’ Dus growled. ‘And do not return without news of that ghastly harpy!’

‘I’m going already,’ Pod said, with a lingering look of regret at his abandoned platter of food. He had a nasty feeling life had suddenly got a great deal more perilous for him, just when things had been looking uneventful for a change.

[image: Image]

Bluebell, the focus of Dus’s sudden interest, had no idea that she was now the object of an anxious, if somewhat reluctant, search but even if she had, she would have been too preoccupied to care. She’d made several unwelcome discoveries since she’d been freed from Dus’s magical cage, none of which had improved her temper any.

The first was that, while she still possessed magic, it wasn’t the type that made small planets explode. Somehow, she had lost some of her wow factor. For a creature whose mental state was as fragile as a china eggcup, this kind of setback was most unfortunate. Once, she would have considered what magical abilities she now possessed to be impressive. But once she’d been four and a half centimetres tall; like her body, her expectations were a lot bigger now.

The second realisation – and this was the one that was really getting up her nose – was that she was no closer to ruling the universe than she had been back in Uglum Forest.

So it was, in a state of bloody-minded fury, she’d made her way to the human village closest to Grumble (where, quite unsatisfactorily, there had been very few people to terrify). Hags End was quiet . . . Two months after the return of the Nameless Ones, an air of bewildered confusion reigned over the village. The law – both of gravity and of common sense – seemed to have taken a holiday and things didn’t look like returning to normal in anything like the foreseeable future. It had been a difficult time. Everybody had kept waiting for things to return to normal but ‘normal’ seemed to have changed into something else entirely.

It was safe to say that Hags End had seen its fair share of the bizarre come marching through it. Its citizens had seen ogres and goblins, witches and wizards, gnomes and trolls parade through their streets. They’d glimpsed dragons flying in the sky and had watched giant serpents slither past their doors. Television and communication was patchy and peculiar, with a great deal of information, most of which didn’t make sense. There was simply no reasonable way of reporting on an invasion of fairytale characters.

The occupants of Hags End didn’t know what the hell was going on but they had learned that the world was a far more uncomfortable place than they’d ever dreamed. Although some left, running from the oddities that now inhabited their neighbourhood, many remained, believing that if the world was going mad, familiar territory was a safer bet than unknown climes.

While the streets of Hags End were almost deserted, there were a few people about and what creatures Bluebell did encounter, didn’t fare very well. She was having a bad day and was determined everybody else should share it. When Bluebell spotted a particularly plump woman waddling along the street, the fairy gave a snarl of fury and sent a burst of magic towards her. There was a flash and a shower of emerald sparks which cleared to reveal a large pink pig. Bluebell sniggered and gave the startled porker an evil grin. ‘You picked a bad day for a walk, human! I’ve got a bone to pick with your kind.’

The poor pig-lady gave a terrified squeal and sped off down the street as fast as her trotters would carry her. Bluebell watched her go with satisfaction. ‘Ha! I might not be able to move mountains but I can still slap on a whammy. Now in who else can I bring out the animal?’

From then on, her progress though Hags End was interrupted by flashes of magic as she turned every human she met into something animal, vegetable or mineral. In no time at all the streets of the village were dotted with bewildered wildlife, animated garden vegetables or sentient rocks that rolled back and forth, trying to make sense of their new state of being. Bluebell turned to look at the devastation she left in her wake and laughed like a drain. The feel-good properties of power, even if her powers weren’t as mammoth as she deserved, just couldn’t be overrated.

By now Bluebell’s mood had improved enough for her to think about something other than her rotten luck. She paused, staring at the footpath and considered her situation. She knew that she’d been filled with universal magic in the Cradle of Beginnings. It had flooded her, intoxicatingly sweet. So what had happened?

Things had become a bit blurred after her clash with Dus and his dipstick cronies. She’d spotted that ghastly Grieve and his companions and had taken off in pursuit, determined to finish them off once and for all. But then there had been other Nameless Ones, too many of them. After that . . . well, she wasn’t quite sure.

‘The little toad!’ Bluebell exclaimed. ‘That cruddy Dus must have limited my powers in some way!’ Why he hadn’t disposed of them completely was a mystery – perhaps he couldn’t, as she had acquired them in the Cradle of Beginnings? Still, knowing what she did gave her a sense of purpose. ‘Right!’ she muttered, throwing up her chin. ‘I’m going to find that ghastly piece of butterfly droppings and make him fix things!’ That he had imprisoned her in the Portal was particularly revenge-worthy . . . Oh yes, Bluebell really had some unfinished business with Dus!

Glancing around, she was distracted by her image in a shop mirror. Her dress was looking decidedly worse for wear. There were scorch marks and tears and the odd, unidentifiable stain. Bluebell wriggled her small, straight nose. ‘Ew! Look at me!’ It was obviously time for a change. Normally fairy clothes are spun from a combination of gossamer, moonbeams and magic. As it was mid-morning it would be a while before moonbeams would be raining down on her so she’d have to look elsewhere.

The window in which she’d been checking out her reflection showed a series of willowy dummies clad in a collection of what appeared to be artful rags. The Green Maiden had been a bit of sensation when it first opened in Hags End, absolutely dripping with big-city sophistication.

Bluebell looked at the clothing thoughtfully, then – as it happened to be one of the few businesses in Hags End still open – strode through the door. A young woman was behind the counter. She boggled at the sight of Bluebell. ‘You must really like your job,’ the fairy observed.

The girl gave a terrified whimper. ‘C-c-can I h-help you?’

‘Perhaps. I want some of those things you wear on your legs.’

‘Stockings?’ the girl whispered.

‘Maybe,’ Bluebell shrugged. ‘Show me.’

And so began Bluebell’s first shopping expedition. There was something rather delicious about picking up bits and pieces of things to wear. Fairies, although gorgeous, didn’t have anything like shops, and they usually stuck to the colour of the flower or plant they were named after. Bluebell’s size meant that there was a great deal of her to admire before the full-length mirror and she spent the better part of an hour grabbing things off the racks and trying them on.

The salesgirl, whose name was Melody, was initially terrified of the first customer she’d had in many weeks. But Bluebell’s constant demands to know how she looked in the various outfits was so like her own friends’ inane chatter that she almost relaxed, although she found the fairy’s habit of changing clothes with a snap of her fingers to be a little disconcerting. After an hour or so, Bluebell grew bored and waved herself into a pair of brown suede trousers and a green tunic pierced with tiny holes, making it look as if it had been infested with moths. Both items had been worth a fortune back in the days when the world had operated as it should.

‘This’ll do,’ she decided. She added a pair of knee-length brown boots and a matching belt.

Melody eyed Bluebell with a mixture of fascination and awe. ‘Wow! You look like something out of Robin Hood.’

‘Robin who?’

‘Hood. Like . . . you know – like something out of Sherwood Forest.’

‘I am out of the forest but I’ve never heard of any place called Sherwood. Must be foreign,’ Bluebell sniffed, wiggling her furled wings with satisfaction as she contemplated her reflection in the mirror. ‘I’m beautiful!’

‘You are,’ Melody admitted readily. ‘How do you do the wing thing?’

Bluebell looked at her blankly. ‘What?’

‘How do you fit your clothes around your wings.’

‘Magic,’ Bluebell told her smugly. ‘Something you humans know nothing about.’

‘Fair enough. Um . . . how would you like to pay for the clothes?’ Melody asked, looking at the fairy dubiously. ‘Credit card?’

Bluebell went back to looking blank. ‘Pay?’

Melody hesitated. She was sort of in charge of the shop, as the owner seemed to have mysteriously vanished. She only kept coming in to work because it gave her something to do each day. She’d long given up any idea of making a sale. Would Mrs Vandermax really care if some of her gear went missing? ‘Never mind,’ she sighed. ‘Nobody is using money anymore anyway. Have a nice day.’

‘I shall let you stay as you are,’ Bluebell decided as she breezed towards the door. ‘You’ve been quite helpful – for a human.’

‘Er . . . thanks, I think?’

Bluebell left the shop, pleased with herself for committing a small act of mercy in allowing the oblivious Melody to remain in her current shape. ‘I can be nice,’ she said to herself thoughtfully. ‘If people are nice to me, I can be nice back.’ Absent-mindedly, she sent a bolt of magic towards a startled elderly gentleman who was immediately transformed into a goat. ‘It all depends on their attitude. Now then, I need to find a way to defeat Dus.’ There was only one way she could be sure of winning against him and that was with the Shimmer in her hand. ‘Unless I sneak up behind the little sod and brain him.’ She’d keep that in mind. It was always handy to have a Plan B to fall back on.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Tea with the Healer

Ashley had finally surrendered to the comforting sea of sleep that had been whispering to her since the moment she had awoken after the explosion in the Cradle of Beginnings. It had been a relief, not to have to fight the seductive pull of oblivion anymore. She’d floated, warm and comfortable, in some silent, unseen sea and her thoughts drifted as she did. She was back home again, with her mother and father. There was dinner on the table, programs on the television, a door closed solidly against the world . . . Sometimes Colin Bundle came to visit, which was a little strange as they had never been friends at Widdleton Elementary. Or, more peculiarly, Derry and Grieve, although Ashley knew that in her normal world gnomes and trolls were creatures in a book, a big book of fairytales like the one her granny had read to her when she was young. On this calm sea of contentment, however, anything was possible.

And she was safe.

So when something began to pull her backwards, out of her warm, soothing world, she was irritated by the intrusion. It began as a voice, hardly heard but impossible to ignore, demanding her attention. This voice was not part of her pleasantly constructed universe. It was alien and annoying and Ashley Jane Grubb would have covered her ears to block it out, if she could only have found a way to do so. At first she did her best not to listen, determined to keep herself exactly where she was. But after a time the voice became increasingly strident and she had no choice but to pay attention. The insubstantial whispers said her name, over and over, filling her head, demanding she heed them. It took Ashley a bit of time to put a name to that nagging whisperer.

Derry.

‘Leave me alone! I don’t want to go back,’ she mumbled querulously. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Derry. She did, although she couldn’t quite fit the gnome in to a sensible place in her life. She did know, however, that if she listened to Derry she would be plunged back into something she would much prefer not to be part of. Ashley knew that listening to Derry meant trouble of some kind and she’d had more than enough trouble (although she couldn’t quite remember what it was).

Finally, the voice was no longer a whisper but a perfectly comprehensible – and rather impatient – command.

‘Ashley Jane Grubb, do you hear me?’ Ashley wriggled uncomfortably, frowning as she tried to get away from it. ‘You get back here right now. Enough of this – we’ve got things to do.’

Yep, it was definitely Derry.

‘No,’ Ashley muttered, although she was in fact mute, ‘I don’t want to hear you. Leave me alone!’

‘Ashley? You’re in there somewhere, I know you are, and you will listen to me. Come on, stop being such a baby. Be a big cub and come back. We need you.’

Ashley wriggled again, but this time it was with indignation. A baby? Why, she had been incredibly brave, putting up with Bluebell’s nastiness and that horrible toad of a Nameless One who’d looked like a sack of potatoes with his horrible black clothes. And what about putting the Shimmer into the . . .

No longer dreaming, reality came back with a whoosh. Ashley suddenly remembered everything in 3-D technicolour and, just as suddenly, the warm sea of contentment she had created for herself evaporated around her, leaving a desert of frightening reality behind. Ashley still floated but her memories had chased away the world she had constructed for shelter.

Inside the parlour of Madam Isamabelle, Derry exchanged looks with the witch. ‘She moved, right?’

Isamabelle nodded, as surprised as anyone. She’d been working in the dark, trying everything she knew to bring the human cub back from the brink of being forever lost. It was too soon to break out the blackberry wine, but the twitch the cub had given had been the most hopeful sign she’d seen in the past three hours. ‘Keep talking, gnome. Your voice is so irritating it’d cut through rock. Let’s hope this little one is less dense.’

‘You say the nicest things,’ Derry observed, but with a hint of a smile. She had just about given up on Ashley. When Isamabelle had suggested she start talking to the cub, Derry had been doubtful but willing. Ashley Jane Grubb lay like one already dead, face as pale as chalk, barely breathing. Fear, as potent as anything she had experienced when she was fighting for her life, had turned the gnome cold. She’d followed the witch’s orders blindly, eyes going back to Ashley’s face, desperate for some sign of life.

And now it had appeared.

Derry glanced over her shoulder, looking through the door to where the others sat in vigil. Colin was on the floor with his dragon, Grieve and Friendly were talking in quiet tones to Dom. Busternut had folded his plump frame into a chair and was dozing, chin resting awkwardly in his hand. Derry turned back to Ashley with renewed determination. ‘Right, Miss Grubb, it’s about time you stopped this nonsense and woke up. You hear me? I’ll find you some nice food and you can see the ridiculous pet that Colin has found for himself. Just open those blue eyes of yours. We’ve still got work to do, my girl. Don’t go thinking you’re getting out of it just because you’ve had a bit of a setback. We need everyone we can get if we’re going to sort out the mess we’re in, so just you wake up.’

There was a great deal more of this. Madam Isamabelle listened with grim amusement as she continued to weave enchantments over and around the cub. ‘That’s right,’ she cackled occasionally. ‘Irritate her into wakefulness!’

Whether it was Derry’s endless haranguing or Madam Isamabelle’s charms, fifteen minutes after Ashley’s initial twitch, the cub truly began to stir. Derry grinned, although her throat felt like sandpaper. ‘Col, come in here, would you?’

Her summons not only brought Colin but Grieve, Friendly and Busternut, with Dom trailing a little behind. ‘She’s got more colour in her face!’ Grieve exclaimed.

‘And she looks . . . annoyed,’ Colin added in wonder.

Isamabelle chuckled. ‘If I’d just been bullied back to life by such an irksome creature, I’d be a little cross too.’

Despite these positive signs of recovery, it was another half-hour before Ashley actually opened her eyes and blinked dazedly at her surroundings. The first face she focused on was Derry’s anxious one. ‘I knew it was you,’ Ashley said, although the words came out in an uncertain croak, as if her vocal cords had grown rusty with disuse.

Derry patted the girl’s hand. ‘Of course it was me. It’s good to see you awake. You had us worried there for a while.’

Ashley frowned and put a hand up to her head. ‘Ooooh. What happened? I feel kind of weird.’

‘Feeling weird is a distinct improvement on not feeling anything at all,’ Madam Isamabelle observed dryly. ‘Are you thirsty, cub?’

Ashley thought about it for a moment. No longer adrift in that nice dark world, nevertheless she was rather relieved to find herself . . . wherever it was. At least her friends were around her. ‘Where are we?’

‘Back home,’ Grieve told her ruefully. ‘Although our timing was a little off.’

Isamabelle moved forward with a cup of something. ‘Elderberry juice,’ she explained briefly, slipping an arm expertly beneath Ashley’s head and raising it. ‘Drink it. You’re dehydrated.’

Ashley sipped tentatively. The juice was sweet and cool. She would have gulped the lot if the witch had let her, but Isamabelle made her drink it slowly. ‘A bit at a time,’ she chided, ‘or you’ll be seeing it again when you bring it up all over your clothes.’

The group was so relieved that Ashley appeared to have recovered that the noise levels rose, voices bouncing off the low-beamed ceilings. Not for long. Isamabelle shushed them into quiet. ‘Enough! Do you want to bring the wrong sort of attention down upon us?’

Busternut cocked an eyebrow at her. ‘What kind of attention?’

‘The kind that hangs about outside windows, listening for something that might be useful to those that have returned to Erlendene,’ the old witch told the wizard bluntly.

‘Spies?’ Derry’s eyes went wide. ‘In Grumble?’

‘Especially in Grumble,’ Isamabelle assured them sourly. ‘Why do you think the village is all but deserted? Not knowing who to trust can make life rather difficult.’

‘But why?’ Busternut inquired, clearly puzzled. ‘Are things really so bad that the Nameless Ones are using spies?’

‘Things are bad all over,’ Dom told them, shaking his head. ‘But Grumble . . .’

‘Grumble’s the worst, I don’t know why,’ Madam Isamabelle agreed. ‘Ever since those rotten sods came back, they’ve made life wretchedly difficult for the village. There was a Guild session taking place when several of them arrived in Grumble. They simply walked right in and started throwing their weight about.’ Satisfied that Ashley wasn’t going to bring up the drink she’d just given her, Isamabelle set the cub’s head down gently and moved across to take an enormous silver kettle off the hearth, settling it onto the hob. She produced an equally enormous yellow teapot, bigger than either Colin or Ashley had ever seen before, and rinsed it out. ‘You all look like you could do with a cup of something hot. You – the troll with ears the size of dinner plates – pick up the cub and settle her in that chair by the fire.’

Friendly shuffled forward obediently and grinned at Ashley. ‘You gave us a fright, I must say.’

Ashley smiled up at him, allowing herself to be scooped up without protest. ‘I’m sorry.’

Derry moved forward to assist the witch with the tea. Isamabelle was digging around in her pantry, producing various bits and pieces of food. ‘Not an awful lot here,’ she grunted. ‘I haven’t baked for a week or so. Not a lot of supplies around since the markets closed down.’

‘We appreciate your kindness,’ Derry told her quietly. ‘We’ll be sure to replace anything we use before we move on.’

Isamabelle gave a harsh crack of laughter. ‘Don’t concern yourself. I’ve got enough dried roots and flour in the cellar to feed myself for a time yet and I doubt it would be sensible for any of you to be running around Grumble trying to shop, all things considered.’ She gave Derry a sidelong glance. ‘Especially when you consider what it was that caused the cub’s affliction.’

‘Speaking of which,’ Derry murmured, ‘what was wrong with her, do you know?’

The witch hesitated. ‘As I said, I can’t be sure, but it seems likely that when she came into contact with universal magic in such close quarters, it affected her life force. We’re only mortal, remember. We’re not meant to experience such things.’

‘So she fell asleep?’ the gnome said doubtfully.

‘And a good thing she did. It harboured her strength, allowed her to regenerate a little,’ Isamabelle observed thoughtfully. ‘Although it’s fortunate you came when you did. It’s one thing to retreat to recover, but that cub was failing. I don’t think she knew how to come back.’

A good thing, yes, Derry thought with a shiver. She was smart enough to recognise a close call when she saw one, and Ashley had come very close indeed.

‘I’ll make the tea and prepare some food – you all look fair starved, I must say – and then you can think. A head does better at thinking with a full stomach.’

As there was quite a crowd gathered in the witch’s cramped kitchen, it was decidedly cosy, sitting around the table. Isamabelle provided an excellent feast considering she hadn’t been expecting guests. She had toast and honey, nutty biscuits that gave the jaws a good workout but were delicious, a pot of thick stew which had been sitting on the ancient black stove waiting to be heated, and slabs of fruitcake that were so thick they could have doubled as building bricks. ‘The cake was payment for medicines,’ Isamabelle told them. ‘Eat as much as you fancy and you can take the rest with you. At my age it would take a week to digest.’

Everybody seized a plate and tucked in, trying not to look as if they hadn’t seen food for a week, which was horribly close to the truth. They were all so hungry that it was some time before anybody spoke, except to request that somebody pass something. Colin, mouth full of stew, felt his tummy filling and mentally sighed with relief. He’d never been hungry like he’d been hungry over the past week. Oh sure, he’d been hungry before. Sometimes he’d come home from school and eat half the contents of the fruit bowl as well as a couple of packets of crisps and some instant noodles. His dad called him a bottomless pit. But because there had been little enough food to eat of late he’d really learned what hungry was about – and it wasn’t at all pleasant. Over the last few days he’d begun to feel like he’d swallowed a small rodent that was intent on gnawing its way out of his stomach, which, he reflected ruefully, must surely have shrunk, because one slice of toast, a small bowl of stew and some cake had filled him all the way up to his nose. He felt stuffed to the eyeballs. ‘Can I have something for my dragon? He must be starving.’

‘Give him a little of that stew,’ Friendly recommended. ‘He’ll like that.’

Madam Isamabelle stared at Colin, her mug halfway to her lips. ‘What was that you said?’

‘My dragon.’ Colin slipped off the chair and went to fetch the dragon who, from the wriggling of the pack, obviously felt it was long past time to be released. Colin undid the ties and reached inside, carefully picking the little beast up. The reptile was obviously growing accustomed to the boy’s touch because it didn’t struggle to be free but instead stared about with bright-eyed curiosity.

‘Whoa!’ Ashley breathed, awestruck. ‘Is that really a dragon? It’s so little!’

‘It’s a baby dragon,’ Colin explained. ‘We found it back on Dismal. It’s got a sore wing so they’d left it all alone to die.’

‘Oh that sucks. How totally cool that you saved it,’ Ashley told him sincerely, then proved how much she’d matured by not demanding immediately that he let her cuddle it. ‘What have you called it?’

‘I’m not sure what to call it,’ Colin admitted. ‘I keep thinking about it but nothing seems quite right. It’s funny – it seems like it’s supposed to have a certain sort of name. Perhaps it’ll –’

‘That’s a dragon!’ Madam Isamabelle croaked, having finally found her voice. She looked stunned. ‘A real dragon!’

Everybody looked at her. ‘Colin found it and decided he wanted to keep it,’ Grieve explained. ‘We tried to tell him that a dragon isn’t exactly the most sensible of pets but you know cubs. Always wanting to bring something home with them.’

‘I’ll take good care of it,’ Colin replied stoutly. ‘You know I will, Grieve.’

‘I know you’ll do your best,’ Grieve agreed, voice wry. ‘But just you wait till it grows up a bit. There won’t be a yard big enough to hold it.’

‘I can’t believe you’ve got a dragon,’ Dom said, shaking his head. Colin had already filled him in on the contents of his pack and so the troll had had a little while to adjust. ‘I mean, blimey!’

The old witch looked like she’d been hit by a bus. She stared at the infant, quite clearly astonished. Blindly, she set her cup down on the table and rose to her feet. ‘A real dragon,’ she repeated, her voice soft but incredulous.

‘He’s all right.’ Colin said defensively. ‘He doesn’t bite or anything.’

‘By the great broom of Brulderwax! I never thought I’d see the day.’ Isamabelle hobbled around the table and tottered across to sit in a chair close to Colin. The boy stared at her warily. Madam Isamabelle seemed a decent enough sort of witch but he had no intention of letting her hurt his charge. ‘Dear me, cub. Dear me. What a surprising lot you all are! Whatever else have you got in those packs of yours? A brace of chimera? A gaggle of unicorns? May I . . . may I touch it?’

‘Sure.’ Colin slid forward to sit at her feet. He held his little beast up and the witch held out a crooked, trembling finger to touch the faintly sparkling skin.

‘Why it’s soft!’ she murmured. ‘Imagine that. Do you realise how very special your discovery is, young cub?’

‘Well I guess people don’t run into dragons every day,’ Colin allowed.

‘And live to tell the tale,’ Busternut chimed in happily, helping himself to his third biscuit.

Isamabelle shook her head. ‘I don’t think you quite understand. We – witches and wizards, that is – have never been able to study the magical properties of dragons due to their . . . uh . . . volatility.’

‘Meaning they fry you if you come too close,’ Friendly interpreted.

‘Precisely. It is known, however, that their magical properties are more closely aligned with those strains of universal magic that the People cannot access. Dragons are ancient, perhaps older than the Nameless Ones themselves. And even though they’ve been around forever, we still know virtually nothing about them.’

‘They’re magical?’ Ashley said, surprised.

‘Oh yes.’ Isamabelle looked at the dragon almost reverently. ‘Very magical. Not that we quite understand how their magic works. But they can do things.’

‘What kind of things?’ Derry demanded, shooting a suspicious look at the dragon.

‘I’m sure you’ll find out, in the fullness of time. Then perhaps you can tell me.’

Colin glanced down at the dragon. ‘He’s just a baby.’

The witch chuckled. ‘He certainly seems to like you. Have no fear, cub. I have no intention of hurting your orphan. I’m just wondering why you’ve been allowed to take hold of such a creature.’

‘They were going to kill him,’ Colin explained. ‘We couldn’t leave him.’

Isamabelle looked at the boy for a long moment. ‘Yes, but for a dragon to allow somebody to touch it . . . well, it’s extraordinary!’

‘I thought so,’ Busternut agreed. ‘There’s no precedent that I can think of.’

The dragon nestled quite happily in Colin’s arms, sleepy again after demolishing a bowl of stew and some bread and honey. Food didn’t appear as if it were going to be a problem, as dragons didn’t seem to be in the least bit fussy.

‘I guess you’d like some kind of explanation as to what’s been going on,’ Grieve commented. He hated giving explanations. Usually he missed all the important bits and had to go back over it until he was sick of the sound of his own voice. And so much seemed to have happened that it was inevitable he was going to miss stuff.

‘I can tell you’ve been having an interesting time of it,’ Isamabelle observed.

‘I’m keen to hear what you’ve been up to as well,’ Dom said from his place on the floor. ‘From what you’ve let slip so far, it sounds like it has the makings of a legendary tale.’

Grieve was inclined to agree. All the legendary tales he’d heard were uncomfortable, dangerous and involved tasks not to be recommended to anybody as either a hobby or a career. ‘Right, well . . . Derry? Why don’t you summarise the past few weeks?’ This ploy earned him a murderous look from the gnome. ‘Or not,’ he amended hastily. ‘Friendly?’

Fortunately, his brother’s mouth had never let him down, and Friendly regaled Madam Isamabelle and his cousin Dom Glasstumbler with a complete account of their adventures.

At the end of it, the old witch blew out a breath and sat back in her chair. ‘Well break my broom and call me Sally! You’ve all been very busy, I must say. And just what are you planning on doing next?’

‘An excellent question,’ Grieve conceded. ‘Can we get back to you on that one?’

‘Perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling us about what’s been happening around here?’ Derry said, quelling Grieve with another look, the second lethal one she’d shot him in an hour. At this rate he’d be reduced to mental rubble in no time.

The story was hardly uplifting. The first thing Grumble knew about their change of fortunes was the arrival of Dus, who swept into town like a tornado. He and another Nameless One crashed a Guild meeting, declaring both the Guild and the meeting ‘irrelevant’. Some of the Guild members – like the elf Dix and Madam Aramanthe, who happened to be an old friend of Isamabelle – were instantly pressed into service back in Erlendene and hadn’t been seen again. Those who had been left behind had fled to Squidlington Minor, where they had assisted with the creation of a Magical Resistance. ‘My dad thought of it first, though,’ Dom broke in with considerable pride. ‘He said that there was no way he was going to be cleaning the toilets of the Nameless Ones for the rest of his natural life.’

‘True enough,’ Isamabelle agreed. ‘Titwallow Glasstumbler has been a driving force behind the Resistance. You can always rely on a troll to come up with something really devious,’ she added with a sly smile. ‘I suppose you’ll all be joining the Resistance then? There’s nothing much left here. As I told the gnome earlier, Grumble hasn’t exactly been the healthiest place to hang about. We’ve had casualties and quite a few of the villagers were taken away.’

Friendly and Grieve exchanged an unhappy look. The Nameless Ones – undoubtedly led by Dus – had clearly decided to wreak vengeance on Grumble’s citizens for their involvement with the Shimmer.

‘What’s done is done,’ Derry said sharply. ‘We can sit around and feel bad about things or we can do something.’

‘Before we do anything, I’d like to find my dad,’ Colin piped up determinedly. He’d postponed mentioning it until he knew that Ashley would be okay but now he simply had to know what had happened. Losing one parent had been bad enough. Losing both of them would be the rottenest, most awful thing imaginable. He looked at Dom. ‘You said something about the human villages becoming dangerous?’

‘Some of them. We’ve set up a human help centre, something to sort of ease humans into the way of things. The problem is, most of them scream and run away whenever we try and talk to them. It doesn’t matter who approaches them; they take one look and dive inside their houses.’ Dom shook his head. ‘I didn’t think I looked that scary!’

Colin thought back to his first encounter with Grieve. He’d been unable to believe his eyes when he’d found him standing over his bed. ‘I’m sure they just don’t understand.’ He looked at Grieve imploringly. ‘I really need to go to Hags End and see if Dad’s okay.’

‘And I want to check on my mum and dad,’ Ashley added quickly. ‘Can we go to Clackham as well?’

Grieve hesitated, thinking about it. How could he say no? The two cubs had been through so much already. Not knowing what was happening with their folks must be torture. ‘That’s our first stop then. Finding your parents. After that, I suppose the sensible thing to do is to check out this Resistance. It seems to me we need some magical advice before we decide what must be done.’

‘What must be done?’ Dom said dubiously. ‘I don’t really see what can be done. I mean, we’re all doing our best, of course, but this is the Nameless Ones we’re talking about. All-powerful beings. What can we do about creatures like that?’

‘Something was done about them before,’ Busternut reminded them quietly. ‘They were placed behind the Vail.’

‘One of their own kind did that,’ Isamabelle pointed out. ‘We haven’t the power to even come –’ She paused, remembering what it was that Colin Bundle, the human cub, was carrying. ‘Well,’ she amended slowly, ‘perhaps we do have the power. But how to use it, that’s a different matter entirely.’

Grieve nodded glumly. In the days since they had regained the Shimmer, he’d had plenty of opportunity to dwell on things. It was all well and good to have a fragment of the Creation Stone, but how to use it to their advantage was a very tricky question. It was a bit like possessing the pieces of a wonderful puzzle. The only bit that was missing was the one explaining how the whole thing hung together. Grieve knew that he might just have the necessary ingredients to somehow derail the Nameless Ones and, if not send them behind the Vail once more, at least send them packing somewhere. He met the witch’s speculative look and shrugged. ‘Give me time. We just got here.’

‘Hmm. Well, be that as it may, I think it would be best if you all met up with the Magical Resistance. That troll there can undoubtedly set your feet on the right path.’

‘Sure can,’ Dom confirmed proudly. ‘No problem.’

‘After we check out the cubs’ folks,’ Friendly said. He smiled at Colin, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor, his baby dragon curled in his lap. It hadn’t gone back to sleep but was looking around with the same inquisitive gaze.

‘Can we go now?’ the boy asked, eager to set off now they were so close to his home.

Grieve shook his head. ‘First thing in the morning. We’re all exhausted, so if Madam Isamabelle can stand us kipping on her carpet, we should grab some rest now and leave at dawn. By the sound of it we don’t want to attract attention, and dawn is a good time to avoid it.’

‘Trust the thief to know that,’ Derry said, giving a face-splitting yawn. ‘I’ll bet you know all about creeping back home with the dawn. It’s a good idea though. We sleep and then we sneak. We’ll check on Col’s dad and then move on to Clackham to look up Ashley’s parents.’ She raised an eyebrow at Dom, sunny-side-up eyes questioning. ‘Are the chutes being watched by anything unsavoury?’

‘Well I wouldn’t trust the ones around here,’ the young troll said, shaking his head. ‘There’s all sorts about nowadays. Ogres are having a bit of a party of it. They’re popping up everywhere, causing trouble.’

‘What a surprise,’ Friendly murmured.

‘Ogres are stupid.’ Grieve felt weary all the way down to his toes. The witch’s rather threadbare carpet was looking mighty attractive, especially after the feed they’d just had. Like Derry, he gave a mighty yawn that threatened to dislocate his jaw. ‘But even stupid can cause us grief.’

‘Dawn certainly sounds like our best option.’ Like the rest of them, Busternut was wilting in his chair, sliding further and further down until his chin was resting against his chest, eyes drooping. ‘We can sneak away then.’

‘Sneak away,’ Derry mumbled, voice fading. ‘From Grumble. Honestly . . .’

Dom and the witch exchanged glances. ‘I’m thinking they’ve been through a tough time,’ Dom murmured, shaking his head.

‘Undoubtedly,’ Isamabelle agreed, voice wry. ‘Sleep does seem to be a priority.’

Sleep was more than a priority. It was inescapable. Like a tsunami, Derry’s yawning had triggered an unstoppable tide. It rippled around the circle of exhausted adventurers. All but Ashley – having finally emerged from her prolonged slumber, the last thing she wanted was another kip – were finding it almost impossible to stay awake. Even Colin’s head was nodding, his arm wrapped around the dragon who remained curled in an unlikely ball in his lap.

Isamabelle collected whatever blankets and rugs she could find and between herself, Ashley and Dom they draped them over the somnolent group.

‘Are they going to be okay?’ Ashley asked anxiously, surveying Derry, who had dropped off completely, her head on the arm of the chair. Ashley bent to tuck the blanket more firmly around the gnome.

‘They’re exhausted,’ Isamabelle said. ‘Let them sleep. It’s probably the first chance they’ve had for a really good one by the looks of it. You can help me cook some food. They didn’t do too badly tonight but I’ll wager breakfast tomorrow will be a different story entirely.’

‘I’ve never cooked anything before,’ Ashley said doubtfully.

‘Never mind. There’s always time to learn, that’s what I say. You. Troll.’ Isamabelle nudged Dom with the toe of her slipper. ‘How are you at pussyfooting around?’

‘I’m first cousin to one of the best thieves ever born,’ Dom said, shooting an admiring look at Grieve. ‘Pussyfooting runs in the blood.’

‘Now there’s a boast. How about you slip off and see what’s what. Give us a bit of an idea what this lot can expect in the morning. Reckon you can do that?’

‘You want information? Just leave it to me,’ Dom said, leaping to his feet with gleeful haste. ‘I’m all over it like onion sauce.’

And he disappeared out the door like a streak of greased lightning.


CHAPTER NINE

The Human Resistance

True to his word, Dom obtained information, and the travellers woke before dawn to find the young troll bursting with news. Sharper than a new pin, Dom had remembered what had been said the night before and he had news of Ashley’s parents in Clackham.

He’d hardly been able to contain himself, waiting for everybody to wake up again. Fortunately, Madam Isamabelle emerged first. She listened to what Dom had to say, then told him to hush up until everybody was awake.

It wasn’t until they were all once again squeezed in around the kitchen table that Dom was allowed to reveal what he’d learned. He’d been squirming in his chair with the effort to hold his knowledge in, so much so that Grieve (who was not a morning troll) demanded to know if he had caterpillars in his trousers.

‘I went off and did some exploring last night!’ Dom burst out. ‘I went to Hags End and Clackham.’

At this, both children’s heads swivelled around.

‘You went to Hags End?’ Colin breathed. ‘Did you – How did it all look?’

‘Dead quiet. But I mainly went there to scope out your dad. I figured it might be a good idea if we had some information in advance.’

Colin sat up in his seat, quivering like a hunting dog scenting a duck. ‘Did you see him?’ he whispered.

‘No.’ Dom hesitated. ‘Sorry. I got directions from one of those books that they have in those funny little houses.’ Colin stared at him blankly before it clicked that the troll was talking about a phone booth. ‘A couple of goblins told me that names of people who lived in the place were written down in them. Quite handy really. So I went along to the house, but it was deserted.’

‘Are you sure?’ Friendly demanded quickly, seeing that Colin was looking a little green about the gills.

‘I went inside. Climbed in through the roof. Somebody had been doing some work on it and part of the roof is covered by a big cloth. There was nobody home.’

Colin gave a long, shuddering sigh. His house sounded like it was being repaired. This was good news as it meant his dad must have woken up from Grieve’s sleeping spell and had started fixing the damage the Dingo Brothers had wrought. But the absence of his dad was bad news. He’d been so looking forward to seeing his dad. This was a setback that he simply didn’t know how to deal with. When he spoke, his voice was very small. ‘How am I going to find him now?’

‘We’ll find him,’ Grieve said firmly. ‘I’ll make sure of it.’

Ashley bit her lip and reached a hand across to squeeze Colin’s. ‘I’m sorry, Col.’ She was almost too scared to ask about her own parents but Dom had better news here. He gave her a smile.

‘I went to Clackham and used that book again. Good thing I took care to remember your last names. I popped around to your place – pretty big, isn’t it? – and went inside. Didn’t think I’d announce myself as the place was in darkness. Incidentally, there were people everywhere in Clackham, even in the middle of the night. And they’ve got these big machines and they’re carrying squawking metal boxes and –’

‘Dom,’ Derry said firmly, ‘let’s get back to Ashley’s parents, shall we?’

‘Oh, right. Of course. Well, I got in through a window and was checking out the place. For some reason I thought the house was empty but then I found your parents. They were asleep.’ He shot Ashley an apologetic look. ‘I think I gave them a bit of a shock.’

‘They saw you?’ Grieve said disapprovingly.

‘Like I said, I thought the place was empty,’ Dom said defensively. ‘So I switched the light on.’

‘Twit!’ Friendly grinned.

‘But my mum and dad were there?’ Ashley demanded eagerly.

‘Oh yes.’ Dom hesitated. ‘I tried to tell them that you were okay but they weren’t listening. They . . . um . . . screamed and hid in the wardrobe. Your dad threw shoes at me. After a while I thought I’d better leave.’

‘But they were all right!’ Ashley beamed at the troll. ‘Thank you!’

Colin rose to his feet. He gave Dom a tremulous smile. ‘Yes, and thanks for trying Dom. Um . . . could I be excused, please?’

‘Of course.’ Grieve gave the boy a quick smile. ‘Why don’t you take your dragon out for some air? We’ll try and figure out what we need to do next.’

Colin stared at him, grey eyes determined. ‘I know what I need to do next. I need to find my dad.’

Grieve hesitated. There was an awful lot at stake. It seemed that in the few months they had been gone the worlds were standing on the brink of a terrible destiny. Spending time looking for one human might not be practical. Even so . . . ‘Okay, Col. We’ll find him.’

After Colin disappeared back into the living room, Dom spoke again. ‘I did happen to run into somebody who might be able to give us some information,’ he offered quietly.

‘What?’ Derry demanded. She felt better for having had some sleep, but waking had brought an avalanche of problems crashing down on her. She couldn’t believe that the Guild weren’t dealing with the situation. All her life, she had looked to them for guidance in magical matters. Now it looked like everybody was on their own.

Or maybe not. ‘I met a human –’

‘Did they scream and run away?’ Friendly inquired.

Dom rolled his eyes. ‘D’you mind? Like I was saying, I met a human, part of another Resistance group. They suggested that we all meet up and discuss the situation.’

Derry raised an eyebrow. ‘The situation?’

‘Well the magical races have a Resistance and it seems the humans have started up a Resistance . . .’ Dom shrugged. ‘It makes sense to all work together, right?’

Silence greeted this pronouncement. ‘The humans joining the magical races?’ Madam Isamabelle said finally, sounding dubious.

‘They are one of the eight races,’ Friendly observed.

‘And many scholars believed that if the prophecies regarding the Shimmer ever came to fruition, the eight races would have to join together once again,’ Busternut agreed. ‘Why Frogwilton, in his History of the People, expressed that very sentiment. He said –’

‘A great deal, if he was a wizard,’ Derry interjected. ‘Moving right along, did this Resistance member mention a place and time to meet up?’

‘Eight o’clock in the thicket by that field just outside of Hags End,’ Dom told them. ‘The one with the twin haystacks.’

‘I know it.’ Grieve glanced towards the window. If there was one other thing a troll knew, it was the time of day. ‘Almost seven o’clock. We should leave soon.’

‘I’ll go and find Colin,’ Ashley murmured, rising to her feet. She felt bad that her parents were okay (if hiding in a closet) while Colin’s dad was missing. It hardly seemed fair. If there was anything she could do to help him find Mr Bundle, then she’d be more than willing.

Colin had sought a bit of privacy in Madam Isamabelle’s tiny rear garden. He’d found a stone bench that offered shelter behind a very large snowball bush and sat on the ground, leaning his back against the seat. After a few blurring minutes when the tears wouldn’t stop coming, Colin recovered enough to open the pack and let the baby dragon out.

‘Come on,’ he rasped, encouraging the little creature gently. ‘Come out and stretch your legs. You must be pretty sick of being in there by now.’ The dragon had seemed quite content to remain in the pack, cuddled up on the scraps of material Colin had padded the bottom with. When he wasn’t sleeping, Colin had been pulling the top open so that the dragon could stick its head out and peer at the world.

The baby waddled awkwardly out of the pack and stood on the grass, blinking as it looked around. Colin made himself focus on the little creature fiercely. Crying about his dad wouldn’t help him. But one thing was for sure: Colin was going to find him just as soon as he could. His dad was all the family he had left, and there was no way he was going to just abandon him.

The baby dragon was sniffing at the grass, at the flowers, at the air itself. A fly buzzed by and the dragon’s tongue shot out immediately, snaring the insect. ‘Supplementing your diet, huh?’ Colin managed a watery smile. ‘I guess you’re feeling an awful lot better than when we found you.’

The creature certainly looked better. Its skin glittered in the mottled sunlight, while its beautiful, multifaceted eyes were bright, alert with intelligence. Colin sighed. At least one thing had gone right. Saving the little dragon had been a good decision.

Digging a hand into the inside pocket of his vest, Colin withdrew the pouch that contained the Shimmer. The stone’s weight had been a constant reminder of its presence against his chest as they’d travelled. When he slept his dreams were filled with it; strange dreams in which the mystical stone seemed to come to life, glimmering with beauty. Sometimes, Colin could almost believe that it was trying to communicate with him, which was a bit unnerving. With a cautious glance towards the house, he drew the fragment of stone out and slowly unwrapped its covering. It glowed like a small piece of rainbow in the palm of his hand, colours shot through with threads of gold so lustrous his breath caught with a kind of delighted surprise. Every time he looked at the stone, it was as if he was seeing the Shimmer for the first time and he stared at it in wonder.

His reverie was broken when the baby dragon stumbled against his leg. Colin looked up quickly to see that the little reptile’s eyes were fixed on the Shimmer. He blinked, trying to remember if the Creation Stone held the same fascination for dragons as it did for the magical races but he came up with a blank. Colin was fairly sure the effects on dragons had never been mentioned. Nonetheless, his little refugee appeared to be drawn to the stone, stepping over Colin’s legs to move closer.

Hesitating, the boy held the Shimmer out and, suddenly, a beam shot out of the fragment. It appeared as a shaft of pure golden light and encompassed the little dragon, who froze the moment the beam touched it. Colin stared at the Shimmer in alarm, horrified by this unexpected turn of events. Despite the intensity of the beam that emanated from the stone, it felt no more than comfortably warm in his hand. The light enfolded the dragon, drawing out myriad hues in the little creature’s glittering hide. The dragon gave a low-pitched croak, half shutting its eyes while it raised its head, as if it were basking in the stone’s light. For perhaps twenty seconds the pure golden light continued to flow over the dragon, and the baby swayed gently backwards and forwards, as if to some far distant music.

Then it was gone, the beam vanishing as abruptly as it had appeared, and the Shimmer was once again no more than a very beautiful fragment of stone in Colin’s hand, glowing with unearthly radiance in the sunlight.

Colin lifted his gaze to the dragon. Its eyes were wide open now and alive with a dazzling array of colours – jade and amethyst, emerald and topaz, all spinning and shifting in a cartwheeling medley of jewelled tones. It was staring at Colin and suddenly the boy was jolted upright by the brush of something strange and alien inside his head. He gave a soft gasp of surprise, gaping at the little dragon who returned his look with steady assurance.

So it was, when Ashley came looking for Colin several minutes later, she found him with the Shimmer in his hand, staring at the dragon who was staring back with equal intensity. Ashley’s steps faltered for a moment before she scurried forward. ‘Colin?’ she said worriedly. When Colin didn’t immediately respond, Ashley poked him on the shoulder. ‘Colin?!’ The boy blinked and the breath whooshed out of Ashley in relief. ‘What are you doing? Why were you looking like that? And why are you holding the Shimmer? Put it away, the others could come out at any minute!’

Colin seemed to gather himself together with an effort. Automatically, he began wrapping the Shimmer back in the special material that contained it and tucked it back into the pouch. ‘Something very weird happened,’ he said, sounding a little stunned.

‘Other than you looking like a statue?’ Ashley sat down on the grass beside him and gave the baby dragon an uncertain look. It was still staring at Colin with an intensity that made the girl feel uneasy. ‘What’s up?’

‘I took out the Shimmer –’

‘You shouldn’t, you know. If one of the others touches it then they’ll be dust.’

‘I know, I know. I guess I need to be more careful. It’s just . . . the weirdest thing happened. When I took out the Shimmer this light came out of it –’

‘What kind of light?’ Ashley demanded sharply.

‘A light. How would I know what sort? A magical light, I suppose. Anyway, it shone on the dragon and now . . . and now . . .’

When he trailed off into silence again, Ashley shifted impatiently. ‘Col-in! Would you like to finish that sentence sometime this week?’ She sounded spookily like Derry.

‘Sorry. Um . . . yes, well this light came out and it shone on the dragon and . . . and now I can sort of hear him – in my head.’ Colin stared at Ashley.

She stared right back at him. ‘Hear who?’

‘The dragon.’

‘You can hear the dragon?’

‘Uh-huh. In my head. It’s weird.’

Ashley looked bewildered. ‘Are you saying that the dragon is talking to you?’

Colin hesitated. ‘Well it’s sort of like talking. Actually, it’s more like talking and pictures put together. Like . . . ah . . . word shapes? His name is Prenth, by the way. At least, it comes out like that.’

Ashley drew a deep breath. ‘We’d better tell Grieve and Derry.’

Colin nodded, his eyes returning to Prenth. As far as it were possible for a reptile to look smug, Prenth did. He waddled closer to Colin and, with an effort, climbed onto the boy’s lap, rather like a possessive cat might.

Ashley raised her eyebrows. ‘Okay, now it’s officially weird! I’m getting the others.’

Moments later Derry, Friendly, Grieve, Busternut and Dom came out to try and make sense of Ashley’s peculiar utterance that Colin was ‘talking with Prenth’ outside.

Colin gave them all a tentative smile as they clustered around. ‘He’s talking to me. Kind of.’

‘Extraordinary!’ Of all of them, Busternut seemed the most excited. ‘How did it happen?’

‘I took the Shimmer out –’

‘You took the Shimmer out?’ Derry said quickly. ‘Colin, that’s so dangerous!’

‘I know. I’m sorry about that. Anyway, a light came out and shone on Prenth and now he can sort of talk to me. Not the kind of talking that we all do together,’ Colin hastened to explain. ‘More a sticking pictures in my head kind of talking. And he seems to understand what I’m thinking, too.’ He looked from one face to the other. ‘What do you think it means?’

Busternut pursed his lips. ‘Perhaps they were communicating. As we’ve discussed, the Shimmer and dragons are both full of universal magic. They might be able to communicate. Dragon magic is so ancient anything is possible.’

‘Yes,’ Ashley said impatiently, ‘but what does it mean?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ the wizard admitted frankly. ‘I’ve never heard of such a thing. It’s quite remarkable, don’t you think?’ His round blue eyes swept over everyone eagerly before they returned to Prenth. ‘So what’s he thinking now?’

‘Not much.’ Colin reached for the pack. ‘He’s tired and he wants to go back to sleep.’ There was something in the boy’s voice that made his audience wonder if that was all he was getting from Prenth, but nobody quite knew how to tackle this new development. Grieve was uncomfortably aware that talking with magical beasts didn’t make it into any ‘how to’ guides on saving the world. He was getting a little sick of trying to sort out the endless stream of incomprehensible things that kept heading his way.

‘Are we going to meet the person Dom was talking to now?’ Ashley asked eagerly.

‘We’ll need to leave straight away if we’re going to make it by eight.’

Colin was looking from one face to the other. ‘What person?’

‘I met somebody from the human Resistance when I was coming back here. They said they wanted to share information,’ Dom told him. ‘Perhaps we can find out something about your dad.’

A flicker of hope ignited in the boy’s chest but he refused to let himself get carried away. He was suddenly all action, however, rearranging Prenth’s bedding, shaking it out and refolding it. He held the top of the pack open so that Prenth could climb inside. The dragon immediately obliged, turning around several times, rather like a dog would do, before finally settling himself comfortably in his usual ball. ‘I’m set.’

‘And in record time,’ Grieve said with a smile.

‘I’m sure whoever it is has probably never heard of Dad,’ Colin said, fastening the straps and climbing to his feet. He hoisted the pack onto his back once more. ‘But you never know – and at least we might get a better idea of what we’re up against.’

‘Good attitude,’ Grieve murmured.

Colin smiled, but his expression held a new determination. ‘We have to find somebody who can show us how to use the Shimmer properly.’

‘Did the dragon tell you that?’ Busternut demanded eagerly.

‘Uh-huh. He also told me that we’d have to go to Erlendene.’

‘I’m not sure. I’m not used to receiving directions from a dragon,’ Grieve said dubiously.

‘We have to go to Erlendene, Grieve.’ Colin sounded completely sure of the fact.

Derry, Friendly and Grieve shared a look. A baby dragon was calling the shots now?

‘Why not?’ Friendly said philosophically. ‘We didn’t have anything else planned.’

‘This is nuts,’ Derry frowned, but she was already checking her pack, preparing to recommence their journey. ‘We’re going to need something other than a vague we-need-to-go-drop-in-on-the-Nameless-Ones plan. I don’t suppose that infant gave you anything else to go on, did he?’

‘Not so far, but he’s pretty tired now.’ Colin gave the gnome a grin. ‘I’m sure there’ll be more.’

‘I’m not,’ Derry sighed. ‘But we can’t stand around here all day. Let’s go say thank you to Madam Isamabelle and then head off.’

Madam Isamabelle supplied food and advice, both as liberally as she was able. The morning wore a faintly purple shroud of mist. In the early light, Grumble looked more than ever like some place enchanted, a restless breeze straying along the empty streets, kicking up fallen leaves and rattling an old tin along the cobblestones.

‘Poor Grumble,’ Friendly said mournfully. ‘I never thought to see it like this.’

‘It’s not going to stay this way,’ Derry replied grimly. ‘One day, everybody will be back and it’ll be just the same as it used to be.’

It sounded very much like a promise. Friendly and Grieve exchanged glances. Considering the situation, promises like that were a very difficult proposition.

In a way, they all felt sad about leaving Bottleberry Street behind. In the simple comfort of Madam Isamabelle’s cottage they had known a brief respite after their rotten sojourn in World Three and it had felt like home, even if home wasn’t as they’d left it. Madam Isamabelle had cooked them a fine breakfast, having raided the hens that were still scratching around the village. She and (a very proud) Ashley had produced bread and savoury loaf while the others had slept, so they all walked out her front door with full bellies.

The four kilometre journey to the designated field wasn’t entirely uneventful. There were more of the People about than Grieve had ever seen before. As well as the races, magical beasts flew, slithered or moved on four feet. Within ten minutes of leaving Grumble they’d seen a unicorn, a pair of griffins and a rather peculiar looking creature who appeared to have the head of a horned goat, the body of a giant short-haired cat and a long, lizard-like tail. Even more bizarre, the mottled tabby fur on the body gradually transformed into iridescent green-blue scales down the length of the tail. It emerged from the underbrush at the side of the road and scared the stuffing out of everyone. The creature seemed equally horrified by the sight of them and let out a high-pitched squeal of alarm, rearing up on its haunches to wave enormous paws at them. It was a purely defensive move, however, as the beast seemed all too eager to be gone. It sprang onto the road and lolloped away, rear-end scales shimmering as it moved.

There was a stunned pause. ‘What was that?’ Ashley gasped at last.

‘Never seen anything like it before,’ Grieve admitted, watching the beast disappear from sight.

‘It was probably a magical experiment,’ Busternut surmised. ‘Some wizard or witch playing around with combinations.’

‘Combinations?’ Colin repeated, puzzled.

‘Combinations of creatures. They’re not meant to.’ Busternut, normally the most placid of wizards, sounded positively gruff. ‘But sometimes wizards and witches think they can break the rules to suit themselves.’

Unsettled by this encounter, they moved ahead cautiously. One thing they saw that caused them a great deal of unease were ogres. For some reason the big lugs had left their caves in droves and were roaming about in far greater numbers than usual. Fortunately their bad attitude was accompanied by an abysmal lack of intelligence and it wasn’t all that difficult to steer clear of them. Having never seen an ogre, Ashley gaped at the two-headed monoliths in the distance in amazement, but she would have been the first to admit that she had no desire to take a closer look; even at a distance, an ogre looked astonishingly ugly.

‘They’re horrible!’ the girl breathed.

‘They’re a lot more horrible up close,’ Colin assured her. ‘And they smell like wet socks that have been left in the machine for days.’

The field with the two haystacks lay on the outskirts of Hags End and belonged to a farmer named McDoogle. Colin glanced towards his home village and was surprised to find that he had no desire to visit it. His dad wasn’t there and if his dad wasn’t there, then it didn’t feel like home anymore. It’s not that everything looks incredibly different, Colin reflected sombrely, staring at the distant, familiar houses. It’s just that everything feels so different. The air itself seems prickly.

Despite their cautious progress, it had taken them less than an hour to reach their destination. They stared at the thicket where they were to meet the Resistance fighter. It was bushy with new spring leaves and bursting with tiny white flowers.

‘Who is this person, exactly?’ Derry asked, glancing around her. While her opinion of humans had undergone a radical change since she’d known Ashley and Colin, this whole thing was making her uneasy.

‘I think he said their names were –’

‘Flock and Waddle,’ a voice supplied helpfully from somewhere behind the thicket. Everybody swung around and stared at the foliage in surprise. ‘Er . . . you’re standing on the wrong side. We’re round here.’

Grieve looked at his brother. We? Friendly mouthed. Grieve shrugged.

There were two Resistance fighters waiting to meet them. Colin’s mouth dropped open when he saw who they were. ‘Why it’s Doctor Flock and . . . and Mrs Waddle?’

Colin could hardly believe his eyes. Mrs Waddle was his neighbour, an elderly woman who knitted unwelcome jumpers (they scratched) and extremely welcome casseroles (heavenly after all the TV dinners he and his dad whipped up). She was dressed now in her usual uniform of paisley housedress, knitted cardigan and orthopedic shoes. Her hair glowed with a blue rinse so vivid it looked positively radioactive in the fresh morning light. She looked like a fragile old-age pensioner, but underneath Mrs W was bedrock, pure and simple. Her companion was almost as surprising. Doctor Flock was a mild-mannered old soul, much liked by the host of kids he’d been treating for years. If Colin had been asked to pick two of the most unlikely people in his acquaintance that might be a part of some kind of resistance movement against the Nameless Ones, these two would have certainly made the list.

Mrs W smiled when she saw Colin. ‘Colin Bundle! Dear me, I’ve been worried about you, my lad. We’ve all been wondering where you’d got to.’

Colin’s heart was racing, tension tightening every muscle. ‘I was off on an adventure.’ He shook his head. ‘Gee, Mrs W, I never would have thought you’d end up a member of a Resistance group.’

Mrs Waddle made a face. ‘My old dad said you should never sit down for wickedness, and from what I’ve seen, there’s a deal of it about. Are you going to introduce us to your friends?’

‘Oh! Oh yes, sorry. Um . . . this is Grieve, Derry, Ashley and Friendly. I think you’ve met Dom.’

The elderly lady gave the young troll an approving look. ‘Dear me, yes. I gave him quite a fright when I surprised him in among my delphiniums.’

When Grieve arched an eyebrow at his cousin, Dom flushed. ‘I was being quiet! How was I to know anybody would be out and about in the middle of the night?’

‘I couldn’t sleep so I decided to water the garden,’ Daphne Waddle explained comfortably. ‘I scared the life out of the poor fellow. But then we got to talking.’

Dom gave a reluctant grin. ‘It was kind of novel, not having a human scream and run away.’

‘And he explained about the Resistance group his father was organising. I took it upon myself to find out more.’

‘Indeed.’ Dr Flock gave them all a nervous smile. ‘Not that we’re entirely sure what’s going on, but the more the merrier, right?’

Grieve and his companions all considered this for a long moment. ‘Right,’ Friendly said after a moment. ‘It’s nice to meet you both.’

‘Mrs W –,’ Colin had tried to restrain himself until the niceties were done but now he was dancing from foot to foot with impatience. ‘Do you know where my dad is? Dom said he wasn’t at home.’

Mrs W’s face clouded. ‘Your dad was rounded up along with a group of other villagers nearly four weeks ago. There didn’t seem to be any reason for it. I was at the chemist in the high street when these people came. Tall and beautiful, they were, but you could tell straight away that there was something not quite right about them. They gathered up ten or so people, including your dad, who’d been out most days, putting up “missing” posters about you. I don’t know where they took him,’ she concluded regretfully.

‘Erlendene, probably,’ Grieve said quietly, seeing the boy’s woebegone face. ‘We’ll find him somehow, Col.’

‘But why would they have taken him?’

‘They’ve been gathering lots of people up,’ Dom offered. ‘My mum says they need slaves.’

Colin blanched. ‘Slaves!’

‘Okay, it’s a rotten occupation, but it isn’t fatal,’ Derry said quickly. ‘Like Grieve said: we’ll find him.’

‘Definitely!’ Ashley agreed fervently, relieved all over again that her parents were safe at home. She could only imagine how awful Colin felt.

‘How about we go back to my place – I’m just down the road – and share information and a cup of tea?’ Dr Flock suggested.

‘Good idea,’ Mrs Waddle agreed. ‘We can explain what we humans have been up to, and perhaps you can fill us in on whatever else is going on?’

‘Delighted,’ Grieve murmured, squeezing Colin’s shoulder.

Dr Flock’s house was a rather nice two-storey cottage, very old, with a half-brick, half-plaster facade. Ivy crept up its walls, nearly obscuring the small diamond-pane windows. He showed them into a cosy sitting room. ‘Tea?’

It was, Colin thought, a little like having afternoon tea with an elderly relative . . . They all perched on sofas and chairs, Grieve, Derry and Friendly settling in as if they frequented human living rooms all the time.

When Dr Flock had provided refreshments (their second meal in an hour, Friendly noted happily), they got down to business.

‘Right then,’ Mrs Waddle said briskly. ‘While we know that the army have established a base in Clackham –’

‘Army?’ Grieve inquired. ‘And that would be . . .?’

Mrs Waddle blinked but obligingly produced an explanation. ‘A large government body of able-bodied . . . er . . . people who are employed to defend our borders.’ The Pepperpot brothers exchanged a look. They’d never realised that their borders needed defending. ‘Hags End is without any real defenders but many people have gone to Clackham. Not,’ she added sombrely, ‘that the army is likely to do much good. I’ve seen what these invaders are capable of.’ She shook her head wonderingly. ‘It looked very much like magic.’

‘It was magic,’ Ashley told her kindly.

Prenth wanted out of the pack. Colin received the thought loud and clear and he opened the clasps, pulling the top wide so that the little dragon could wobble out. To their credit, neither Dr Flock nor Mrs Waddle found the appearance of a baby dragon peculiar. ‘Oh my,’ Mrs W said whimsically. ‘How sweet. As I was saying, although we have the army, and I daresay the navy and airforce as well, to defend us, I don’t believe it’s going to do a bit of good in the long run. That’s why the doctor and I decided that we needed something with a little more cunning.’

‘A Resistance,’ Colin nodded. ‘Neat idea.’

‘We’ve been recruiting and there are many who would be willing to join us. But then I had the good fortune to meet Dom here. We got to talking and . . . well, don’t you all think it would be a good idea to join forces?’

Everybody stared at the little old lady in admiration. ‘Humans really are amazing,’ Derry admitted. ‘And here I was, thinking that Ashley and Colin were exceptional.’

‘We are!’ Ashley said indignantly. Derry merely grinned at her.

‘If you like, I can introduce you to our Resistance,’ Dom offered. ‘Its base is in Squidlington Minor but it’s growing all the time.’

‘Squidlington?’ Mrs Waddle repeated doubtfully, ‘I’m afraid I’m not familiar with it, dear.’

‘That’s because Other People villages are invisible, if you don’t believe in magic,’ Colin told her, while distracting Prenth from a plate of butter biscuits. ‘But I daresay they’ll all be visible now.’

‘So what’s the plan?’ Derry demanded.

‘Well, there’s still my parents.’ Ashley said hesitantly. Much as she wanted to see her mum and dad, she felt that she had an obligation to her friends now. They’d been through a lot together. ‘Perhaps, if somebody could send a message to let them know that I’m all right . . .’

‘I can arrange to have a message sent to the little girl’s family,’ Dr Flock offered, ignoring Ashley’s peep of indignation at being called a ‘little girl’.

‘Very kind of you,’ Grieve said, giving Ashley a doubtful look. He couldn’t help but think it would be far safer for her if she returned home. Derry was thinking along similar lines.

‘Ashley, I think it’s only sensible that you go and join your parents. I mean, they haven’t seen you for so long –’

‘No.’ There wasn’t a great deal of room for misinterpretation in that one word. ‘You’re not getting rid of me now. I’m coming with you.’

‘But Ash!’ Derry was looking quite upset. The journey so far had been extremely perilous. Colin, as bearer of the Shimmer, had no choice but to accompany them, but this was the perfect opportunity for Ashley to return to the relative safety of her parents’ home. ‘You’re so close.’

‘I know. And I appreciate what you’re trying to do but I can’t go back until we’re done. I want to help.’

Mrs Waddle beamed at the girl. ‘Admirable, my dear.’

Derry huffed out a breath. ‘Um . . . not helpful! You’ve no idea of the danger that Ashley and Colin have been in –’

‘I understand perfectly,’ Mrs W interrupted. ‘But they seem to have done remarkably well so far, so sending either of them home at this stage seems a little foolish. This is wartime. We need all the help we can get.’ The gnome stared at the elderly woman, flummoxed. ‘Dr Flock will get a message back to her folks to let them know she’s fine –’

‘For now!’ Derry muttered.

‘– and then she can get on with what must be done,’ Mrs Waddle finished serenely.

Ashley, seeing Derry’s dismay, leaned forward to squeeze her arm. ‘I can’t leave now, Derry. You must see that.’

‘I suppose.’ The gnome sighed.

‘Shall we get on?’ Mrs Waddle inquired. ‘The day, as they say, is young. We have a great deal to accomplish so we’d best get busy.’

Grieve gave a slow nod of acknowledgement. It was time to make plans, no doubt about it. They needed to find out how best to utilise the Shimmer against the Nameless Ones, how best to organise the strongest possible defence and – most importantly – how best to survive what would inevitably be a deadly confrontation.


CHAPTER TEN

Looking for Clues

K harzan had turned out to be very much as it had been described to Dus: full of dust and ancient tombs. Unlike his brethren, he didn’t find it in the least bit boring. Just frustrating. While he could always have used one of the dedicated chute circles for World Two, Dus chose to make his own route via magic, and in the early hours of the morning he had created a spell that saw him open his eyes to the bright, pale sunlight that characterised Thanos.

The second world had always been a popular holiday spot for his kind. It was rugged, in a friendly kind of way, with pale sandy beaches, pleasant aqua waters and a lot of mild-mannered mountains. Its flora and fauna were generally well behaved and its climate temperate.

It did, however, possess some interesting features, one of which was a series of ancient sites – or burial grounds. Dus had made sure to arrive close to his destination and he had approached the strangely wending narrow passages of lichen-covered grey stone eagerly. Kharzan, situated on the tip of a peninsula, had never been a city. Almost a kilometre of ground was devoted to tombs, set amid a series of intricate stone passageways that rose up to two metres in height. Not quite a maze but very similar. The convoluted streets were confusing if one didn’t take care, and it was easy to lose oneself.

It had taken Dus hours of diligent searching to find what he needed, long after his enthusiasm for the task had waned. Nobody really knew who it was that had been buried in Kharzan. The old site had always been there, an interesting tourist attraction for those who liked that kind of thing. The burial sites themselves were a series of pyramids, set on top of slabs of stone. Ancient languages had been carved on many, requiems for past lives. Any of the Ulural who cared to could read the words engraved on the stone by the simple expedient of a translation spell. Occasionally that’s what they did do, but none of the Ulural were scholars by nature and none of them had really cared enough to discover more about the old stones or the stories they had to tell.

Dus had cast so many translation spells that he could have done it upside down. He was cursing Ursal, cursing himself, cursing fate by the time he actually (literally) stumbled across the prophecy, the one that Ursal had referred to in her journals. His foot had caught on one of the many rocks that littered the narrow corridors and he’d half fallen into an alleyway so narrow that he could barely fit. Dus had squinted ahead, wondering if pygmies had once been the inhabitants of Kharzan. Waving a light into being, he’d sent it on ahead. The dancing flame had illuminated yet another pyramid and he’d sighed, wriggling forward so that he could read the inevitable inscription.

His translation spell had knocked the wind out of him.


The time comes . . . two paths lay before the Ulural. In evolution lies salvation. In rule, annihilation. Choose well. Destiny calls.



It was remarkably succinct and to the point for a prophecy. Dus had stared at it incredulously. There seemed little doubt that this was Ursal’s dire discovery. Unfortunately, it gave away very little apart from its grim message. Dus had scribbled it down carefully before continuing his search, but he’d found nothing more and so returned home.

Now he needed further information. A plan was forming, one that might possibly save him from the aforementioned annihilation that had been inscribed on the stone. He needed to finish what Ursal had begun, and he intended to take all of his brethren along. All he had to do was to figure out how.

Some of Ursal’s journals had given him a few pointers. She wrote of her plans, dwelling at length on her doubts about taking all of her kind by force. There simply wasn’t enough power, she’d lamented and had talked of using the fragment, the Creation Stone – the very fragment that Dus desperately needed to lay his hands on. All he had to do was find it.

There were still, he suspected, certain factors that he hadn’t taken into account. If he was going to replicate Ursal’s quest for evolution, then he couldn’t afford to get it wrong. Those that he had released from behind the Vail were still mighty irked about their long years of incarceration. They wouldn’t deal too kindly with another of their kind trying to perform the same trick.

No, one way or another, he absolutely had to get everything right . . .
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‘Have you any idea where we are?’ Pod demanded plaintively.

Pelmut Bluster sighed. If he had wished to return to his life of scholarly contemplation when he was Portal keeper, that wish had grown about a thousandfold since he’d begun his quest in the company of Pod Habernutley to find the maniac fairy Bluebell. The goblin never shut up.

‘We turned left at the last chute circle. Remember, St Ferris Glum was visible to the north? We’d have to have turned left to see it there.’

‘We should have stopped by,’ Pod said sourly. ‘We might have been able to get a decent meal.’

‘We’ve only been searching for a day or so,’ Pelmut pointed out. ‘And we had a really good breakfast at The Dancing Turnip this morning.’

‘Yes, well, my stomach is high maintenance,’ Pod growled. ‘It requires regular, well-rounded meals.’ He stopped and peered around him. The morning was advancing and he still didn’t have a clue how he was supposed to find Bluebell. To make matters worse, he wasn’t at all sure she wasn’t going to find him first, and in a manner he would prefer not to experience. This cat and mouse game was all well and good, but he had the uneasy feeling he was the mouse.

There didn’t appear to be any menace in their present surroundings. They were travelling down a pleasant country lane, and the biggest visible threat was the bees that were busy in the hedgerows. The sun was delightfully warm against their shoulders, the air full of the scent of flowers and birdsong. Once, in what felt like another life entirely, Pod had thoroughly enjoyed days like today. He would happily shirk whatever honest endeavour his parents or the Guild were attempting to make him perform, swipe some lunch from his mother’s kitchen and go fishing. Oh, for the good old days. Who would have thought the future would be such a load of old cobblers?

They had been chute hopping since the previous afternoon, dropping into villages around the Portal to see if they could pick up any trace of Bluebell. They’d had a bit of luck in Hags End when they’d interviewed a human girl called Melody. To save on time and conversation, Pod had made Pelmut slap a truth spell on anyone and everyone they encountered. Pelmut hadn’t liked it one little bit.

‘That’s against the law!’ he’d protested vigorously.

‘There is no law, you twit. Only what the Nameless Ones decide is the law. Seriously, Pelmut, do you want Dus to fry your butt? Because if we don’t find that demented fairy, that’s exactly what he’ll do!’

It had been a compelling argument. Melody, one of the increasing number of humans they encountered, had been full of information about the gorgeous creature that had stomped into her boutique (they had no idea what ‘boutique’ was) and helped herself to a new outfit.

‘And she left you in one piece?’ Pod had marvelled. Maybe Bluebell was softening.

‘Well yes. But she turned my mum into a walking turnip. And my boyfriend is a rock,’ Melody had sniffed sadly. Pod had immediately revised his theory about Bluebell’s apparent change of heart. She didn’t have a heart to change.

Pelmut had been so affected by the girl’s misery that he had spent several hours undoing Bluebell’s handiwork, despite Pod’s protests.

‘What does it matter?’ the goblin had said, exasperated. ‘So they’re a bunch of intelligent rocks and vegetables.’ A sheep had staggered by on its hind legs, gripping a handbag between its teeth. ‘And animals, apparently. It’s hardly any different from what they’re used to. Why should we care?’

‘We have a responsibility to care!’ Pelmut had snapped at him. ‘None of this should ever have happened!’ And he’d persisted, completely ignoring Pod’s disgusted protests as he worked his way through the village, leaving a lot of bewildered people in his wake.

After Hags End, Bluebell’s trail had petered out almost immediately. Their search had radiated outwards and they’d started visiting towns at random.

‘I still think she’ll go to Erlendene,’ Pod grumbled.

‘Dus couldn’t be sure,’ Pelmut reminded the goblin.

‘Right. She’s after the Shimmer, wherever that is.’

Fortunately, fairies couldn’t take the chutes because it burned out the flight centre in their brains. Unfortunately, they could fly, which meant that Bluebell could be just about anywhere. The truth was, Pod was winging it himself. He simply didn’t know where to look and was desperately trying to think of a decent backup plan in case he failed in his mission. Or in case he succeeded. He really had no idea what he should do when he found Bluebell. Except run, of course. He could hardly say, ‘Excuse me, princess, but would you mind awfully accompanying me back to the Portal so that Dus can stick you back into confinement? Pretty please?’ He’d be dead before he could so much as squeeze a word out.

Pelmut was thinking more or less the same thing. ‘What in the worlds are we going to do if we find her?’ he muttered, more to himself than his unhelpful companion.

‘Rediscover the meaning of pain,’ Pod snapped. ‘I wonder what she thinks she’s up to. I mean, she hasn’t got a snail’s chance of taking down the Ulural. She’s powerful, but collectively, they could swat her like a fly. Maybe Dus is right and she’s set on finding the Shimmer.’

Pelmut sighed. ‘We don’t seem to be progressing.’

They both lapsed into silence, walking down the road, each lost in their rather gloomy thoughts. After several kilometres they came to another familiar circle of stones and they paused, staring at the chute.

‘Well?’ Pelmut demanded. ‘Are we going to use it?’

‘I guess.’ Pod didn’t look too thrilled by the prospect.

‘Where are we going now?’

‘How should I know? How about somewhere that sells decent pies? I rather fancy a pie.’

‘Is that going to help find us Bluebell?’

‘Oh bugger Bluebell!’ Pod said irritably. As far as Pod was concerned, this entire quest was a waste of time. So Bluebell was looking for the Shimmer. If she found it she would probably have some big confrontation with Dus. Undoubtedly, there would be fireworks. Pod couldn’t help but feel it was time to rethink the future. He cast Pelmut a speculative look. ‘Of course, we could do something else.’

Pelmut looked at him blankly. ‘Such as?’

‘Such as perform some serious magic and disappear. I don’t know about you, but I don’t envision a glowing future for either of us if we find Bluebell. And if we don’t find Bluebell, Dus is going to reassemble our bits into an interesting hat stand. I say we scarper.’

Pelmut stared at the goblin doubtfully. ‘But we can’t. Can we?’

‘Why not? The world is a big place. Plenty of room for a wizard and a goblin to disappear.’

‘But Dus would find us. He’s one of the Nameless Ones. Surely he has some means of tracking us down.’

Pod considered this. Might Dus have some means of tracking him down? It was difficult to say what the Ulural were capable of, but given the circumstances, he was beginning to think it was a risk worth taking. Disappearing would mean that he could never go home again, but considering the radical changes that had taken place in Grumble, that wouldn’t really be a hardship. He was intelligent and cunning, wasn’t he? He could survive by his wits. The heavens only knew that’s exactly what he had been doing for the past few months. No, before that even, because life as a possum had been seriously challenging at times. ‘I’m going to do it,’ he said decisively. ‘All of this world-changing stuff is beyond the likes of me. I just wanted to be a goblin again and I am. Really, there’s no point in hanging about.’

‘I don’t know.’ Pelmut sounded scared and frightened and just a wee bit excited, all at once. This sort of revolutionary talk was entirely foreign to him. ‘What if we get caught?’

Pod shrugged. ‘They’ll have to catch me first and that ain’t going to happen.’ Reaching up, he slapped the tall wizard on the shoulder. ‘We should split up, for safety. Good luck to you.’

‘Where are you going?’ Pelmut demanded, thoroughly alarmed by the speed at which things were happening. He was more the sit-down-over-a-cup-of-tea-and-ponder-for-a-day-or-two kind of wizard.

Pod tapped a finger to his nose. ‘Now that would be telling. See you around some time.’ And with that, he walked briskly across to the chute circle, stepped into the stones and, after a quick finger charm, disappeared, leaving Pelmut staring after him in dismay.

‘Oh dear! What in the worlds am I going to do now?’


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Matters Move Ahead

T here was a chute circle not that far from Dr Flock’s house and it was there that Derry led them, as she seemed to know where all the local ones were.

As they walked, Grieve thought of something that he needed to share with his cousin rather urgently. ‘So, Dom,’ he said, falling into step beside his young relative. ‘You happened to mention earlier that some of the wizards and witches from Grumble turned up at Squidlington?’

‘That’s right. Jolly helpful they’ve been, too.’

‘Right.’ Grieve frowned. What with one thing and another, there had hardly been time to focus on what was supposed to come next, but if they were planning on a brief stop in Squidlington, the heart of the Resistance, then it was time to start thinking. He’d had it from a bona fide traitor that some of the Guild were rotten. Grieve had been gobsmacked to learn that there were bad eggs in power. The Guild had been the magic races’ source of guidance and leadership for years. Discovering that some of their number were not what they seemed had been an awful shock. ‘Dom, much as I hate to be the bearer of bad news, there’s a traitor in among that lot.’

Dom stared at Grieve, puzzled. ‘Say what?’

‘Before we went into the Cradle of Beginnings, Madam Salamande told us that she hadn’t been the only member of the Guild who had been dabbling in dark magic.’ Grieve grimaced. ‘She didn’t name names, but it seems a safe bet that one or two of those from Grumble’s Guild are dodgier than a five-legged dog.’

Dom stared in disbelief. ‘No way!’

Grieve paused. ‘Looking for backup here, people,’ he called over his shoulder. Friendly, Busternut and Derry joined them.

‘Problem?’ Derry demanded.

‘I’ve been trying to explain to young Dom here that not all of the Guild are on the up and up.’

Derry’s face darkened immediately. Of them all, she probably felt the betrayal the most. ‘It’s true,’ she said shortly.

Dom turned troubled eyes towards Busternut. ‘Much as it pains me to admit it, it does seem likely,’ Busternut told the troll sadly. ‘Even back when I was at the academy, there were rumours that some of our number were interested in the forbidden arts. I dismissed the possibility at the time. I didn’t want to believe it.’

Dom looked a little like the Easter Bunny had come and mugged him for his chocolate. ‘Blimey!’

‘Exactly. So you see, we can’t simply waltz on in and calmly tell anyone and everyone who we are or what we’re carrying,’ Grieve continued. ‘If there is a traitor in your midst, they’re going to be on to their friends at Erlendene quicker than you can say “pass the jam”.’

‘A traitor . . .’ Dom frowned. ‘If that’s true then I suppose you can’t just waltz in. Lots of people know you, Grieve. You’re practically famous.’ Derry made a noise. It sounded like she was gagging. ‘So how are you going to talk to anybody?’

Grieve hesitated. It was a very good question. How was he going to talk to anybody when his face was so familiar? He glanced at Busternut thoughtfully. The wizard stared back questioningly.

‘What?’

‘Busternut, old boy, I think we’re going to need your help.’
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Ignoring the Council meeting that Trar had scheduled for him, Dus was about to venture forth on yet another journey to the archives in search of Ursal’s missing journals when there was a knock at his door. He hesitated. The last thing he was in the mood for was company.

Opening the door, he was taken aback to discover three elves dressed in gold and black livery. They stared at him impassively. Due to their elusive natures and their ability to lose themselves, elves were prized as servants. The three before him bowed in unison.

‘Greetings, Lord Dus,’ one began.

‘The High Council are awaiting your pleasure. They require your attendance,’ said the second.

‘Immediately,’ added the third.

Dus raised an eyebrow at the trio of messages. Trust Trar to go for something showy. ‘I’ll be along presently.’

‘We’ve been instructed to escort you,’ the three chorused.

Dus stared at them for a moment longer before closing the door. Trar was really getting pushy. He hastened across to the door that led out to his private pavilion and slipped through to the street. There was no doubt about it; Trar was going to be a real pain in the rear end. She seemed determined to put a stop to all his questions about Ursal. As he made his way towards the archives building some instinct made him look over his shoulder. There was a familiar face. Dus’s feet slowed for a moment, trying to place the face, then he resumed walking. Strolling along behind him was one of Trar’s cronies. Dus couldn’t recall the fellow’s name but he could remember that smug, self-satisfied expression. Unless the fool was there by coincidence – and Dus wasn’t a big believer in coincidence – then it looked as if Trar had taken up spying. The ghastly harpy was having him followed.

Dus headed into the busiest parts of Erlendene. It was mid-afternoon, and the place was bustling with Ulural and the People. Markets had been set up as the Ulural had imported entire villages for some local colour, arranging them along the broad avenues with their procession of tall, graceful columns. Nervous trolls and gnomes could be seen behind their stalls, while his brothers and sisters strolled among them in a leisurely fashion, enjoying the atmosphere and the beautiful weather as they rummaged through trays of jewellery they’d never wear and racks of clothing they wouldn’t be seen dead in. Dus darted into the crowd, wondering what Trar hoped to achieve. Perhaps she was gathering evidence to prove that he was interested in evolution. But even if she got it, it was hard to imagine what course of action she could take.

Dus paused, frowning. Turning abruptly, he marched back to where his tail was lingering by a stall, studying vegetables with more interest than any turnip deserved.

‘Excuse me.’ Trar had selected a male, somebody Dus barely knew. He seemed to be disconcerted at being accosted by his quarry. ‘Sorry for interrupting, but are you going to be following me all day?’

‘What do you mean?’ his shadow demanded, opting for aggression. ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. Who are you?’

‘I’m the Queen of Bathsheba,’ Dus informed him sourly. ‘Do me a favour and go tell Trar that this is getting annoying, there’s a good fellow. I’m not going to her meeting, I’m not joining in the fun and I’m not messing about trying to avoid a bunch of ninnies. Got that?’

‘Trar says that you’re talking evolution, asking about Ursal,’ the Nameless One said sullenly.

‘And?’

‘Well . . . are you? Because that’s illegal.’

‘Since when?’ Dus demanded.

‘Since they passed a law about it yesterday at a special session of the High Council,’ his shadow informed him, rather smugly. ‘Penalty is exile.’

‘Exile?’ Dus considered the possibility. Where, exactly, did one get exiled to?

‘Exile to one of the other worlds,’ his helpful follower supplied, anticipating the next question.

‘And why would I stay there?’ Dus inquired. The Nameless One hesitated. As one of the Ulural couldn’t be constrained anywhere but behind the Vail, this was a tricky question, one that he obviously had no answer for. ‘Didn’t think it through, did they? Now go away. I’m not going to do anything exciting, I’m merely going back to my rooms.’ Where, hopefully, he could think. Trar and the High Council obviously were a great deal more rattled by his talk of evolution than he’d realised. Perhaps Trar remembered more about her ex-friend’s grand plans than she’d let on. Did she know about that grim little prophecy? The Ulural were a selfish lot, but surely they wouldn’t deliberately ignore the prospect of their own destruction. Would they?

Back in his rooms, Dus considered this latest development. After his declaration that he had no intention of going along with the High Council’s wishes, it was quite possible they’d make some kind of move against him. Absolute power was really going to their heads. Despite the fact that exile hardly seemed likely, if they were desperate enough to try it, who knew what they’d do next?

‘I really do need the fragment,’ Dus acknowledged glumly. ‘If I could only get my hands on that I’m sure I could generate enough power to do what I must. Without it, it’s just me against them. Stalemate.’

It would help if he had more information. Immediately he thought of Pod, but he’d sent Pod and that wizard after the maniacal Bluebell. Well, it was obviously time to prioritise.

Dus closed his eyes and focused his energies. Moving to the centre of the room, he drew a magical circle of power that glowed silver on the black granite floor. Dus didn’t bother with incantations or finger charms. The power of the Ulural came from direct contact with universal magic. He thought of Pod and the lanky wizard, visualising them clearly in his mind. The air around the circle began to pulsate, sparks of energy crackling, sending star bursts of electricity careening off the ceiling and walls.

After several moments, Dus opened his eyes and stared at his two minions, who had appeared within the glowing circle of energy. Pod was holding a large tankard of some liquid that came with an umbrella and some cherries on the side. Pelmut was poised to take a bite out of a sandwich, mouth open wide. Both looked appalled by their change of circumstances.

‘Oh yes,’ Pelmut observed bitterly, lowering his lunch. ‘Plenty of room to disappear!’

‘How did you do that?’ Pod demanded of Dus indignantly.

Dus raised an eyebrow. ‘My power knows few limitations. If I wish somebody to appear in front of me I merely close my eyes and manifest them.’

‘Figures. I never have any luck.’ Pod glanced down at his tankard and sighed. With a shrug, he raised it and took a long, sustaining draught.

‘You were fleeing.’

Pod and Pelmut shared a look. They’d both been hoping that this little detail might have passed Dus by but it appeared that, as usual, they were fresh out of luck. ‘Not fleeing, as such,’ Pod said cautiously. ‘More, taking a bit of a breather and assessing the situation.’

‘It was his idea. He said that chasing the fairy would be the death of us,’ Pelmut interjected miserably. He’d known escape was a silly idea right from the beginning. Who ever heard of escaping a Nameless One? ‘Are you going to kill us?’

Dus hesitated. He was supposed to be evolving and good minions were hard to find. And while he didn’t trust Pod one little bit, the goblin had proved to be useful so far. ‘No,’ Dus decided, ‘I’m not going to kill you. I have considered the matter of Bluebell and have decided that it is inevitable she will come here.’

‘Finally!’ Pod muttered beneath his breath.

Dus ignored him. ‘When she does make an appearance in Erlendene I will deal with her. In the meantime, I have another problem . . .’
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‘Ha! You look ridiculous.’ Derry giggled. It was a sound that Grieve had never thought to hear from the gnome – but then again, Derry wasn’t the gnome she had been ten minutes before. It made him want to giggle himself.

‘My clothes are too big.’ They were standing in a small clearing in among some trees, having sought shelter away from the main road. Busternut had wanted a bit of privacy to experiment. The chute circle lay only fifty metres or so away. They’d left Dr Flock behind to continue to organise the local Resistance but Mrs Waddle was with them.

‘You’re children!’ Mrs Waddle glanced at the wizard admiringly. ‘That was clever. Few people ever really look at children, do they?’

Busternut blushed. ‘It was nothing, really. I just played about with the ageing spell. Would you like me to pop a little one on you?’

Daphne Waddle hesitated. Offers like that didn’t come along every day. She thought about her arthritis and occasional bouts of lumbago. ‘Let me think about it.’

‘I feel short!’ Friendly observed happily.

‘You’re ten years old, chronologically speaking,’ Busternut informed him. ‘I guess trolls go through a real growth spurt after the age of ten. Uh, Friendly . . . what are you doing?’

‘Climbing a tree!’

Grieve could understand his brother’s exuberance. Actually, he had the urge to join him. He felt full of beans, jumping with energy, smiling dopily for no particular reason. He’d asked Busternut for a transformation spell, something that would disguise his true image. Using an ageing spell Busternut had made Grieve, Derry and Friendly old. Now the three of them were cubs again. ‘I have to say, I feel pretty good!’

‘It’s because you’re a child,’ Busternut explained. ‘Try to remember that. You might have the urge to act differently because you’re all young again but you can change back at any time using that unravelling spell I gave you. In the meantime, you’re three refugee children looking for help.’

‘But will we be able to hear what’s going on?’ Derry asked doubtfully.

‘Like Mrs W says, kids can go anywhere. Nobody really pays much attention to them.’ Dom was studying his cousins with amusement. ‘It’s going to work. I’ve been off, trawling around, and I’ve found some poor lost waifs looking for help. No way are they going to think it’s the Pepperpot brothers and the tracker Derry Featherstone.’

‘When are we going? Huh? When?’ Friendly demanded, dropping off a low branch and hanging from his knees. ‘I’m hungry.’

‘We should make Friendly stay behind,’ Derry said. As little gnome girls went, she was a decidedly cute cub. She was frowning at Friendly, the frown turning into a shout of indignation when he dropped neatly to the ground, did a handstand, somersaulted to his feet and ran across to pinch her. ‘Hey! You come back here!’ And she launched herself after the cackling troll cub.

‘Oh dear,’ Busternut muttered. ‘I think they’re having some kind of temporal culture shock.’

‘Is that bad?’ Dom asked doubtfully.

‘Well it could be interesting.’

‘They’re so cute!’ Ashley whispered to Colin and the boy grinned, nodding his agreement.

‘Oi!’ Grieve bellowed. ‘Settle down, you two! We’ve got work to do.’ Not that he didn’t want to break into a run and join in the game himself, but the situation was desperate.

‘What am I supposed to do?’ Busternut asked. ‘I know it’s been quite a few years but there’s sure to be some people who know me. I mean, I lived in Squidlington.’

‘Tell them you escaped from the Crack,’ Dom suggested, ‘and that you’ve finally made your way back home. You’re a hero.’

‘Too risky,’ Derry said. She’d remembered that she was really an adult and had broken off pursuit of Friendly to rejoin the group. ‘We don’t want anyone getting so excited that they send word to Erlendene. A hero returning from the Crack after thirteen years is going to get an awful lot of attention. Same with Colin and Ashley. We can’t risk anyone taking too much of an interest in them, not when Colin has the Shimmer. The presence of Mrs Waddle might be enough to cause a whole lot of interest.’

‘Good point,’ Dom agreed. He slapped Busternut on the back. ‘You and the cubs will just have to lay low. You can hide out at my place until after Grieve and the others have learned what they can.’

‘And what are we trying to learn?’ Friendly demanded, doing a cartwheel.

‘Anything we can. Primarily, we want some information about how the Shimmer can help us defeat the Nameless Ones, but we can’t mention that we have it until we know we can absolutely trust whoever we talk to.’ A large green and yellow butterfly flew past Grieve’s ear and he had an almost overwhelming urge to chase it. Reverting to being a cub again was proving to be very distracting. He hadn’t felt this frisky in years. ‘We need to see who from the Guild is hanging about Squidlington and we need to spy on them. And we really need to know what plans people have to fight the Nameless Ones. Mrs Waddle here can tell everybody about the human Resistance. Perhaps it is time we all joined together. Let’s face it, our enemy is the same.’

‘Any idea how we can prove who the traitor is?’ Dom demanded.

Grieve made a face. ‘Not really. But I didn’t like that elf Dix. He was a nasty bit of goods.’

‘He got taken off to Erlendene when they broke the Guild up.’

‘Oh.’ Grieve thought about the other Guild members that he knew of. Madam Aramanthe, Duggan the goblin, Pugli Cliffcleaver and the Overseer, Marvello. In another lifetime he’d have bet his secret stash of coins that none of them were guilty of anything more than behaving like overinflated balloons. But he’d learnt a thing or two since the good old days when all he’d had to worry about was which local business offered the best chance of reasonable booty.

‘We should have opted for being made old,’ he commented, giving in to his urge to run. ‘At least when you’re old you don’t want to go buy some marbles.’

‘Leapfrog!’ Friendly shouted, landing on his brother’s back.

Colin, Ashley, Dom and Busternut followed as Derry, Friendly and Grieve started leaping in an impromptu game.

‘Temporal culture shock, you said?’ Dom murmured.

‘I hope so,’ Busternut sighed. ‘Either that or being a cub is much more fun than I remember!’
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Bluebell was after information. To achieve her objective of world domination, she needed to get her hands on the Shimmer. Easier said than done, as she hadn’t a clue where to look for it. Casting her mind back to the Cradle of Beginnings (it was all a little fuzzy, really), she did her best to sort out her memories. Her time had mostly been consumed with trying to destroy that miserable piece of excrement Dus, but she did recall that she’d inadvertently flamed her now defunct lieutenant Peaseblossom. Poor old Pyro . . . Still, he’d turned weasel on her and Bluebell had no place in her life for weasels.

The fairy perched on a rock and closed her eyes. She’d selected a quiet glade in the forest (not her forest; when she went home she fully intended to do so in triumph) in which to do a bit of thinking. The trees were soothing. A creature of the woods, despite her ambitions, there was no place like a shadowy glade to settle chaotic thoughts.

‘I was throwing fireballs,’ she muttered, thinking back. ‘I felt funny. The walls and the roof of that room seemed to shift around all the time. I remember Pyro . . .’ Her lieutenant had perished. Bluebell bit her lip. Pod, that nasty little termite of a possum, had been there. He’d shouted something to Dus. Bluebell squeezed her eyes shut . . . then sucked in a deep breath. ‘That troll! Yessss. Pod said the troll’s group had the Shimmer! I’m sure he did. I chased them and they ran.’ For a moment Bluebell played with her hair, winding a long silky strand around her finger. Bits and pieces were coming back although she still didn’t have a coherent picture. She must have been affected by the universal magic that had been whirling around the Cradle like fog in autumn – it seemed to have scrambled her memories. She recalled that she’d chased them into a room and had almost had them when they’d disappeared. ‘The little sods went through a chute circle,’ she concluded in disgust, finally putting it together. ‘Which means that the Shimmer could be anywhere.’

It also meant that the Nameless Ones didn’t have it, which was a good thing. It would be a damn sight easier to get the stone off some stupid human cub than it would be to take on all of Erlendene.

‘I have to find them.’ Rising into the air with a flurry of shimmering wings, the fairy hesitated for a moment. She needed help. She didn’t have the knowledge to track the Shimmer to its current whereabouts. ‘But a witch might,’ she said to herself, sailing higher in the clear morning air. ‘Yes . . . Witches know all sorts of stuff, sneaky cows that they are. I need to find one who knows how to find the Shimmer.’ Her decision made, without further ado, Bluebell sailed forth to find herself a witch.


CHAPTER TWELVE

The Magical Resistance

Squidlington Minor was an interesting village, famous for its architecture, which was peculiar, to put it mildly. It had been designed by Codmartin Dibbler, a goblin merchant with more money than good taste or even good sense. Legend had it that he’d always had a hankering to design his own village and Squidlington Minor (not to be confused with Squidlington Major that lay to the far north and was in no way connected to its demented sister village) had been the end result. Codmartin, bless him, had been borderline certifiable (he’d ended his long life convinced that he was a cabbage) and the layout of the village was quite confusing.

It had seemed a natural place for magical endeavours due to the larger number of chute circles there and the village had grown even more when a magical university had been set up, followed closely by the alchemists’ guild, which had constructed several warehouses and a testing facility. The rapid expansion hadn’t helped. Streets ran any which way at random, some ending abruptly for no apparent reason in bewildering cul-desacs while others continued on endlessly, running the entire length of the town.

Dom led them through a confusing tangle of streets with all the confidence of one born and bred in the village. The houses, a mishmash of bizarre colours, towered high, the tops of some actually touching each other so that at times it was like walking through a tunnel.

‘Why are the houses all different colours?’ Colin had felt compelled to ask. Red and green and purple and yellow houses looked weird to somebody who was used to more sedate hues. To add to the overall riot of colour, doors and window frames were painted in different shades, creating an effect dazzling enough to make the eyes water.

‘The stone was imported from Thanos,’ Dom explained. ‘You should see the university. It’s awesome.’

They’d decided to drop Busternut, Colin and Ashley off before moving on to the headquarters of the Resistance, taking Mrs Waddle with them. Grieve had been eager to leave the old lady behind with the cubs and Busternut, but she wouldn’t hear of it. ‘I didn’t come here to hide away. I’m on a mission! This young troll here tells me that this is the centre of your . . . ah . . . Magical Resistance, so I’m here to talk to those in charge.’

‘But Mrs W –’ Colin began.

‘I’ll be quite all right.’ She gave the boy a smile. ‘Trust me, I won’t let our race down, Colin. We’ve a lot to offer and I’m determined that everybody knows it.’ Somehow, nobody doubted it for a moment.

Dom led them to a narrow house made of aqua stone with a bright green trim. ‘Here we go,’ he said. ‘Home sweet home. Feel free to explore, and there’s food about if you hunt around for it. My folks won’t be back for a couple of days.’

‘Won’t they mind you letting strangers stay here?’ Ashley inquired. Her own parents would have had a fit.

The young troll grinned. ‘What they don’t know can’t hurt them, right? And you’ve got to stay somewhere. It’s okay; you’re friends of my cousins. Practically family, right, Grieve?’

‘Absolutely.’ Grieve patted Colin on the shoulder. Colin found it a bit odd, having the troll shorter than he was. Ten-year-old trolls and gnomes only came up to an eleven-year-old human’s shoulder. ‘In you all go. We won’t be too long but, in the meantime, do what Dom says and make yourselves right at home. The Glasstumblers always keep a well-stocked larder or two.’

‘We appreciate it, Dom. I’ll feed Prenth again.’ The little dragon had been awake for half an hour or so. Colin could now sense when the creature woke up and what kind of mood he was in. Most of the time the mood was ‘hungry’. Baby dragons required a lot of feeding. The dragon’s presence in his mind was the most peculiar sensation. It wasn’t at all intrusive, more of a background noise, like the drone of traffic on a distant road or the sound of a radio playing in another room. He was aware of it but it didn’t interfere with the business of thinking. Perhaps the strangest thing to get used to was the feeling that he was no longer entirely alone in his head. And that wasn’t the least of it; he’d been feeling the presence of the Shimmer far more since the dragon’s consciousness and his own had somehow connected. The stone felt almost as much of a companion now as his friends. He’d been meaning to mention this to Grieve, but with one thing and another there hadn’t been a chance to.

‘Let us know if Prenth gives you any more insights,’ Friendly reminded him. The walk to the chute circle and their arrival in Squidlington had calmed all three of the newly made cubs down. The sight of the busy village, with its groups of refugees everywhere, had reminded them just how dire the situation was. Anxiety was marvellous for focusing the mind. ‘We can use all the help we can get.’

‘And remember your manners,’ Mrs Waddle added. ‘It’s only polite when you’re visiting.’

Having safely deposited Busternut, Colin and Ashley, Dom led the others back towards the centre of the village. The Magical Resistance had based itself at the university. They hadn’t bothered too much about protecting the village itself from intruders, but the nearer the travellers drew to the university, the more their fine hairs stood up and quivered.

‘Protection runes?’ Derry demanded, cocking an eyebrow.

‘Everywhere. And they’re heavy duty, let me tell you. All the witches and wizards got together and created it. It stops listening spells, and sets off alarms if anybody other than the eight races try and enter,’ Dom informed them. ‘Of course, we haven’t a clue if it stops the Nameless Ones.’

Unlike Grieve, who tended to get about quite a bit (usually off-loading stolen goods – it was generally better to do that outside of Grumble), Friendly had never been to Squidlington Minor and was startled by the sight of the university. As Dom had promised, it was a sight for sore eyes. Actually Friendly couldn’t help but think that it gave a person sore eyes; the enormous building was a cacophany of orange, green and purple stone, slammed together in a seemingly random combination of colours, all trying to outdo each other for visual supremacy. He wasn’t the only one to find the sight of the university astonishing. Mrs Waddle gave a muffled gasp of amazement at the sight of it.

Dom led the three pint-sized infiltrators and the elderly human lady through a pair of impressive iron gates and into an enormous cobblestone courtyard. An expanse of grey cobblestones was a sedate sight. Multicoloured cobblestones were not. It was akin to crossing a sea of frothy soap bubbles.

The Resistance had set up shop in the main hall and, as luck would have it, the massive wooden doors were open as a special session was in progress. The hall, a vast expanse full of elaborate wooden pews, was filled with people. Gnomes, trolls, goblins, elves, dwarves, witches and wizards all crowded in together, their attention fixed on the group seated behind a long table. It was, Grieve realised, when he and the others had wriggled through the forest of bodies and could get a clear view, a rough replica of the Guild Hall at Grumble, a fact that was reinforced by the presence of Marvello, who was heading up the proceedings. The wizard’s tall figure dominated the row of newly elected Guild members. The only other person that Grieve recognised from Grumble was Pugli Cliffcleaver, who didn’t look quite as prosperous as he had back home. Tufts were escaping from his plaited beard and his chainmail jerkin hadn’t had a polish in a while.

Marvello was speaking, his clear, ringing tones projecting through the hall effortlessly. ‘The decision to try and penetrate the city,’ he was saying, ‘has not been taken lightly. But we need to know what we’re fighting. They may have a weakness. If we can discover what it is, we can use it against them.’

‘And how are we supposed to find out?’ a dwarf piped up from the crowd. ‘All we know about the Nameless Ones is that they disappeared a long time ago. How are we supposed to learn about a race who only appears in legends?’

‘Have we checked all the libraries?’ a witch, hovering on her broomstick twenty centimetres or so above the throng, demanded. ‘If the Nameless Ones have any weakness at all, surely we would have recorded the fact somewhere.’

‘We’re in the process of doing so now,’ Marvello told her. ‘Our people have been sent to every village that might hold information to search through archives and libraries.’

‘And what about them foreign places?’ a goblin demanded. ‘Have we sent people there?’

‘We have,’ Pugli Cliffcleaver spoke up. ‘But we must be quick. Who knows how long we will be able to travel by the chutes? If the Nameless Ones take control of them we’ll be in real trouble.’

‘Which makes matters even more desperate,’ Marvello pointed out. ‘Something must be done and done soon if we’re not to fall beneath the rule of the Nameless Ones completely. If we can’t freely use the chute circles anymore then it’s only a matter of time before they round us all up and contain us entirely. Then any chance we have to resist them will be gone. These are dark days, my friends. It’s up to us to find a way to forestall them. We are,’ he intoned heavily, ‘the last chance.’

Well that was cheery, Grieve reflected. He glanced at Derry, knowing that they were both thinking the same thing. They held the Shimmer. Could a fragment of the first stone be the key to breaking the power of the Nameless Ones once and for all? And who could they trust enough to ask? The five of them melted back into the crowd, moving through the throng to find a quiet place in an alcove cut into the wall.

‘So they’re looking for something to overthrow the Nameless Ones,’ Friendly whispered.

‘Yep. The question is, what do we do? They have the knowledge and we might have the means, what with the Shimmer and the dragon.’ Grieve chewed at his bottom lip. ‘Do we tell them?’

‘Marvello?’ Derry murmured. ‘Surely he couldn’t be dodgy.’ The gnome had worked as a tracker for Marvello for years and, apart from a tendency towards pomposity, he seemed to be a decent enough sort. He was certainly very powerful.

‘Marvello was one of the people who helped form this Guild,’ Dom murmured. ‘Dad and a few others formed the Resistance, but Marvello had lots of good ideas. Would he have done that if he was a traitor?’

‘If he wanted to be part of things, he might have. The problem is that we just don’t know.’ Grieve scratched his head. He was beginning to feel hungry again. That was another drawback of being a cub. Stomachs suddenly became bottomless pits. ‘Time to start prying. I vote we investigate further. Dom here says that cubs can go anywhere. Let’s see just how true that is.’

While they’d been talking the meeting had broken up and people were beginning to shuffle out of the great hall. As it began to disperse, the small group had the opportunity to see just how diverse the crowd was. Never before had they seen so many of the People together in the one place. In the usual course of events a large presence of dwarves and elves would have been highly unusual. Elves were a secretive lot who kept themselves to themselves where the woodlands were the densest. And dwarf villages were secreted away in the highlands, having evolved from mining communities. These villages were never particularly big. Dwarves didn’t even enjoy talking to other dwarves, let alone the other races. Of course, there were community-minded dwarves that set up their homes in villages, usually so they could act as go-betweens when their own kind came to sell their quarried produce for things that couldn’t be found in the stony highlands, or there were criminal types, like Waddi Stonecutter – but creatures such as these were the exception rather than the rule. Dwarves simply didn’t like anybody enough to seek out the company of others.

One thing that was extremely odd was the presence of the humans. They hadn’t noticed them at first, what with the crush. But when the crowd cleared they could see that there were quite a few humans, huddled alone or in small groups, all possessing a vague air of bewildered confusion.

‘Well look at that,’ Mrs Waddle murmured. ‘Lottie Frogmartin from Lutton Small. We play bridge together.’ And with that, Mrs W steamed over to a woman who was hovering nervously in a corner, obviously overwhelmed by her surroundings. The others watched her march away.

‘Come on. She’s come to learn about the Resistance and I can see Midgley Pluckett over there,’ Dom said in a low voice, nodding towards a gnome who was deep in coversation with a small group. ‘He’s Dad’s friend. If anybody can fill Mrs Waddle in on things it’ll be him.’

Lottie Frogmartin was staring at her old bridge partner with desperate gratitude, obviously relieved to find a familiar face. ‘Daphne! Thank goodness!’

‘Lottie,’ Mrs W said cheerfully. ‘Well, what a to-do, eh?’

‘I don’t know what’s going on,’ Mrs Frogmartin said fretfully. ‘All these . . . these . . .’

‘Friends?’ Mrs W supplied firmly. ‘I know. Most amazing. How are things in Lutton Small?’

‘Dreadful! No milkman, the baker has disappeared. And then this tall fellow in a funny dress came along and brought me here –’

‘That would have been a wizard, dear,’ Mrs Waddle said bracingly. ‘And they’re not dresses, they’re robes. Luckily, you’ve landed in the heart of the Resistance, which is one of the reasons I’m here. Hags End has got quite a nice little resistance of its own happening but I thought I’d pop by and find out what’s going on here.’

‘You did?’ Mrs Frogmartin goggled at her friend. ‘But Daphne –’

‘No buts,’ Daphne Waddle said firmly. ‘We could do with women like you, Lottie. You were in the war once, weren’t you?’

‘Well . . . yes. I drove an ambulance. But –’

‘Excellent. Just the kind of thing we need.’ Mrs Waddle turned and looked at Dom. ‘So who do we talk to?’

The troll was grinning, impressed by the round woman who was standing before him with dogged determination. ‘You’re all grit and gristle, aren’t you? I’ve got just the fellow you want. Hey, Midgley?’

The gnome turned in surprise. ‘Hello, young Glassblower. What are you up to then?’

‘I want to introduce you to the human’s Resistance leader for the area. And you’d better be nice to her,’ Dom added, ‘because Mrs Waddle here is going to prove extremely helpful.’

The gnome looked at the elderly lady doubtfully, taking the hand that she held out tentatively. ‘Uh . . . how do you do?’

‘Very well indeed. Dom, you get your young refugee friends sorted. I’ll be just fine.’ Mrs W smiled at them, before turning back to the gnome. ‘Now, where can we talk?’ And Midgley Pluckett found himself taken by the arm and led off to a quiet corner, with Lottie Frogmartin trailing uncertainly in their wake.

‘It looks like she’ll be busy for a time,’ Grieve decided. ‘Come on then. Let’s take a look around. Dom, any idea how many people are here from Grumble?’

‘Quite a few. Marvello brought along all the witches and wizards that weren’t carted off to Erlendene.’

‘So it’s going to be a mite difficult to sort out any traitors.’ Grieve wasn’t surprised. If there’d been only a couple of likely candidates, that would have surprised him. Nothing was ever easy.

‘While we’re looking for traitors, let’s look for food,’ Friendly suggested.

‘I’m starving,’ Derry agreed.

‘You want food, you’ve come to the right place,’ Dom told them proudly. ‘Come on. I’ll show you where all the best kitchens are. We’ll all snoop better on a full stomach.’
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Prenth’s eyes glimmered as he looked into Colin’s, spinning slowly, sleepy once again. The boy smiled at the impression he was receiving of contentment. Having explored Dom’s house, they’d discovered no less than three basements, two of which were well stocked with preserved and dried food. They were currently in basement number two and Prenth had finished a meal of bottled oysters and pickled turnips, a combination that made him belch with sulfuric satisfaction. ‘He really enjoyed that. Do you think he’s getting bigger?’ To Colin, the dragon appeared to have grown. He seemed at least five or six centimetres longer (and a good deal rounder) than when they’d found him.

‘Definitely.’

‘I hope he doesn’t get too big for the pack.’

‘He probably doesn’t even need it now. My guess is he’d follow you like a puppy. I never thought I’d ever see a dragon behave in such a way. Although,’ Busternut added glumly, ‘I never thought I’d be stuck in the Crack for thirteen years either.’

‘Must have been horrible,’ Ashley commented. She was hardly recognisable as the poor creature Friendly had carried to Madam Isamabelle’s, pale as snow and so deeply asleep that it had looked as if nothing could rouse her. Now the colour was back in her cheeks and she looked more or less like a normal twelve-year-old (except for the clothes).

‘Ah well. It turned out better than I thought it would.’

‘Now all we need to do is sort out how to get rid of the Nameless Ones so you can really get your life back,’ Colin said, stroking Prenth’s smooth hide and tickling the little beast under the chin. Being tickled under the chin was something Prenth was particularly fond of. ‘I wonder how long the others are going to be?’

‘I suppose they need to work out what’s going on. And who they can trust.’ Busternut rested his chin on his knees. It felt funny to be back in Squidlington. Everything seemed so familiar and yet completely different. ‘I wish I could go out and take a look around. I wonder who’s in my old rooms now?’

Ashley gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘You’d probably like to go see, right?’

‘I would, actually. Maybe I could put a disguise on and just go out for a bit of a walk –’

‘I think Grieve would like us to stay here until he gets back,’ Colin said firmly, then, to distract Busternut, ‘What do you think happened with the Shimmer and Prenth? It’s kind of weird that I can communicate with him now.’

Busternut nodded thoughtfully. ‘Oh I agree. We’re dealing with great forces at work. The Shimmer, that little dragon . . . even you and Ashley, Colin. Frogwilton hypothesised in his History of the People that the day would come when all the eight races would have to join together to defeat the return of the Nameless Ones, if the prophecy ever came to pass. It seems likely to me that both of you cubs and that little dragon there are going to be instrumental in doing something quite extraordinary.’

Colin looked at the wizard. ‘I hope so. It seems to me that humans have been left out of things for way too long. Mind you, I’m not too sure how we’re going to stop the Nameless Ones.’

‘I daresay it isn’t going to be easy,’ Busternut said quietly. ‘But we’re going to try, right?’

Colin nodded slowly. ‘We sure are.’

‘They should never have come back,’ Ashley said, frowning. ‘Mucking about with the way things are.’

‘We’ll stop them,’ Colin said robustly. ‘I’m not sure how yet, but we’ll do it. Taking my dad away, making life miserable for everybody. They’ve got to be stopped, that’s all there is to it!’

The wizard smiled. ‘And that,’ he murmured, almost to himself, ‘is how legends are born . . .’
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‘So let me get this straight.’ Pelmut was staring at Dus with almost painful concentration. He didn’t want to muck up again. ‘You want me to infiltrate this Resistance . . . why?’

‘I need the fragment.’

‘That’d be the Shimmer that disappeared onto Dismal, then?’ Pod inquired delicately.

‘I’m aware of where it was. But an Ulural can sense the fragment. Not with any great accuracy, of course, but enough to know which world it’s on.’

‘But it can’t have come back,’ Pod protested. ‘That old twit in Grumble said that a broken chute couldn’t be fixed.’

‘Obviously he was wrong,’ Dus said impatiently. ‘I’ve sensed its return to this world. If I’m going to carry my plan through, I’ll need the fragment. It’s the one thing – the only thing – that can help me achieve what I have in mind.’

‘Hang on.’ Pod held up a hand. ‘If you can sense the Shimmer, doesn’t that mean that all of your lot can?’

‘If they’re listening,’ Dus admitted. Fortunately, the eternal self-obsession of the Ulural usually blotted out the bigger things.

‘So you want me to see if the Shimmer has somehow fallen into the hands of the Magical Resistance?’ Pelmut said doggedly. There was a pause. ‘How am I supposed to do that?’

‘It’s not as difficult as it sounds. All you really need to do is get close to the stone. I will lay a charm on you that will alert me to its proximity.’

‘But won’t the Shimmer turn me to dust?’ Pelmut inquired nervously.

‘You just need to get close to it,’ Dus said irritably. ‘It must be carried by a human. Get close to the human. It will be enough.’

‘So I won’t get disintegrated?’

Dus looked at Pelmut, wondering why he couldn’t find minions that were marginally more intelligent than a hat stand. ‘You won’t get disintegrated.’ Sending Pelmut to infiltrate this Resistance group was a long shot but Dus was getting desperate. The Shimmer was back on this world, he was sure of it. He could feel it. Which meant the creatures that had taken it had found a way back home, saving him the trouble of going after them. Really, they’d been oddly resourceful for a bunch of puny mortals. ‘Go through a chute. I shall give you my mark to ensure nobody interferes with you as you travel.’

‘Right.’ Pelmut hesitated. ‘You want me to go now, then?’

‘Immediately. And do not linger in this Squidlington Minor. If you do I’ll merely bring you back to me again.’

Pelmut swallowed. ‘Righteo then.’

‘What about me?’ Pod asked. ‘Shall I go with him?’

‘No. I want you here. I have a job for you that should suit your talents rather well.’

Pod cocked his head curiously. ‘Official food taster?’

‘Spy. I want information and you’re going to get it for me.’

‘I think I’m offended,’ Pod smirked. ‘So who am I spying on? Trolls? Wizards?’

‘My extended family. So don’t get caught.’

‘Huh?’ Pod suddenly looked nervous. ‘Your . . .?’

‘The Ulural. I need to know what they’re planning.’

‘Parties and stuff?’ Pod suggested hopefully.

‘Plots and stuff,’ Dus returned dampeningly. ‘While you were gone things happened. I think I’m officially at war with my own kind.’


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

A Trap is Tripped

Cubs really could go anywhere. Nobody thought to stop the three that were wandering around the halls of the university. Once or twice people – usually motherly types – who recognised Dom stopped and asked what he was up to, but the young troll merely said that he was showing three poor refugee cubs about and he was allowed to go about his business without further ado. They visited all the kitchens which had been set up to assist the large quantity of homeless folk floating around, looking for hope.

‘This is great,’ Grieve said enthusiastically. ‘I’d forgotten how easy it is to get around when you’re a young ’un.’

‘You should have taken to thieving at an earlier age,’ Derry commented dryly. ‘You’d have been in the gravy.’

‘I did. I made an awful lot of loot before I hit puberty.’

The gnome rolled her eyes. ‘You really are a reprobate!’

‘I’ve only ever stolen from those who deserved it.’

‘That’s your justification?’

‘Works for me.’

‘Put a plug in it you two,’ Dom recommended. ‘I’m taking you to the common room that Marvello shares with the other Guild members. We’re not supposed to be in this bit of the university so the less noise the better.’

Everybody shut up. They were in an area that had served as the living quarters for those witches and wizards who taught at the institution. It all looked very cosy, with rather nice sitting rooms filled with overstuffed armchairs, shelves stacked full of books and lamps to light the academic fog of gloom. A faint odour of pipe smoke hung in the air. Looking around, Grieve had quickly concluded that witches and wizards did all right for themselves and wondered why he’d never considered robbing such a prosperous place. It came back to him almost immediately. Witches and wizards dealt rather harshly with those silly enough to pilfer from them. He’d heard tales of thieves who had spent several decades working their way through cabbage leaves in the garden compost as earthworms before somebody had remembered they were there.

They’d been stopped several times in the hallways. In each instance Dom had adopted a apologetic expression as he explained that he was only here to retrieve these wretchedly disobedient cubs that had escaped his supervision. On both occasions the wizard had recommended that the cubs would benefit from having their behinds paddled while muttering about ‘young people nowadays’. Dom had agreed fervently that punishment would be meted out. Thus, they had penetrated the hallowed halls, edging closer to their destination all the time, slipping into the room that was next to the one Marvello was using to conduct business. It was dim in there, the heavy drapes pulled across the windows. A door lay between them and whatever Guild members were currently next door. Cautiously, all four crept towards it. It was a well-made door and fitted snugly, with nary a gap for eager listeners. It didn’t offer much in the way of eavesdropping potential but all four applied themselves to the task anyway, pressing their ears to the door.

All anybody could hear was the rise and fall of muffled voices.

‘This isn’t any good,’ Grieve muttered. ‘I can’t even tell who’s speaking, let alone what they’re saying.’

‘Want me to try an auditory spell?’ Dom hissed.

Friendly frowned. ‘Which is?’

‘Making their voices louder.’ With a mischievous look, Dom waggled his fingers, murmuring the charm beneath his breath. The moment he released it, shooing it towards the closed door, the voices beyond could suddenly be heard. Marvello, Pugli and one other, somebody whose voice they didn’t recognise, were talking.

‘– all very well, but I’m worried!’ This was Pugli. He did sound worried, in a gravelly kind of way. ‘You mark my words, something’s not quite right.’

‘I’m not saying that you’re wrong,’ Marvello said, voice testy, ‘just that we’ve got no way of proving anything. What evidence do any of us have of a traitor?’

‘Somebody is fiddling around with dark magic!’ This was the unknown participant, a woman with a strong, resonant voice. ‘I’m not mistaken. The spells that I’ve set have been sprung far too regularly for that.’

‘That’s all very well,’ Marvello replied, ‘but it would be handy to know who!’

There was a pause. ‘I’m working on it.’

‘Well work faster!’ Pugli snapped.

‘Now, now.’ It was Marvello again. ‘I’m sure Madam Coramandel is doing all she can. You know as well as anybody, Master Pugli, how slippery dark magic can be.’

The four behind the door were eyeing each other thoughtfully. So Marvello and some of his cronies suspected that somebody was a traitor, did they? Dom wiggled his fingers and the voices immediately died away to a dull murmur once again. ‘What do you think?’

‘Marvello seems to be on the side of the angels.’ Derry sounded slightly smug about that. ‘I knew it.’

‘So we talk to him?’ Friendly demanded.

‘I suppose so.’ Grieve figured they had to talk to somebody. Marvello was a wizard of some repute. He was powerful, held a position of some authority and was well respected. If anybody might have some insight into how the Shimmer could be best utilised, surely it would be Marvello. ‘So how do you want to go about this? Do we just walk on in there and tell them who we are?’

‘Aren’t we going to get Busternut and Colin first?’ Friendly inquired.

‘Not until we’ve talked to Marvello. Let’s get an idea of what’s going on. Marvello has been here long enough to know what’s what, I’m sure.’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ Derry agreed eagerly. Things were looking up, as far as the gnome was concerned. She’d always respected Marvello and she was big on referring matters to the proper authorities. For the first time since this whole stupid adventure began, she felt as if events might be restored to their rightful place in the greater scheme of things. Forgetting the seriousness of their mission and the fact that she was a grown-up deep down underneath her cub exterior, she did a little skip of delight. ‘Let’s go now.’

‘Let’s wait until we can get him on his own,’ Grieve suggested instead. ‘I don’t know a thing about this Madam Cora . . . whatever her name is. And I don’t want to go through twenty questions with a dwarf; you know what they’re like. Let’s just wait for an opportunity to talk to Marvello alone.’

As it turned out, this proved a great deal easier than any of them had anticipated. In an attempt to discover Marvello’s movements, Dom produced the auditory spell once more and they tuned back into the conversation.

‘I recommend you return to your scrying, my dear Coramandel,’ Marvello was saying. ‘It might prove to be exactly what we need to discover who it is amongst us that is communing with the darkness.’

‘Fine,’ Coramandel agreed, voice grim. ‘I’ll go and have another shot at scrying.’

Dom killed the spell immediately and they all crouched down, hidden by the shadows and an ugly, overstuffed couch. It was doubtful that the witch would come into the room they were hiding in, but there was no need to be reckless. Less than a minute later, Pugli huffed past the door, heading down the hall as well.

‘Looks like our window of opportunity just opened,’ Derry observed with a grin.

‘It sure does.’ All four straightened themselves up, jerking their clothes into place (this was instinctive – Marvello felt like the equivalent of a school principal, having had the ability to make most people feel scruffy) and hastened towards the door. There was no saying how long the wizard would be alone and they didn’t want interruptions until a goodly portion of their explaining was out of the way. It was going to be hard enough as it was.

Outside the door, they all hesitated. ‘We right then?’ Grieve said softly.

‘Absolutely,’ Derry agreed. ‘Let’s do it.’ And she knocked firmly on the door.

‘Come.’

Grieve was reminded of a night, not so long ago, although it felt like aeons. A night when the wizard had summoned them to his home, treating them all to a slap-up meal while he’d outlined what he, Grieve, must do. That had been the night that he had met Colin for the first time, the night that they had been pursued by a wulf, the very same night Grieve had known that his life was going to go belly up for some time to come.

And here he was, about to speak to Marvello about matters of life and death once again. The only difference was that this time he was all in favour of the coming interview. Maybe by the end of the day some of the burden of this endless muddle would be lifted from his shoulders. And maybe it wouldn’t be. They were dealing with the Nameless Ones. Unless they could come up with something pretty spectacular they were still in the soup no matter what Marvello might have to offer.

Derry opened the door and they trailed over the threshold. Marvello, seated at a large desk, peered at them in surprise. There was no recognition in his eyes as they slid over Grieve, Friendly and Derry, finally coming to rest on Dom. ‘Ah. Young Glasstumbler, isn’t it?’

‘Yes sir,’ Dom said smartly. ‘That’s me.’

‘And who do we have here?’

Grieve hesitated for a moment, then conjured the unravelling spell. In the blink of an eye (and after some very odd sensations that started at his toes and ended at the top of his head), he was suddenly a mature troll once more, twenty-nine years of age and thief extraordinaire. Marvello goggled at this unexpected apparition in amazement. ‘By the bursting bladder of Balthaazar!’ he gasped. ‘Grievous Pepperpot!’

‘True enough,’ Grieve admitted. ‘Good to see you, Overseer.’

‘But how . . .?’

His eyes widened even further when Derry and Friendly unravelled as well. When his gaze moved automatically to Dom, the young troll held up a hand. ‘Hey, don’t look at me. What you see is what you get.’

The wizard rose abruptly to his feet, his expression suddenly urgent. ‘Quick!’ he breathed. ‘Tell me now. Do you have the Shimmer?’

‘We do,’ Dom informed him. ‘Or at least one of the cubs has it.’ He blinked when his cousin nudged him. Grieve would have preferred this information to have remained secret until they knew a bit more about what they were up against.

‘One of the –? Do you mean that human cub? Colin . . . Oh, what was his name now?!’ None of them had ever thought to see the great Marvello so rattled.

‘Bundle,’ Friendly supplied.

‘That’s the one. But where have you been? It’s been months since you departed Grumble.’

‘It’s a long story,’ Friendly began. ‘You see, when we left Grumble –’

‘Wait!’ Marvello held up a long, thin hand. ‘Not here. Not now. I would be delighted to hear all about your adventures but we have a small problem in Squidlington Minor that needs to be resolved. Until we do, I cannot guarantee your safety.’

‘The traitor.’ Dom nodded. ‘We know.’

Marvello looked thunderstruck. ‘You know?’

‘We learned from another traitor that somebody on the Guild was practising dark magic,’ Derry explained.

The wizard sucked in a breath and leaned forward. ‘Did you find out the traitor’s name?’ he whispered.

‘Unfortunately, no,’ the gnome sighed. ‘But we figured they might be at Squidlington.’

Marvello subsided back on his heels. He ran a hand over his face. ‘That . . . is most unfortunate. We’ve been trying to discover the traitor’s identity for some time.’ He looked at them sharply. ‘The cub? Colin? He’s not with you?’

‘We didn’t think it was safe to bring him,’ Grieve admitted. ‘We thought human cubs would stand out like a sore thumb but I see you’ve started bringing some in.’

‘The ones that have lost their homes in the smaller human villages,’ Marvello nodded. ‘Poor things, they don’t really know what’s going on. Come along, all of you. I can’t risk anybody finding you here and talking out of turn. The last thing we want is people remembering why the lot of you went off in the first place. I know a place where you will be quite safe and then we’ll discuss what I’m sure must be some quite amazing adventures at our leisure.’

‘Oh, they were amazing all right,’ Grieve agreed wryly. He didn’t really want to go rushing off. What he wanted was to go and check on Colin and Ashley, then have a nice, sedate conversation about what came next with Marvello. Perhaps, he thought hopefully, they could use the Shimmer, or even Prenth, to suss out the rotten apple and then everybody would be free to get down to the business at hand.

Marvello, however, was already on the move. Turning left into the corridor, he walked quickly, talking as he strode along. ‘Oh my, oh my, had I thought for a moment that I would be setting eyes on any of you again, I would have arranged matters very differently, I must say. This is quite incredible good luck for me, you have no idea. Things have not been going along as I’d hoped they would. We have the beginnings of a decent Resistance, of course, but against the infinite power of the Nameless Ones . . .’

‘You don’t think we stand a chance?’ Friendly asked breathlessly, half running to keep up.

‘I do not. The Shimmer will certainly be of enormous benefit, though.’

He was leading them upwards, climbing stairs and hurrying down corridors that became increasingly narrow. This part of the university seemed quite deserted; they didn’t meet a soul.

‘Where are we going?’ Grieve demanded breathlessly, after what felt like the twentieth set of steps.

‘We’re nearly there. Have patience, good thief.’ And sure enough, less than a minute later, Marvello flung open a narrow door and leaped nimbly across the threshold. It was an attic room, set below the dusty rafters. Two skylights were set into the roof, grubby with years of accumulated dirt so that the sunlight that seeped through them was heavily filtered. Peering around they saw nothing but a few old chests and a rather lumpy couch that had seen better days – about a hundred years ago. Derry looked at Marvello inquiringly.

‘It’s a safe room,’ he explained. ‘I’ve blanketed it with enchantments so that nobody can penetrate the magical shield and listen in.’

‘Nice,’ Friendly said approvingly, moving forward. ‘We can be sure we’re not overheard.’

‘Come,’ Marvello murmured and, waving a hand, caused a blanket to appear in the middle of the floor, covered with a glorious selection of food. ‘Something to snack on while you tell me your story.’

‘All right!’ Dom said gleefully, diving forward. ‘This is cool.’

Grieve walked forward then stopped abruptly. He eyed the array of delectables; cakes and sandwiches, trifles and jellies, an enormous ham and several loaves of bread, still smelling irresistibly of the oven, their crusts glowing golden. ‘That’s a lot of food,’ he observed, voice thoughtful.

‘No more than any of you deserve, after what you’ve been through.’

‘Where did it come from?’

‘Who cares?’ Friendly grinned around a mouth full of strawberry cheesecake. ‘This is the best food I’ve had in . . . in forever!’

The best food . . . Grieve turned to look at Marvello, who was standing just inside the door. He was smiling benevolently at them all, looking like somebody’s lovable uncle. ‘There can’t be that many bakeries making grub like this anymore,’ Grieve said softly.

‘Oh I have my sources,’ the wizard assured him.

‘In fact,’ Grieve went on unhappily, ‘there can’t be any. Everywhere we’ve gone supplies have been running out. Nobody has much of anything anymore.’ All of a sudden his brain had started to work overtime, and he’d reached some very unsavoury conclusions in the space of a few moments – conclusions that would have dire consequences, and not just for his group of weary adventurers. It looked like they might be in a pretty pickle indeed.

Marvello cocked his head, looking at Grieve. ‘Just what are you saying, my boy?’

What was he saying? Grieve didn’t want to say anything, actually, but the words kept coming. It was as if his mouth hadn’t caught on to the fact that it was time to shut up. ‘What conjures things out of thin air? Not the kind of magic that we use. That needs real things. Even the best of wizards need flour and eggs and milk to create a cake.’

‘What in the worlds are you on about?’ Derry demanded from behind him. ‘Stop gabbing and grab a plate. Marvello wants to hear what’s been going on.’

‘I think he’s already got a good idea,’ Grieve replied grimly. He met the wizard’s green eyes. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’

It wasn’t really a question. ‘Perhaps. You might as well sit down, Grievous. You’re not going anywhere.’

Grieve closed his eyes and ground his teeth. Hard.

‘What does he mean?’ Friendly demanded, finally working out that all was not quite as it should be.

‘It means that Marvello here is the traitor we’ve all been wondering about,’ Grieve said bleakly. ‘And that we’re all in the soup.’

‘I always did say you were a bright lad.’ Marvello shook his head ruefully. ‘It was a bit of a gamble, sending you after the Shimmer.’

‘I’m sure it was. I might have succeeded.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Derry said sharply. ‘This – this can’t be right.’

‘Oh but it is. I would, however, like to thank you all for presenting yourselves to me so satisfactorily. Your whereabouts has been troubling me greatly.’ Marvello wasn’t looking quite so avuncular anymore. Now that pretence was in the past, he was recognisable for precisely what he was, and his face had taken on a villainous look. ‘I had heard rumours that you were about, which I knew must mean the Shimmer was back on this world. And now all that is left is to bring that cub here, and I think I can safely declare that it’s been an altogether marvellous day.’

‘Colin won’t come,’ Friendly said fiercely. ‘He’s not an idiot.’

‘He’s a human and non-magical,’ the wizard said contemptuously. ‘You think a mere human cub can outsmart me? Impossible. I have big plans for the Shimmer and I’m not letting any snot-nosed brat stand in the way of them!’


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Wizards and Weirdos

‘Witches,’ Bluebell announced to the air around her, ‘should all be slow roasted over a bonfire. Every – last – one of them!’

The search for knowledge hadn’t proved as rewarding as she’d hoped it would be, probably because the search had been fairly haphazard. Bluebell hated to wait for anything and her impatience made her a lot less thorough than she could have been. She’d developed a routine of flying into a village, settling in the town square and blowing up various things until somebody put in an appearance to answer her questions (sometimes they didn’t bother – explosions were not exactly ideal for encouraging social intercourse).

After hours of searching, just as the sun was beginning to sink towards the western horizon, she happened across an ancient fellow in a tiny village who seemed to think he might know someone who could help the fairy. Bluebell had put her usual question to him.

‘Hey you! Ugly! Who’s the most powerful witch around here?’

Initially the old geezer was startled, but he answered just the same. ‘Arr, I know who she be.’

‘You do?’ Bluebell said. The fairy didn’t usually get this far. She eyed the old man dubiously. He was so seamed he looked as if he’d been run over by a sewing machine.

‘Yon witch ye speak of. I knows of her.’

‘Super,’ Bluebell snapped. ‘So where is she?’

A crafty look descended on the old man’s face. ‘Might there be payment for this here information?’

‘Hmm.’ Bluebell appeared to consider this. ‘How about I let you live beyond the next minute or so?’

The ancient eyes, that might once have been blue or grey but had faded with time into a kind of non-colour, blinked. ‘Eh?’

‘Tell me what I want to know or your next breath won’t arrive,’ Bluebell explained. ‘Got it?’

The creaking bag of bones before her sighed. ‘Arr. No harm in asking.’

‘Now that’s where you’re wrong. So tell me: who am I looking for and where is she?’

‘Madam Tibbet, she be. She lives over by yon hill. She be a powerful crone, that one. Nasty natured, mind you. I’d take a care with her.’

‘I’ll be as nice as pie,’ Bluebell grunted, launching upwards.

The witch proved easy to find, probably because her tiny cottage was the only one in the vicinity of the hill the old man had indicated. A thin trickle of grey smoke leaked out of the rickety chimney. From above, the cottage looked tiny. When Bluebell landed, it appeared only marginally larger. She regarded the closed door for some moments.

‘A powerful witch lives here?’ It hardly seemed likely but it was the best lead she’d had all afternoon. If the old crone knew her stuff, maybe she’d be able to tell Bluebell how to get hold of the Shimmer. She yanked open the door and peered into the dimness, jerking back almost immediately. ‘Ugh! Berries and thistles, it stinks in there! What died?’

A cranky voice came from inside. ‘Close that ruddy door!’

‘Sure. Just as soon as you come out here so I can talk to you,’ Bluebell shot back.

‘Bugger off, I’m busy!’

Bluebell’s blue eyes narrowed. ‘Well dear me,’ she murmured. ‘I think we’ve got ourselves a bit of an attitude problem. Time to teach somebody some manners.’ Bluebell backed off ten paces or so then, raising her arms, she sent a wave of power towards the cottage, reducing it to a jumble of splintered wood in the space of a moment.

It looked as if whoever had been inside must surely be dead, but after a few moments the pile of wood and bricks began to heave before suddenly exploding outwards in an ear-popping whoosh of sound. ‘Huh!’ Bluebell glared at the rubble malevolently. ‘What’s the difference between a witch and a cockroach? Absolutely nothing! Unfortunately.’

A wave of flying debris smacked against the shield that Bluebell hastily flung up to protect herself. The fairy watched as an ancient creature emerged from the wreckage, coughing and spluttering as she tried to dust herself off with one gnarled hand. She was extremely short, bowed over with a hump that any camel would have been proud to own, her straggly white hair sticking out from her head like dandelion fluff.

‘Cauldrons and cats’ tails!’ she muttered, sneezing. ‘That was a bit rough!’ She looked up and spotted Bluebell, and her eyes narrowed. ‘Well look what we have here,’ she rasped. ‘An overgrown fairy. Why did you knock down my home?’

‘I was doing you a favour. The place needed to be renovated.’

‘And you need to be taught some manners,’ Madam Tibbet grunted. ‘Unfortunately, I won’t be the one to do it because I’m not in the least bit interested in having some sort of silly magical contest. I’m sure the tale of how your ridiculous size came about is fascinating but as I’m not vaguely interested, state your business then go away. I have a cottage to rebuild.’

‘Well at least you don’t waste time,’ Bluebell allowed. ‘What do you know of the Shimmer – specifically, its whereabouts?’

Madam Tibbet squinted at her. ‘Why would I know anything of it?’

‘Because you’re a witch, stupid!’

‘Who are you calling stupid?’ Tibbet asked, but without heat. ‘You’re the one asking questions.’

Bluebell blew out a breath. ‘What am I supposed to do now?’

‘Well I’ve got a suggestion but you might not like it overly much,’ the old witch said with an arch smile. ‘I’ve got no idea where the Shimmer is. Not my specialty. But I do happen to know somebody who’s a bit of an expert.’

Bluebell was immediately attentive. ‘You do?’

‘Yep.’

When the old crone said no more, Bluebell shifted impatiently. ‘Well?’

‘I thought there might be a please forthcoming.’

‘Don’t hold your breath.’

‘Right. Well my sister Lonelily over in Gusthaven is a real whiz on the subject.’

Bluebell paused. ‘Gust what?’

‘Gusthaven. It’s out past Endimion Cross. Lonelily’s an authority on the Shimmer, actually, so she might be just who you’re looking for.’

Bluebell sucked in a breath. ‘Damn right! Gusthaven it is, then.’

‘Be sure to give her my best, won’t you? It’s been a few years.’

‘Oh sure,’ Bluebell sneered, preparing to spring into the air. ‘I’ll tell her you said hello.’

Madam Tibbet watched the ever diminishing figure disappear into the sky and grinned. ‘Oh dear, oh dear . . . Lonelily is gonna kill me!’
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‘We’re in big trouble, aren’t we?’ Friendly murmured, voice subdued.

‘Up to our eyeballs in it,’ Grieve acknowledged. He was so angry with himself and his own stupidity that his lips felt stiff with fury. How could he have been so blind? Marvello had placed a spell on Derry, who now seemed to be asleep on her feet. He’d pulled her away from her companions and when Grieve, Friendly and Dom had moved to grab hold of her, had knocked the three of them flat on the floor with a wave of his hand. When they’d climbed to their feet, it was to see the wizard imprison the gnome in some kind of magical ring that they couldn’t get anywhere near.

‘What are you going to do to her?’ Grieve had demanded sharply.

Marvello’s smile had been far from pleasant. ‘Use her to bring the cub to me. Derry Featherstone has always been an indispensable employee.’

‘If you hurt her –’

‘You’ll what? Face it, Grievous, you’re powerless. There are some situations even the cleverest of thieves can do nothing about.’

Unfortunately this seemed to be all too true.

In the corner of the attic room was a chest, ancient and banded around with iron. Its lock was a magical key that only Marvello possessed a spell for. From inside the chest he had drawn forth a black silken bag from which he’d produced various items. Various illegal items, Grieve was prepared to wager. The separate bags and sealed bottles contained elements that no self-respecting wizard would be caught dead with, unless he had given himself over to the pursuit of the forbidden. The arcane symbols stitched into the heavy silken material looked ancient and somehow wrong. Grieve could feel their wrongness in his very bones, and his head, as he stared at them, swam unpleasantly.

‘What exactly are you up to?’ he demanded sharply.

Marvello smiled. ‘What do you think? I’m establishing myself as the ruler of the worlds.’

Everybody was silent for a moment, digesting this. ‘Ruler?’ Dom said finally. ‘How’s that supposed to work? We know you must have been collaborating with that Nameless One –’

‘Collaborating? Pah! I listened, of course, when the ancient one approached me. He promised me a great many things. I knew that he was lying, that he merely wanted my assistance in finding a way to free the Shimmer from the Portal.’ Marvello gave a sudden, high-pitched giggle. ‘As it turned out, he didn’t need my help after all. The fairies were only too willing. But by then, I’d gained an idea of what was possible, you see. And so I made my own plans.’

‘To rule the worlds all by yourself?’ Friendly said sceptically.

The wizard shrugged. ‘Why not? Don’t you read legendary tales, cub? I set things in motion through a series of cunning plans. I seize the one object that can bring me what I rightfully deserve: absolute power.’ He flashed the small group a winning smile. ‘There are plenty of precedents, believe me. I lure your little human friend here. He brings the Shimmer with him. I take the stone and the rest will be the stuff of history.’

Friendly and Grieve exchanged a look. Nutter, Friendly mouthed and Grieve nodded glumly.

‘I hate to point this out, but if you touch the Shimmer, you’re dust,’ Grieve said quietly.

Marvello gave a shout of laughter. ‘Now that’s where you’re wrong! I have researched this for years. I have the secret. If I sacrifice the bearer of the stone then I will take on his immunity. I will be able to wield the Shimmer!’

‘Sacrifice Colin?’ Grieve demanded, blanching. ‘I don’t think so!’

‘It’s necessary.’

‘You’re mad,’ Dom said with complete conviction.

‘That’s what they always say to genius.’

‘No,’ Dom muttered, ‘that’s what they always say to people who are mad.’

Marvello chose to ignore this. With great care, he drew another magical circle next to the one that contained the oblivious Derry. Each circle glowed faintly, a sickly, phosphorescent green, the colour of fungus that grows in dark, subterranean places. In the empty circle Marvello began to measure things into a small heap in the centre of the circle . . . powders and leaves, dried limbs of insects and other desiccated objects that couldn’t be identified (which was probably just as well).

‘The question is,’ Marvello told the watching trio with a cheery smile, ‘how do we lure a human cub to us without arousing his suspicions? Hmm? I think you’ll be very surprised by the answer.’

Unpleasantly surprised, no doubt. Grieve looked about him desperately but they were warded by so many enchantments that a flea couldn’t have broken free of the room without Marvello’s say-so. What was this low-life magical renegade planning? And, more importantly, was there a way to stop it?

When Marvello had assembled the ingredients to his satisfaction, he produced another bottle, a black-stoppered stone jar, quite small, and circled once again by archaic runes that made everyone feel queasy when they looked at them. ‘What is that?’ Friendly demanded.

‘Dragon’s blood. You have no idea how rare this is. People have been known to murder to get their hands on dragon’s blood. Wretchedly expensive on the black market, of course, but you get what you pay for.’

Grieve thought of little Prenth and winced inwardly. Marvello could definitely be classed as one of those ‘people’ who would murder to get dragon’s blood; he was the kind who’d stop at nothing to get what he wanted for his nasty little tricks. I should have given the Magical Resistance a miss, the troll reflected grimly. Compared to this, how much worse could Erlendene possibly be?

With a delicate hand, Marvello shook two drops from the bottle onto the assortment of things that had been piled at the centre of the circle. Marvello produced his wand and closed his eyes. He began to chant.

‘This has whiskers on it!’ Friendly whispered fiercely. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘I’ve pushed against the magical barrier he’s set up.’ Dom sounded as despondent as his cousins. ‘It feels pretty solid. A draughthorse couldn’t penetrate it.’

‘We’d expect nothing less from a master wizard.’ Grieve’s eyes were fixed on Derry. When the chanting had started, a fine white vapour had begun to steal from the gnome’s mouth, a vague, insubstantial mist that weaved its way from one circle into the one beside it. It hovered, over the rancid pile of ingredients, pooling like smoke in a hollow, and Grieve’s heart thudded hard in his chest, fear gripping his body. The tempo of Marvello’s chanting increased, accelerating towards its unsavoury climax, while at the exact moment of release his wand dipped, touching the pile with a spark of blue fire that combusted into a brief, dazzling flare which made the three onlookers flinch.

When the trailing comets of light cleared from their bedazzled eyes they all peered towards the circles once again and saw . . . two Derrys!

‘What?’ Dom breathed.

‘It’s a construct,’ Grieve croaked. He’d heard of them but he’d never seen one for the simple reason that, while he might be a thief, there were some things that were so wrong that they shouldn’t even be acknowledged, let alone practised. This was the darkest of dark doing. The thing before him reeked of wrongness, the black underbelly of universal magic. While the object that stood in the circle next to Derry looked exactly like their friend, it smelled bad, an ugly copy of the real thing. Marvello’s creation was spot on, even down to the clothing that Derry was wearing but it was a long way from being Derry.

Grieve, staring at the nasty bit of goods, felt another gut-wrenching shaft of fear, this time for the oblivious cub who would shortly be facing a construct. Surely the cub wouldn’t be taken in? Colin’s instincts were awfully good . . .

The real Derry still stood like one entranced. The other Derry opened yellow eyes and looked vacantly at Marvello, who smirked at his captives. ‘Pretty good, hey? You couldn’t tell them apart.’

‘Colin will know,’ Grieve replied confidently, ‘You might have been able to make something that looks like Derry, but there’s no way he’ll be taken in by something that feels so wrong.’

‘You think so?’ Marvello looked at his creation. ‘Derry Featherstone, tell Grievous Pepperpot how you feel.’

‘Derry’ swivelled to face Grieve and suddenly her face smoothed and softened, turning into . . . Derry’s face. ‘I’m perfectly well. Why? Do I look sick?’

It was Derry’s voice, Derry’s expression. If it wasn’t for the fact that the real Derry was standing slumped in the circle next to her twin, Grieve, Friendly and Dom would have all thought that she was the genuine article. The essence of evil had disappeared, leaving a frighteningly convincing replica in its place.

‘This isn’t good, Grieve,’ Friendly said miserably.

‘How did you do that?’ Grieve snapped. ‘How come she looks so . . . real?’

‘It’s because I’m using the real Derry to fuel her, so to speak. Her essence has gone into my creature. The only difference between them is that I control my construct absolutely. Colin Bundle won’t suspect a thing.’

‘And you really think that when you get him you can get the Shimmer?’ Friendly demanded tightly. ‘Overseer, you’re not the full bunch of bananas, not by a long shot.’

Marvello’s face altered subtly, wickedness illuminating his intense gaze. ‘We’ll see,’ he said softly. ‘I know a spell that will see me endowed with more power than any of my kind have ever seen before.’

‘By sacrificing an innocent cub! You can’t kill Colin!’

Marvello raised an eyebrow. ‘Well I beg to differ.’

Grieve’s hands clenched in frustrated fury while he stared from one Derry to the other. With Derry’s essence animating the creature, there was no telling the two creatures apart. Colin would be completely taken in. And when he came, Marvello would kill him – and there was nothing any of them could do to prevent it . . .
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‘This is silly. They’ve been gone forever.’ Ashley was sick of doing nothing. It was all very well hanging around Dom’s place waiting for the others’ return but the problem with waiting was that the imagination tended to get a little overheated.

‘I’m sure it won’t be long now,’ Busternut replied, but he was getting as twitchy as Ashley. Colin looked up from his position on the floor. He and Prenth had been staring at each other, which both Ashley and Busternut found kind of spooky. ‘How long has it been?’

‘Too long,’ Ashley muttered fretfully. ‘What are you doing with that dragon, Colin?’

‘He sends me picture images. If I concentrate, they’re really vivid.’

‘Really?’ Busternut looked at Prenth with interest. ‘What are the pictures?’

‘Oh, places, mainly. Some I think are of Dismal. But others are definitely of our world.’

‘Interesting, considering he has hardly seen anything of this world,’ Busternut murmured. ‘Must be telepathic. Hmm . . .’

‘They’ve been gone for ages,’ Ashley persisted. ‘What if they’ve been caught?’

‘Well they might have been, I suppose –’

‘Busternut,’ Colin said wearily, ‘remember what I told you back when we were in the Crack? Same thing applied to Ashley. Or just about any human, actually.’

Busternut thought for a moment, then his face cleared. ‘I’m supposed to be reassuring, even if I have to make something up?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Right.’ Busternut tried again. ‘They’re fine. They’re just taking a long time because they’re being careful.’

‘That sounded really sincere.’ Colin smiled wryly. ‘Well done.’

‘Thank you. But seriously, it probably is the reason, Ashley.’

‘Hmm.’ Ashley wandered around the room, peering at the interesting assortment of bits and pieces that troll families collected. There were a few ornaments made of stone and clay, some carved wooden boxes that contained all sorts of odds and ends, paintings of trolls (no photographs – for some reason trolls didn’t seem to have cameras) clearly the Glasstumblers themselves. Dom looked about five, sitting on his mum’s lap, while Mr Glasstumbler stood behind them. There were even several books on the shelves and Ashley, eager for distraction, pulled them down to see what trolls fancied in the way of literature. Non-fiction, by the look of it. One was a book of maps, all beautifully drawn in fine, multicoloured inks. Ashley studied the maps. It took her a few moments to realise that they were maps of the places she had lived for the past twelve years. Hags End and Clackham were there (the words ‘HUMAN VILLAGES’ inscribed neatly beneath each), alongside other villages she’d never known existed until a few short months ago. She traced the outlines of Clackham, her finger trailing across the page to what appeared to be its sister village of Flooding Green, a place she’d never heard of, but which appeared to exist not five kilometres to the south of Clackham, while the map showed Grumble only six or so kilometres in the other direction. ‘How come humans couldn’t see the Other People villages, Busternut?’

‘I suppose because they’ve never believed in magic,’ Busternut replied thoughtfully.

Ashley considered this for a moment. ‘All right then, answer this: if we can’t see Other People villages, what’s to stop us from building our villages right over the top of them?’

‘Good question,’ the wizard said approvingly. ‘It has a simple enough explanation, though. Humans do know that magic – and the other races – exist, deep down inside themselves. They sense it because they’re connected to the other races. Have you ever had the feeling you were being watched, even though you haven’t been able to see anybody?’ When Ashley nodded, Busternut smiled. ‘The worst fault a human possesses – and yet it’s what has helped them to survive and spread out across the globe – is logic. But there are deeper instincts at work. Don’t forget that once the humans sat on the same councils as everybody else.’

‘Yeah, we just missed out on the good stuff, like magic,’ Colin muttered from his place on the floor. There was a knock on the door and he jumped. Both Ashley and Colin looked at Busternut. ‘Who could that be?’ Colin demanded.

‘The others must have come back.’

‘But why would Dom knock on his own door?’

‘Hmm, good point. We can probably see who it is from the window. Let’s take a look, just to be on the safe side.’

All three of them hurried over to the window. Even though the Glasstumblers lived in a house, it was a house that had been fashioned out of stone, and the window was deeply recessed with a broad shelf. Busternut unlatched the square-paned widow and pushed it open. They leaned forward to look down and saw Derry standing on the welcome mat, apparently alone.

‘It’s Derry!’ Colin said in relief. ‘Finally! Come on, Busternut. Let her in and we’ll find out what’s going on. I bet Grieve’s found something out. With any luck we can be on our way to Erlendene this afternoon.’

‘Without any dinner?’ Busternut said doubtfully. As committed as he was to Grievous Pepperpot’s cause, he really wanted a few hours to look around Squidlington before heading off again.

Colin grinned at him as he hurried towards the front door. ‘Don’t worry, Busternut. I’m sure there’ll be time to show me around before we go. Now let’s find out where Grieve and the others have got to.’
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‘Bugger off!’

Bluebell clenched her teeth. ‘I’d say I’m in the right place. This old bat sounds exactly like her hideous sister.’

Madam Tibbet’s sister Lonelily was located in the furthest house on the highest hill down the narrowest street in the seaside village of Gusthaven. The tiny cottage stood a little apart from its neighbours, as if unwilling to socialise. The villagers had all been quite willing to point Bluebell in the right direction and within minutes of arriving in the village she was standing before the door of Madam Lonelily, rapping imperiously. This produced an unwelcoming response, but Bluebell was having none of it. She kicked the door in.

‘If I could have a word –’

Before she could finish, a bolt of lightning came sizzling out of the dim interior. It hit Bluebell in the stomach, sending her flying clear over the low stone wall that ran along the edge of the witch’s property.

Furious, Bluebell sprang into the air, swooping down to land in the small front garden once again, her expression murderous. Apart from a scorch mark on her middle, she was unscathed. ‘Right!’ she said, pushing up her sleeves. ‘Let’s get this party started!’ And she sent a bolt of her own through the door, producing an interesting effect when she blew out the two front windows, spraying shattered glass everywhere. The concussive shock also blew out several chunks of stone from the wall itself.

‘Oi!’ a voice shrilled indignantly. ‘That’s quite enough of that!’

‘Think so?’ Bluebell demanded sweetly. ‘But I think you’ll find I’ve only just begun.’ And she let loose another blast that shook a rain of slate tiles off the roof.

‘Enough, already!’ Once again, the witch within seemed to have survived these attacks rather better than her cottage had. She emerged, beating out several fires on her gown so that they smouldered sullenly, along with those in her long silver hair. ‘No need to get snippy.’

‘You started it,’ Bluebell pointed out. ‘Now then – your sister sent me. She seemed to think that you’re a bit of an expert on the Shimmer.’

Madam Lonelily’s face was so narrow it was hard pressed to fit all of her features. Her eyes were close together, her nose was so long it threatened the thin mouth below it, while her chin looked as if it were trying to outdo her nose. She was, in fact, exceedingly ugly. She squinted at Bluebell. ‘My sister, you say? Well fancy that. How is the old crow?’

‘Still breathing. Something you might not be doing if you don’t get very helpful, very fast. I need to know about the Shimmer. I need to find it. It disappeared onto another world.’

Lonelily stared at her. ‘You don’t say? Which world?’

‘How would I know? Just tell me about the Shimmer.’

Lonelily raised an eyebrow. Tibbet might have been the looker of the two sisters – in that she didn’t have a face like a camel’s behind – but the resemblance between the two women was unmistakable. ‘What do you want to know?’

‘Its current whereabouts would be useful, round about now.’

‘Under normal circumstances I might have been able to help you with that,’ Lonelily told her. ‘Unfortunately, you’ve just destroyed any means I might have had of giving you some insight into the matter.’

‘Huh?’

‘My cauldron is a mass of melted metal. And you’ve destroyed my entire supply of magical condiments. If I still had them I might have been able to scry out the Shimmer. Without any of my tools, however, I couldn’t tell you where the public toilets are.’

The breath hissed out of Bluebell like a rapidly deflating hot-air balloon. ‘This is the pits!’ she snarled. ‘Chasing from one ghastly town to another . . . If I never see another putrid, stinking village it’ll be too soon! That’s it. I’m going to Erlendene. Somebody there must know the whereabouts of that blasted stone. One way or another, I’m finding it!’

And with that she took off, leaving a quietly cackling witch in her wake.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Even More Dastardly Traps

Ashley felt uncertain.

When she’d seen Derry standing on the Glasstumblers’ cheerful front doormat the gnome had appeared the same as ever.

Everybody greeted Derry’s arrival with joy. ‘You’ve been ages!’ Colin exclaimed, ‘Where are the others?’

‘Waiting for us. So get yourselves together and let’s get a move on.’

The boy was bursting with eagerness. ‘Hang on. I’ve got to get Prenth.’

‘Prenth? What –’ Derry stopped short, closing her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, they were glowing like topaz held up to the sunlight. ‘Ah, Prenth! Yes of course. Bring Prenth but let’s be quick about it.’

The baby dragon was nosing into stray corners of the room, having woken once again from his nap. Colin unearthed him from the coal scuttle. As his mouth was covered in soot, Colin quite naturally concluded that Prenth had been chewing on the coal he’d found inside. ‘Well I guess I can add that to the list of things you eat,’ he muttered wryly. ‘Maybe you’re teething and they’re like rusks.’

Busternut remained by the front door, firing eager questions at Derry. ‘Have you met with any of the Guild? Who’s running the show here now? Are there a lot of refugees? I don’t suppose you went by the alchemists’ place, did you? Did you happen to notice if number 53 – on the other side of the street, of course – is still there?’ All of this came out in one big rush, with barely a pause.

Derry looked at the wizard in exasperation. ‘Would you please stop rattling on?! I can’t understand a word you say.’

Busternut flushed. ‘Oh. Sorry. I suppose I’m just a little bit excited to be home.’

Derry had paused for a moment, then she gave him a smile. ‘It’s okay. Just don’t chew my ear off.’

‘Are there many humans here, Derry?’ Ashley asked.

The gnome nodded. ‘Plenty. They’re all over the place.’

‘Excellent. Mrs Waddle will have lots of company.’

Derry gave her a blank look. ‘Who?’

‘Mrs Waddle,’ Ashley repeated. ‘You know – the nice old lady?’

‘Right,’ Derry muttered. Her reaction was so odd that Ashley frowned at her, bewildered.

Colin, having found his dragon, retrieved Prenth’s pack, but the little fellow had for once decided that he was going to be awkward about climbing inside. He wiggled and squirmed in Colin’s hands until the boy put him down again. The dragon waddled across the floor to look up at Derry, who looked back at him with a strangely eager expression.

Colin was receiving some peculiar images, seemingly random and utterly confusing. The little creature projected an image of Derry, but it was different to the Derry that was standing waiting for them. The Derry that Prenth popped into Colin’s head appeared to be sound asleep on her feet. Colin frowned. Now what did that mean?

‘Colin!’ Derry said impatiently. ‘What’s the hold up?’

‘Coming,’ Colin muttered. ‘Listen up, Prenth, we need to go now and you know the rules. If we’re going out, you’ve got to get back in the pack.’

Prenth allowed himself to be manoeuvred into the pack once again, staring at Derry all the while.

Busternut was so delighted to be out and about that he continually craned his neck to get a look at something, keeping up a running commentary all the while. ‘Well would you look at that. The bell tower still hasn’t been fixed! . . . Stars above, Madam de Lotto’s business has expanded! I wonder what happened to old Miggles’ shop next door. She probably hexed him . . . Well I never, they’ve put up a statue to Uncle Filibert. I feel as if I might cry.’

Ashley hurried along behind them but, more and more, she felt as if all was not as it should be. Derry wasn’t acting like Derry. She was preoccupied, walking quickly, hardly looking around her at all. And that felt all wrong to Ashley. Derry should be looking about. It was what Derry did, even at the best of times, because she was, quite honestly, horribly suspicious. In many ways Ashley found it rather comforting. It was nice to think that Derry was always looking out for them. Strangely, Ashley found herself increasingly reluctant to follow the gnome, and that was weird because Ashley would follow Derry anywhere. The gnome was walking so quickly that Ashley and the others virtually had to trot to keep up, which didn’t exactly encourage conversation.

‘Uh . . . hello!’ the girl panted after five brisk minutes of this. ‘What’s our hurry, anyhow?’

‘We’ve got a meeting to get to,’ Derry explained over her shoulder. ‘A new Guild has been formed with Overseer Marvello heading things up. Grieve and Friendly stayed to fill everybody in on what they’ve been up to.’

‘Oh.’ It sounded perfectly reasonable. No, it was perfectly reasonable. Which left Ashley wondering why she found it so unconvincing. This was Derry, for heaven’s sake, the gnome she had been sharing adventures with for the past few months. Derry was as trustworthy as her own parents, so what was Ashley’s problem? She dug a quick finger in Colin’s ribs. ‘Hey!’

Colin glanced at her without slowing his pace. ‘What?’

‘Do you think there’s something wrong with Derry?’ Ashley felt bad even saying it, but her instincts wouldn’t leave her alone.

Colin looked confused. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Derry seems to be acting weird.’

The boy shook his head. ‘She’s just in a hurry, that’s all. The sooner we get all this Guild business over with, the sooner we can head off to Erlendene.’

‘Are we going in to the university?’ Busternut suddenly seemed to realise where he was. ‘Do you think that’s wise? So many witches and wizards . . .’

‘It’s fine,’ Derry assured him, maintaining speed. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

‘I really don’t think we should be using the main gates,’ Busternut muttered uneasily. ‘What if I bump into somebody I know?’

Keeping a wary eye on Derry, Ashley dropped back a bit so that she could speak to Busternut. ‘Does Derry seem quite normal to you?’

Busternut cast a doubtful look at the gnome’s solid back. ‘How do you mean?’

‘I mean,’ said Ashley, ‘does she seem a little odd? Sort of unDerry-like?’

‘Well she is in a hurry –’

Derry paused to look back at them impatiently once again. ‘Would you two hurry up! We haven’t got much time.’

Much time for what? Ashley wondered, following in the hurrying gnome’s wake.
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Pelmut felt as if he must be sticking out like a sore thumb on a one-fingered hand. Surely everybody was watching him. Surely they knew that he was a spy for the Nameless Ones. What did they do to spies when they were caught? He considered some of the options and shuddered. The magical community had been fairly easygoing in the past but times had changed. If they discovered why he was there, he’d probably spend the rest of his life as a dung beetle, munching his way through a pile of . . . ugh! Pelmut was getting rather good at hunching over inconspicuously by now. He hunched and scurried towards the university, intent on slipping through one of the many side gates.

He was looking for a place to hang about and collect information, even though he felt himself highly inadequate for the job. Pod, that sneaky little goblin, would have been so much better at it.

Fortunately there was a lot of activity around the university. It wasn’t nearly so hard to sneak if he was sneaking in a crowd. Not just witches and wizards but all the races – including humans – were hanging about, sitting together on the green lawns or gathered on the stone benches that were scattered around the place, enjoying the pleasant summer afternoon. Really, Pelmut reflected, unless one knew that the world had changed hideously with the return of the Nameless Ones, the sight of people sunning themselves while they chatted together would have been delightful. It wasn’t until he caught fragments of conversations – talk of how entire villages had been abandoned, or how loved ones had disappeared – that the real picture was revealed, and Pelmut felt a stab of guilt that he was working for the enemy. Admittedly it was against his will, but that really didn’t seem to matter much when he saw the sombre expressions on so many faces.

As unobtrusively as possible, Pelmut made his way around the massive stone building, heading towards the front entrance. He was about to make his way up the great steps when his feet faltered and his jaw dropped in surprise. ‘Good heavens!’ Pelmut breathed incredulously. ‘But we all thought he was dead!’

That rounded shape was unmistakable, however. The years had wrought some changes – he was now wearing his hair in chunky dreadlocks – but there was no mistaking the wizard who was walking almost as furtively as Pelmut was, a young human cub at his side.

‘Blimey, it’s Backward Busternut as I live and breathe!’ Pelmut muttered. ‘And here I was, thinking the poor fellow dead in the Crack these last dozen years or so. What’s going on?’

It was a good question, especially as Oddfry Busternut looked as if he’d prefer to be almost anywhere else. It was such a good question that Pelmut made a snap decision, based on the fact that he really didn’t have any particular plan in mind anyway. With admirable stealth, he fell in behind Busternut, the long-lamented-as-lost wizard, determined to follow him and find out what in the worlds was happening.
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‘You’re a smelly snot with a nose as big as a lightbulb!’

‘Oi, Derry! Your eyes look like eggs on the griddle just before the yolk’s busted!’

‘Gnomes can’t play football! Wailin’ Wallace was a rotten player who couldn’t kick for quids!’

‘Are you two quite done yet?’ Grieve demanded. ‘Because my ears are hurting so much they’re trying to retreat into my head.’

‘We have to do something!’ Friendly said. ‘Honestly, I thought we might be able to insult her awake but she’s totally out of it. No way would she let me hang it on her favourite football player if she were anywhere near conscious.’

Grieve blew out a deep breath. Friendly and Dom were just trying to help so there was no point in verbally annihilating them, but the truth was he really felt like shouting at somebody. Besides, there was a tiny chance that it might have worked. Unfortunately the magical sleep that Marvello had laid on Derry was too strong for abuse to penetrate.

The gnome stood oblivious in her circle, somehow connected to the matching circle next to her – although it was empty now, the construct off doing Marvello’s dirty work. Marvello himself was absent too, having gone to ensure whatever nefarious plans he was cooking up were still on the boil. He’d left his captives alone, confident in the knowledge that their prison was tighter than a girdle. Grieve stared at Derry. She looked unnaturally relaxed for a gnome who was asleep on her feet. The white vapour that connected her with her construct was all but invisible, yet he could still see it if he half-closed his eyes. The faint trail disappeared through the door, ignoring those physical laws that dictated solid objects should be treated as such.

As staring at Derry upset him, Grieve turned his gaze to the long, narrow attic room they were imprisoned in. They’d already searched it thoroughly; it contained a few decrepit chests stuffed full of ancient graduation robes, a few rickety chairs and a collection of forgotten gymnasium equipment (first year novices studying at the university had to undergo physical education to build themselves up for the years of arduous studies that lay ahead). Restlessly, Grieve poked at the sad pile of deflated balls and broken Hover sticks. Frowning, he bent to pick up one of the hollow bamboo sticks. Hover had always been a popular game with Masters everywhere. The idea was that two teams of novices had to focus on a minor levitation spell that saw a small ball float several centimetres over a Hover stick. They had to maintain this spell while they ran for ‘home’. Their progress was usually hampered by their Masters firing off all manner of spells at them. If they lost concentration and the ball fell, they were out. The winner was the team with some players left. Quite naturally, Hover was not a game that was popular with novices.

Grieve stared down at the stick in his hand. ‘Hey Dom? I seem to recall you used to be deadly with a pea-shooter.’

Dom smirked. ‘It so happens that I still am. What did you have in mind?’

‘The containment spell around us is so heavy duty that it could keep out a bunch of rampaging ogres, right?’

‘Seems that way,’ Friendly agreed.

‘Well what about little stuff? Stuff that wouldn’t normally ever be a threat.’ When his brother and cousin stared at him blankly, Grieve sighed. Walking forward, he picked up a wooden chair and threw it at the field. It bounced back immediately, with a great deal more force than Grieve had thrown it. Bending down, Grieve picked up a fragment of stone, half the size of a pea. He threw it towards the wall and it shot through, disappearing into the dimness. ‘They always do that. When I was stealing from them I found that wizards always focus on the big stuff but they never worry about the little stuff. Kind of dumb, really.’ He pursed his lips and looked thoughtfully at the stack of dusty textbooks that sat in a corner of the room. Walking across, he grabbed one and opened the cover to tear out some of the thin parchment inside. Wadding it up, he stuck it in his mouth and began to chew, at the same time handing Friendly and Dom each a book of their own. They still looked lank. ‘Chew. I want some paper pellets.’

Friendly’s eyes widened a little. ‘Oh right! Pellets are small so they’ll probably go through the magical shield.’

‘Correct.’ He handed Dom the Hover stick.

The young troll peered through it, then nodded. ‘Should do the trick.’

Grieve’s brisk chewing had produced an acceptable little bullet. Spitting it into his hand, he hesitated before sticking a sting spell on it. ‘A little extra bite might help snap her out of it.’

After five minutes they had a nice collection of ammunition ready. Dom moved as close to the magical wall as possible. Derry was a good three metres away so accuracy was everything. He lined up his first shot carefully then let rip. The soggy projectile sailed slightly to the left of the gnome. By the second one he’d found his bearings and it smacked fair into the side of her head. Friendly and Grieve, looking on anxiously, both wondered if they’d imagined the faint quiver that seemed to tremble through their friend. The brothers looked at each other.

‘What d’you reckon?’ Friendly demanded.

‘I reckon Dom better get on with it while we keep chewing!’

After five shots Derry had little pellets stuck on her ear, three on her nose and several on the side of her face, confirming Dom’s reputation as a mean troll with a pea-shooter. And his efforts hadn’t been in vain, for Derry was definitely stirring. Marvello’s spell had been designed to resist big things but it seemed that smaller things could slip through. After another few minutes of concentrated pelting with soggy stingers Derry’s eyes popped open and she gave a great, shuddering gasp. Grieve, who had been watching her, saw the thin cord that connected her to her unnatural twin snap, the fine vapour disappearing swiftly back into her mouth.

‘All right!’ Friendly yelped.

Derry swayed and staggered, falling to her knees. ‘What . . .?’

‘Derry!’ Grieve hissed. ‘Hello, you don’t have time to pass out. We need help!’

The gnome blinked and looked around dazedly. ‘Grieve? Ugh, I feel like I’m going to hurl!’

‘Hurl later. Right now I need you to go warn Colin, Ashley and Busternut.’

Derry looked at him in confusion. ‘Warn them? About what?’

‘That they’re walking into a trap. Come on. We can’t get out of here but you should be able to.’

Derry tried to get her brain together. She felt woolly-headed, her thoughts scattered in every direction. ‘Okay,’ she muttered. ‘Okay. Now, once more. Why are they walking into a trap? And where’s Marvello? I don’t remember . . .’

‘We don’t know where he is but he could be back at any moment so you have to hurry. You have to go and find Colin right away.’

Derry peered at them. ‘And you’re not coming because . . .?’

‘Because we’re stuck behind a magical shield. But you’re not.’ Grieve tried not to dance around in exasperation. At any moment, their friends – Colin! – might walk into whatever Marvello had arranged. There was no time! ‘Derry!’

‘All right!’ she snapped, making an effort. She looked around, orienting herself before lurching towards the door. ‘Find them, stop them. I’m doing it. I’ll be back for you lot. Don’t go anywhere.’

‘She’s funny even when she’s going to chuck,’ Friendly whispered.

‘Do you think she’ll be in time?’ Dom asked anxiously.

‘I don’t know.’ Grieve watched Derry disappear, although his trepidation about Colin didn’t, not one little bit. Freeing Derry was a start but it might not be enough. They had no idea where Marvello was or what he was planning.

The fact of the matter was, they might still be too late to save Colin.
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‘What’s going on?’ Colin whispered to Busternut. They were all staring at Derry who had simply . . . stopped. She wasn’t moving. She wasn’t, in fact, doing anything.

Derry had led them unfalteringly into a less populated part of the university and Ashley’s sense of unease had been growing minute by minute. When the gnome had taken them up three storeys, leading them through deserted corridors that had grown ever dimmer and narrower, Ashley had decided enough was enough. ‘Okay, wait just a minute.’

Impatiently, the gnome had turned to look at her. ‘What’s the problem? Don’t you want to see the others? They’re waiting for us.’

Ashley had looked at Derry uncertainly. Everything but a small, nagging voice within was telling her that this was Derry, but the small voice was awfully hard to ignore. ‘So you keep saying.’ The girl had remained right where she was. ‘But something doesn’t feel right. You’re different.’

Derry had frowned. ‘What? Ashley, there’s really no time for this. Colin, you go on ahead. Grieve particularly wanted you to be there when he talked to the Guild members. I’ll . . . talk to Ashley and Busternut here.’

Colin took a step forward, then hesitated. ‘But I don’t know where to go.’

‘Straight ahead. Hurry! We have to move against Erlendene if we’re going to have a hope of saving ourselves from the Nameless Ones. You want to get your dad back again, don’t you?’

A pang of loss, horribly intense, had shot through Colin. ‘Of course I do!’

‘Then hurry up and do as you’re told.’

‘No!’ Ashley had taken a quick step forward. ‘Colin, no. This isn’t right.’

Colin had looked between his two friends uncertainly. ‘Busternut?’

Busternut had been staring at Derry, expression searching. ‘Are you sure you’re feeling quite yourself, Derry?’

Derry had shot him an exasperated look. ‘I don’t think I asked for your opinion, did I? I’ll thank you to leave any decisions to –’ And then Derry had stopped. Mid-sentence. Just like that.

‘What’s happened to her, Busternut?’ Ashley said now, voice hushed. ‘Why does she look so different?’ Actually, Derry looked downright creepy. It was as if the gnome had decided to vacate her body, leaving without so much as a ‘gone to lunch’ sign on the door.

Busternut was doing some thinking and coming to some nasty conclusions. ‘Because I don’t think it is Derry. I think you were right, Ashley. This is a construct.’

‘I can’t be right. I don’t even know what a construct is.’

‘A duplicate.’ Busternut tugged at his scraggly beard anxiously. ‘This has some terrible implications! To make a construct you need the original. Which means that Derry – and quite probably the others – have been taken prisoner by somebody.’

Colin and Ashley went cold all over at the thought of their friends being held captive. ‘The Nameless Ones?’ Colin breathed.

‘It’s more likely to be this traitor they were talking about.’

‘We have to do something! Find out where they’re being held and . . . and get them out,’ Ashley exploded.

‘That’s if they’re still alive, of course. Your friends could very well be dead already.’ Another voice, deep and resonating, spoke from just ahead. Colin, Ashley and Busternut peered nervously into the dimness. The shadows in the corridor seemed to have grown, darkness encroaching like a nocturnal tide. They could just make out a tall figure, but it was difficult to see clearly, shrouded by the heavy shadows. ‘I might have already killed them.’

‘Who’s there?’ Busternut demanded.

‘I could ask the same of you. You look like one of the fools that toddled off on that last expedition into the Crack. Oddfry Busternut, unless I’m much mistaken.’

Busternut was squinting at the vague figure. ‘And you are?’

‘Marvello,’ Colin supplied miserably. He was really disappointed. The wizard had seemed such a decent sort back in Grumble. ‘He used to be head of the Guild.’

‘Oh.’ Busternut mumbled a darkness spell and suddenly the corridor was as bright as day. ‘I think we’d better have a bit of light. I’ve not seen many traitors before. I certainly wasn’t expecting to see one of my own kind betray us all.’

Marvello looked every inch a wizard. Tall and imposing, he wore his magical robes with an air of nobility which Colin thought was totally bogus considering the creep was lower than a garden snail. In the unnatural silver of Busternut’s magical light, his eyes glittered chillingly. ‘I see you’ve improved, Wizard Busternut. You used to have a reputation as a magical klutz.’

‘I believe I did, yes. But I’ve been working on it.’

‘Fascinating. I’d love to discover more but unfortunately time is pressing. I have been handed a golden opportunity and I don’t intend to lose it.’

‘What did you do to Derry? What’s wrong with her?’ Ashley demanded.

‘What, that? That was just a tool, nothing more. Effective, though.’ Marvello snapped his fingers and the construct seemed to deflate before their eyes, like a balloon with a leak in it, until it was nothing more than a messy pile of bits and pieces that looked like the contents of a vacuum cleaner’s bag.

‘Derry!’ Colin gasped, making an involuntary move forwards.

‘It’s all right.’ Busternut seized the boy’s arm. ‘It wasn’t Derry. Just a copy of her.’

‘Indeed,’ Marvello agreed. ‘But while it failed, it held true just long enough to get me what I want. Come here, Colin Bundle.’ Colin didn’t move. Marvello raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh come now! Don’t you trust me?’

‘Oh sure.’ Colin shuffled back a few cautious steps, ready to run at the first wiggle of Marvello’s fingers. ‘And I’m a big fan of the Easter Bunny, too.’

‘Do you know, I think you’ve been spending far too much time with that tiresome troll Grievous Pepperpot. You need to learn some respect.’

‘My dad says you can’t learn to respect people. They have to earn it.’

‘What a pithy fellow your father must be. Come here, Colin. Do not be afraid that I will hurt you. I need you to carry the Shimmer for me so you’ll be quite safe.’

‘For the moment.’ Busternut was as tense as a violin string, sorting through likely spells that might help them to elude Marvello. The problem was that Marvello was a Master Wizard, top of the class, so to speak. And if he had indeed been practising dark magic there was no telling what he might be able to do. ‘What do you want with the Shimmer? You can’t corrupt it, you know.’

‘Certainly I know. I am far more aware than you of what the Shimmer is capable of.’ He held out his hand. ‘Come here, Colin. Come here and I will reunite you with your father. Or,’ he narrowed his eyes, considering the boy, ‘your mother? You’d like to see her again, wouldn’t you?’

‘Oh!’ Ashley exclaimed, horrified. ‘You – you toad!’

Colin clenched his hands so hard they hurt. ‘My mum is dead.’

‘Death isn’t necessarily a permanent thing. I could return your mother to you if that is what you wish. And all you need to do is to carry the stone for me. A fair deal, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Don’t listen to him, Colin!’ Busternut said sharply. ‘What he’s suggesting is utterly against the laws of the universe.’

‘Laws were made to be broken,’ Marvello returned coldly. ‘Especially the really big ones. Come along, cub. You can have everything your heart desires; you can have your family back again.’

It was so hard. The prospect of his family, together once more, floated before Colin like an oasis in the desert and a part of him desperately wanted to run towards it. He had a sudden image of his family as they used to be on a hundred sunny weekends. His dad grubbing around in the garden, his mum on the back porch in her big straw hat with a cup of tea and a book, while he mucked about with his bike or his toy cars. It was so familiar that it made him ache with longing and he wavered. To have all that back again . . .

‘Colin?’ A soft voice. Somebody had taken his hand. He blinked and the sun-baked backyard wavered. Desperately, he tried to hold onto it. ‘Colin?!’

Ashley’s voice. Her hand was warm and soft and awfully insistent. The backyard shimmered and shifted. ‘Mum . . .’

‘Please, Colin!’ Ashley sounded awfully upset. Colin looked at his mum’s face, so . . . so very Mum-like. ‘Colin, he’s lying. Please. It’s not true . . .’

Not true . . . Ashley clung to his hand and Colin knew that some things were true. His mum was gone, no matter how much he didn’t want her to be. And while Marvello really might be able to do as he promised, it would be utterly, completely wrong because he’d be using forces that were best left alone. With an effort, Colin drew in a deep breath and let the past go. The backyard shone for a moment longer, before fading away. ‘No.’ It came out as a croak. Colin cleared his throat and tried again. ‘No!’

Marvello’s face tightened. ‘You really have been hanging about in the wrong company for far too long, young cub. Never mind. Willing would have been less stressful but we can do this any way you like. To be perfectly honest, I like to inflict a bit of pain. Ready or not, here I come . . .’
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Pelmut had been hovering around a corner, listening to the conversation in the corridor ahead with growing consternation. Something had become painfully clear; Busternut and the two human cubs were in serious danger and he, Pelmut Bluster, was the only one who appeared to be in a position to do something. He just wasn’t sure what. Or even if he should. Wasn’t he supposed to be after the Shimmer? No, his conscience replied firmly, nice try but no prize at the fair, Pelmut. He was the only one around. It was up to him. Maybe if he could get a little closer . . .

Pelmut started to inch forward on his hands and knees, using Busternut’s long shadow to conceal him. He wasn’t sure what he was planning on doing but close proximity would at least mean that he would be in a position to render assistance should the opportunity arise.

‘Stand back!’ Busternut shouted. ‘Colin, open the bag that holds the Shimmer!’

Two pairs of ears pricked up separately but simultaneously. The Shimmer? Pelmut paused, mid-sneak. One of these cubs had the Shimmer?

‘Fool!’ Marvello roared. ‘The Shimmer is mine! You think I fear it?’

It was a moot point, as far as Pelmut was concerned. He feared it, right enough. Like every other member of the magical races, he knew exactly what the Shimmer could do to him. He thought briefly of backing away, but crawling on all fours had sort of tangled his long legs in his robe and backing up didn’t seem to be an option. Instead, he lurched unsteadily forward. Thrusting out a desperate hand, his fingertips touched, connected and then he was overwhelmed, a great roaring in his ears. For a confused moment he thought that the stone had him, that this must be the sensation that overwhelmed all who were in the presence of the Shimmer, and even in his terror he felt a small flicker of disappointment because he’d thought it would be more enjoyable somehow, less like being pulled into a –

The penny dropped. Dus’s charm! Pelmut tried hard to bury his face in the wooden floor but a sudden conjunction of magic, hurtling from several directions at once, made the corridor shift around him. In a last, anguished attempt to fulfil his contractual obligations, but survive at the same time, Pelmut inched forward so that his fingers were wrapped around Colin’s pants. With a final, desperate effort he yelled the word that would make it all go away.

‘Erlendene!’

The world exploded in a messy vortex of light and sound, a huge, sucking noise that made everybody’s ears pop and an explosion that made the ceiling and the two floors above explode up and out in a rain of building debris that blew a hole in the roof the size of a piano (baby grand).

It took a long while for the air to clear.
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Derry gaped at the shattered remains of the corridor. She’d been too late to reach the cubs, too late to do anything but fall back, dazzled by the shooting shafts of magic.

Grieve was going to be really unhappy with this turn of events, there was no doubt about it . . .


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Last Stand at the Erlendene Corral

‘So. Erlendene.’ Friendly looked more miserable than his brother had ever seen him before. The loss of the cubs and Busternut had been a major blow.

‘I’m sorry,’ Derry said sombrely. ‘I couldn’t stop it.’

Three trolls looked at her incredulously. ‘Well of course you couldn’t stop it!’ Grieve said, exasperated. ‘Stop blaming yourself for the star’s sake. We’ve got no time to feel sorry for ourselves.’ When Grieve had heard that Colin and Ashley had disappeared – apparently to Erlendene, if Derry’s ears were to be believed – he’d known a moment of absolute despair which he promptly squashed. It wouldn’t fix anything to give in now. ‘Right. Let’s get this useless Guild together. I think we need to have a quick chat.’

‘What are you going to tell them?’ Dom demanded. Grieve wasn’t so much walking as marching and his young cousin had to scurry to keep up with him.

‘I’m going to tell them what they’re entitled to know. Then I’m off to Erlendene.’

Derry and Friendly walked beside Grieve, their faces grim. Dom glanced at them uncertainly. Even after his sudden appearance, escaping Marvello’s prison had proved tricky and they’d been forced to blast a hole in the floor beneath them so they could climb down to freedom. Derry’s mood had been bleak indeed as she’d related what she’d witnessed, but it had merely strengthened everybody’s resolve to breach Erlendene and confront the Nameless Ones as soon as possible.

The university was in an uproar, the explosion that had rocked the upper floors having sent everybody into a flat spin of panic, uncertain as to who was attacking them. It was taking those in authority a little while to establish order. When Dom had brought them the news that the newly formed Guild were having an emergency session in the Great Hall, Grieve had decided that the Great Hall was where they’d be going. The enormous doors were closed and several first year wizards stood in front of them to keep the riff-raff out. It was, apparently, a closed session. Grieve steamed up the steps like a tidal wave. When the youthful wizards stepped forward to stop him, he simply slipped around them. Neither of the wizards were entirely sure how it happened; one minute he was in front of them, the next the doors were swinging open behind them and they were looking at the troll’s retreating back in bewilderment.

The hall wasn’t nearly as crowded as it had been earlier. Grieve, closely followed by Friendly, Derry and an increasingly nervous Dom, surged ahead, only coming to a stop when they stood directly in front of the eight people that made up the Guild. The ninth place, which should have been occupied by Marvello, was empty.

Pugli Cliffcleaver scowled at the interruption, but his scowl transformed into an expression of astonishment when he realised who it was that was standing before him. ‘Pepperpot?’

‘Master Pugli.’ Grieve replied shortly, ‘I haven’t got much time but here’s the situ –’

‘How dare you interrupt these proceedings!’ A witch had leaped to her feet and was glaring at them, her gaze so hot it could have boiled seawater. ‘Have you no respect?’

‘Actually, no. Now shut up and listen. I’m Grievous Pepperpot and I’m a thief. I was working for the Guild in Grumble. They sent me to get back the Shimmer which, as I’m sure you all know, was stolen from the Portal.’

‘You’ve been gone forever,’ Pugli grunted. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Never mind where I’ve been. The short story is this. We got the Shimmer back, thanks to a human cub called Colin Bundle. Unfortunately, we were not in time to prevent the Nameless Ones from escaping and creating havoc in the worlds again.’ Grieve turned to regard the assembled people behind him. ‘I’ll admit we’re in a lot of trouble now because I wasn’t twinkle-toed enough to bring the Shimmer back again. But at least we all tried. Now the Shimmer is gone again, gone to Erlendene along with a couple of my friends and I’m about to set off to get them back. The world has changed, people. The days of the Nameless Ones has passed, and I, for one, am not going to put up with them any longer. I suggest that those of you who feel the same get your butts into gear and decide what you want to do to defend yourselves because otherwise you’ll all be looking at a future that doesn’t belong to any of you.’

‘And how do you propose we do that?’ a gnome sitting up the front demanded.

‘Well it won’t be by sitting around and having meetings!’ Grieve snapped. ‘We’ve got to get moving – all of us, including the humans – and bring an end to the rule of the Nameless Ones once and for all. You think you’re safe? You think that Erlendene is far enough away that they might overlook you? Well let me remind you of this; the Nameless Ones are immortal, we’re not. They’ll rule us, and our children, and every generation to come. Do you really want to leave a legacy like that behind?’

‘Hang on.’ Grieve turned at the sound of a familiar voice. It was Madam Coramandel, the same witch they had heard speaking to Marvello. ‘You’re the ones Marvello was talking about. He thought you were dead.’

‘More like he hoped we were dead,’ Derry snarled. She was still smarting from the discovery that Marvello was a rotter.

‘Where is Marvello?’ Pugli demanded peevishly.

‘Gone. He was a traitor who betrayed us all, fixated with getting his hands on the Shimmer and ruling the worlds,’ Derry told them, raising her voice when a babble of protest and questions began. ‘Some of the magical races were practising dark magic in Grumble. We haven’t got a clue if he was the only one on the Guild and we haven’t got time to find out.’

Madam Coramandel was pale with shock. ‘But . . . that’s incredible! Marvello a traitor?’

‘Definitely,’ Grieve confirmed. He saw Pugli Cliffcleaver glance suspiciously at a gnome beside him. There would definitely be ramifications from this, no mistake, while they tried to work out who was on the side of the light, but that couldn’t be helped and it couldn’t be his problem. He had other things to do.

‘No wonder I couldn’t scry him out,’ Madam Coramandel muttered. ‘It was he that was blocking me!’

‘So now you’ve all got to sort yourselves out,’ Friendly observed dryly. ‘It’s not just the return of the Nameless Ones that we have to worry about. We should start looking at what’s happening in our own backyard.’

His words did nothing to quell the rumble of questioning voices. Many of them were being flung at Grieve, who held up a hand. ‘There’s no point in yelling at me. I suggest you all pull yourselves together and sort out what you’re going to do. This Magical Resistance thing is a great idea but you need to turn it around. Go and talk to the humans. They have to join us. Then go to Erlendene. Don’t wait for the Nameless Ones to come to you – take the fight to them.’

And he marched back out of the hall, leaving a crowd of people vying to be heard.

‘That was stirring,’ Friendly commented.

‘Shut up, Friendly!’
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Colin came to his senses and realised two things. The first was that something was squashing him. And the second was that he was no longer in the university in Squidlington Minor. Instead he appeared to be . . . underneath a statue? He squinted bleary eyes, trying to focus. No, it wasn’t a statue that loomed above him but a man. A tall, very good-looking man. Colin had thought he was a statue because he was standing quite still with his arms outstretched.

The boy tried to blink away his confusion. He was sure he could hear the sea, a low, surging murmur of noise that was all around him. He was uncomfortable, sprawled across steps, the ridges of which were pressing painfully into his legs and bum. When Colin tried to move his legs he found that he couldn’t and a quick shaft of panic jolted him. Raising his head, Colin peered down and was relieved to see that the reason for his partial paralysis was because Busternut’s rotund frame was sprawled across the bottom half of him. The wizard was groaning softly, which had to mean he was still in the land of the living. To make matters worse, Ashley was sprawled on top of Busternut. On the bright side, the wizard would have cushioned her arrival, Colin thought groggily. She, too, was in the process of coming to her senses. In an ungainly heap off to one side lay a wizard that Colin had never seen before. He appeared to have been knocked out for the count by his arrival.

Looking around, the boy discovered that it wasn’t the sea he could hear, but voices. Manoeuvring himself upright with an effort, he took a look around him and was appalled by the sight that met his eyes.

People. Everywhere. The ‘sea’ wasn’t made of water but of faces; beautiful, regal, breathtakingly perfect faces. And they all looked a little bit cross.

An exasperated dragon thought entered his head and Colin gave an exclamation of dismay, scrambling to get free of Busternut’s body. He heaved himself upright, then slipped the pack off his back, fumbling the clasps open. A small, disgruntled face peered up at him and Colin received the distinct impression that dragons did not like to be squashed. ‘I’m sorry! It was an accident.’

‘I’m so glad to see you’ve finally decided to wake up.’ A somewhat breathless voice spoke from just above him. Colin slewed around. His ‘statue’ glanced down and grimaced. ‘I was beginning to get a little worried.’

Now that his head was clearing, Colin took stock.

The steps led up to some kind of monument, a large obelisk, golden in colour, that rose like a smooth spear into a sky fading to dusk. The monument stood in a pavilion that was currently filled with . . .

‘Who are they?’ he whispered before turning back to the tall, demigod-like creature behind him, both arms spread wide, palms facing outwards. Whatever he was doing seemed to have created a giant, shimmering bubble of silvery light around them. ‘Who are you?’

‘Dus. Dare I ask if you’ve brought the fragment with you?’

Colin stiffened immediately. ‘Dus? The Dus?’

The man winced. He was obviously under considerable strain. ‘Oh yes, I forgot that you’d probably be a bit defensive around me. But I can assure you that we are on the same side.’

‘What side?’ Colin demanded. ‘Why have you brought me here?’

‘No choice really. You carry the fragment. Perhaps we can put the past behind us.’

‘I’m not giving you the Shimmer!’

‘Excellent. I couldn’t really take it off you at the moment anyway.’

‘Grieve and Derry will follow me here.’

‘Oh, I hope so!’ Dus said fervently. ‘And if they don’t, Pod will help them find the way. Now stop overreacting and help me. As I’ve already told you, we’re on the same side. I need you here. You’re part of a plan that must work, if we’re all to survive.’

‘You’re not making a lot of sense, are you?’ Colin demanded. ‘What plan? What do you want?’

‘The fragment, of course. I need its power. And before you decide to argue, I feel I must inform you that we’re not in the best possible position here. In fact, if something doesn’t happen really soon, our little joint venture might finish before it has truly begun.’
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‘Oi! Grievous Pepperpot!’ All three stopped and looked for the source of the unexpected hail, which had come from the shadows of a bush. They had taken the fastest possible route, jumping chute circles, guided by Derry’s expertise. It wasn’t that people couldn’t get to Erlendene; it was just that, generally, they didn’t want to. They’d been a little stumped as to what to do after they’d arrived, but Grieve was sure something would turn up. He had no idea if the Guild was likely to take his words to heart – they’d probably need to call a few meetings before committing themselves to a course of action – but it didn’t really matter anyway. He was here to get Colin back, ensure the safety of the Shimmer and bring an end to the Nameless Ones’ quest for domination. Quite an impressive list of action points really.

It wasn’t fully dark yet but shadows hung everywhere. Friendly, Derry and Grieve peered into the dimness. Who in the worlds would be calling out Grieve’s name here, just beyond the city walls of Erlendene?

‘A goblin?’ Derry tilted her head and sniffed. There was something funny about the scent that wafted towards her.

The goblin emerged from the shadows and eyed them sullenly. ‘He said if you were coming, you’d probably come through one of those chutes.’

There was something familiar about the voice as well. Or perhaps the way the words were spoken. ‘It’s Pod!’ Friendly said, startled. ‘Well slap me silly!’

‘Don’t think I wouldn’t like to,’ Pod shot back at him.

Derry sucked in a deep breath. ‘You little –!’

‘Hold it,’ Grieve interrupted. ‘You said “he”? Who might that be then?’

‘Dus.’ Pod held up a hand to forestall any comments. ‘Yes, all right, spare me the rant. Dus sent me to find you. I was hoping it would take a week or so but no, you have to make it easy for me, don’t you.’ He sounded bitter.

‘Dus sent you looking for us?’ Grieve said disbelievingly.

‘He did.’

‘Strange, but what’s even stranger is that you obeyed him.’ Grieve stared at the ex-possum consideringly. ‘I’m getting the feeling that there’s trouble around and when there’s trouble you usually make like a rabbit and disappear. Or cause more trouble.’

‘I knew I’d cop an earful,’ the goblin muttered. ‘Who needs this kind of abuse?’

Derry had moved forward and was sniffing around him suspiciously. She gave a sudden crow of laughter. ‘He’s under a charm! Somebody’s put a compulsion charm on him. Ha! The little git hasn’t got a choice but to do as he’s told. That’s priceless.’

‘Oh shut up!’ Pod snarled. ‘Just . . . let me get this over with, okay? You’ve got to come with me.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Friendly said cynically. ‘And after that I’ve got to shave off my eyebrows and wear a skirt.’

Pod expelled an explosive breath. ‘Listen, the Bundle kid is still carrying the Shimmer, right? Dus sent a wizard to bring the cub and the stone to him. He’s worked out a way to use its power to send his people into evolution – whatever that might be – whether they like it or not. Wise up, would you? Strange as this may sound, you and Dus are fighting on the same side. If you want the worlds back again, you’ve got to come with me.’

Grieve, Derry and Friendly exchanged glances.

‘Is this for real?’ Friendly murmured.

‘Take a look at the pretty lights over there,’ Pod recommended. ‘Dus is in the middle of that. And you’ve got to come along with me and help sort it out.’

‘Ri-ght. And we should do that because . . .’ Derry was eyeing Pod narrowly.

‘Because by this time, your precious Colin is in the centre of it,’ Pod told them grimly.

‘What?’ Grieve exploded.

‘Thought that’d get your attention. Dus’s plans are all hatching out. Problem is, they’re moving a bit more quickly than he thought they would.’

‘You better start explaining yourself,’ Derry advised. ‘If you don’t, I’ll wring it out of you.’

‘Yeah, yeah. But let’s walk while I talk, okay? We don’t have much time.’

‘And you’re under a compulsion spell,’ Friendly noted.

They were up high on a tall hillock perhaps five hundred metres beyond the city. From there, they had an excellent view of Erlendene, with its beautiful parks and gardens, the wide, paved streets and the gracious buildings. They could all see the kerfuffle in the city’s square. It was too far away to be sure of what their eyes were telling them but they could see what appeared to be a bubble of silver. It looked beautiful in the gathering dusk, as did the explosions of dazzling light that flared up regularly around it. Dull rumbles could occasionally be heard while small tremors rippled the ground beneath their feet.

‘It must be some kind of magical fight,’ Friendly said.

‘Spot on the money,’ Pod agreed. ‘Here’s the short story of what’s going on. Dus, for reasons best known to himself, has decided that the Nameless Ones are not supposed to be here any longer. He’s decided it’s time they all went through evolution.’

‘Like Ursal,’ Grieve murmured.

‘Right. But he doesn’t have the oomph to send them on himself. He needs a major source of power for that. So he’s been looking for –’

‘The Shimmer!’ Friendly exclaimed.

‘Really,’ Pod sighed, ‘there’s no need for me to be here at all, you’re so clever.’

‘Shut up, twerp!’ Derry snapped. ‘He worked out a way to bring the Shimmer here?’

‘Yup. And the human that was carrying it.’

‘Let’s move it, people!’ Grieve said urgently.

As they hurried onwards, they could see the smaller shapes of dwarves and a few trolls and, more alarmingly, the tall forms of four massive ogres. Even from a distance, they appeared as threatening as thunderclouds. And in the middle of it all, that brilliant, silvery dome of magical light. ‘Come on!’ Grieve said abruptly. ‘Let’s run!’
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Bluebell had set up her headquarters in the rooftops of Erlendene, having spent several hours flitting around the outskirts, keeping an uncharacteristically low profile while she tried to figure out how to locate the Shimmer. It had been a little disheartening to see how many of the Nameless Ones there were about but she sensed opportunity lay just ahead. Her chance to get her hands on the Shimmer. And when she had that . . . well, the Nameless Ones could be dealt with by a snap of her lily-white fingers.

Bluebell studied the flashes of light that had been streaking the sky for some time now. A noise, like distant explosions, accompanied the brilliant flares of colour. ‘Hmm,’ she murmured thoughtfully, ‘I sense trouble brewing. And where trouble goes, so do I. Who knows? I might just get lucky.’
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‘Colin?’ Ashley’s voice quavered. She was perched against Busternut’s tummy. Turning, she caught sight of Dus, looming over her like a nightmare. ‘Oh no! Not you!’

‘It’s okay, Ashley,’ Colin said quickly, eyeing the faces of the Nameless Ones below him. The circle of Dus’s influence extended around – and above – them for about five metres in any direction. ‘We’re safe.’

‘For the moment. Chaos awaits. Somehow, I imagined this part would have gone rather more smoothly. Ursal would certainly have been a bit more graceful than this.’ Dus blew out a breath. As luck would have it, Trar had found him out of doors, heading to the archives once more. She’d surprised him by acting almost immediately on the threat he posed. Who would have thought it? Trar was obviously far more organised than he’d given her credit for. When she had hailed him he’d paused impatiently, waiting to be summoned to yet another stupid Council session. It hadn’t taken long to find out just how much he had underestimated Trar.

‘Yield to us, Lord Dus!’ Trar had demanded. She wasn’t laughing girlishly anymore, he’d noticed, but had looked uncharacteristically grave.

Dus had looked at her in disbelief. ‘You dare to accost me on the street?’

‘You refused to come to our meetings.’ Trar had given him a nasty smile. ‘So I thought we should come and deliver the High Council’s decision about your future in person.’

Dus had eyed her warily. ‘My future?’

‘Indeed. You’re to be exiled. We’ve ruled unanimously that you’re a threat to the Ulural.’ Trar raised a malicious eyebrow. ‘Pack plenty of things to read. It can get boring behind the Vail.’

‘The –!’ Dus said, startled. ‘You’re planning on sticking me behind the Vail? You can’t. You don’t know how.’

‘You forget. Ursal and I were friends once. I learned quite a lot from her. Unfortunately, it didn’t include how to get out from behind the Vail, but perhaps you’ll be able to discover a way. Don’t worry, Dus. The Vail is very restful. And I’ll have you released some time. Say in a couple of hundred years or so?’

‘We haven’t got a couple of hundred years!’ At least, Dus assumed they hadn’t. He was still a little hazy on timeframes. ‘Come on, Trar, you know why Ursal tried to make us all go through evolution. We’re doomed unless we do.’

‘Huh!’ Trar had wrinkled her nose at him. ‘That old stuff! You sound just like Ursal did. It’s all a nonsense, an obscure nothing . . .’

‘Written in the ancient language? I don’t think so. Whoever came before us knew a thing or two about the future – something I’m sure you’re aware of.’

‘I know nothing of the kind. You’re through, Dus. Surrender yourself to us.’

But surrendering wasn’t an option, not if he wanted to carry out his increasingly desperate plan. The band of Nameless Ones that had accompanied Trar were formidable but he’d been given an edge, magically speaking, by his time in the Cradle of Beginnings. Making a run for it had suddenly been taken off the options list when the atmosphere around them started to crackle and shimmer. The return of the fragment! Incredibly, it appeared that Pelmut Bluster had succeeded and had actually found the Creation Stone. Dus had orchestrated a spell that would bring both fragment and bearer straight to him. Flinging himself away from Trar, he’d climbed up a nearby set of steps, forced to make a stand before one of the great columns of the sun monuments that littered Erlendene like rabbit droppings.

Rotten timing, he’d reflected, flinging up a magical shield to protect both himself and whoever was carrying the fragment. Sometimes life could be a pain in the butt. He’d been pleased to see the arrival of the two human cubs (one half buried beneath a rather fat wizard, the other on top of said fat wizard). Pelmut had also arrived, although Dus had been less pleased to see the traitorous wizard Marvello – whom he had corrupted with promises of power back in Grumble – had come as well. Regrettably, the fellow had not been rendered unconscious by the transition and he’d immediately fired a bolt of power at Dus, who had stared at him in disbelief. ‘Excuse me?’

‘It’s my Shimmer!’ Marvello had panted, eyes crazed. ‘Mine! It belongs to me.’ And he prepared to hurl another volley.

‘Oh for –!’ Half turning, Dus had created a hole in the air. With neat finality, he sent the nutty wizard flying through it, thus ending Marvello’s ambitions for world domination. This world, Dus reflected, was well rid of him.

Ashley was staring malevolently at Dus, focused on old grievances. ‘You made me put the Shimmer in the Cradle.’

Colin chimed in accusingly, ‘You nearly killed me.’

‘Well yes,’ Dus admitted. ‘It seemed necessary at the time. But I’ve learned a thing or two since then.’

Colin and Ashley shared a look. Neither of them had a clue what was going on and they were scared, well and truly. ‘I wish Grieve and Derry were here,’ Colin muttered.

‘The trolls and the gnome? Strangely, I had much the same thought. Can you kick those two useless wizards awake for me? We’re going to need all the help we can get.’

[image: Image]

‘You’re sure that Colin’s going to be there?’ Grieve asked tensely. They were drawing nearer to the centre of all the activity and were going more cautiously now.

Pod rolled his eyes. ‘Geez! How many times do I have to tell you? Incidentally, there are a couple of other things we need to pick up along the way.’

‘Such as?’ Derry demanded.

‘A dwarf, an elf and an ogre. The fairy thing had Dus stumped but I don’t think we have to worry about that. The way my luck’s been running, it’s only a matter of time before Bluebell turns up in all her homicidal glory.’

Grieve slowed to a stop and stared at Pod. ‘What, exactly, are we getting into?’

Pod shrugged. It was obvious to everybody that the goblin’s mood was singularly black. ‘Look, I’m just doing what I’m told, okay? Like I said, Dus has got some harebrained scheme about sending the Ulural on to their next stage of existence. I told him that it was ridiculous but would he listen? I mean, he’s totally in gravy here! Food, wine, whatever he wants at a snap of the fingers, but is he happy? ’Course not. He wouldn’t know happy if he fell over it on a dark night.’

The three friends exchanged looks. ‘Well if Pod’s this upset then perhaps we’ve got a chance,’ Derry said, sounding more cheerful. ‘We would have been cream cheese if it were just us, but if a Nameless One’s working with us . . .’

‘We still haven’t got a chance,’ Pod snarled. ‘He’s one against two hundred. We’ll all be mashed into paste. But nobody cares about that, oh no! There was one other thing he said. I have to mention it.’

Grieve looked at him, eyebrow raised. ‘Well?’

‘He said . . . when we get there, not to stop. We’ve all got to be touching him for it to work.’

‘What does that mean?’ Friendly demanded.

The goblin shrugged. ‘I’m just the messenger. Nobody tells me a thing.’

‘Come on!’ Grieve said abruptly, hurrying forward. ‘We’ve got a list of things to acquire, by the sound of it. Let’s go shopping!’
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‘I . . . can’t . . . do . . . this . . . for much longer!’ Dus groaned. Sweat was pouring down his face. Even though his shield was yet to fail, he felt as if he were being crushed. The air was humming, buzzing with the release of too much magical energy. It sent sparks of lightning crackling across the ground and the air was swarming with motes of multicoloured light.

Colin glanced at the circle of faces, then froze when he spotted one in particular. He blinked. ‘Dad?’ It was a hopeful whisper.

It seemed that his father had seen him as well because he was trying to reach the front of the crowd, oblivious to the circle of Nameless Ones that formed a broad crescent around Dus’s shield. They were silent now, focusing their energies on trying to break Dus. Beyond the silent Ulural were the mortal races, keeping back a little but all waiting, except for his father, who continued to shoulder his way through the crowd like a small steamroller.

Fear infused the boy. If his father reached the wall of Nameless Ones it seemed unlikely that he’d stop. What if they hurt him? He turned to look up at Dus. ‘We’ve got to do something!’

‘What is it?’ Ashley demanded anxiously. ‘Colin?’

‘My dad’s in the crowd!’

Ashley turned to stare at the crowd, although she hadn’t a clue what Colin’s dad looked like. ‘It’s okay, Colin,’ she said reassuringly. ‘At least you know he’s all right.’

‘For now he is. But he’s heading towards us!’

Ashley glanced at the solid rows of Nameless Ones. ‘Oh . . .’

Busternut and Pelmut, both of whom had regained consciousness (although Pelmut was awfully sorry he had) were peering anxiously at the unfriendly cluster of Ulural beyond the magical sphere. Their silence was a great deal more disturbing than raised voices would have been. Busternut tugged at his beard and turned to Dus. ‘Can we help?’

‘You can both try adding your power to mine,’ Dus wheezed. ‘It won’t be much but it might postpone my collapse. I need each of the magical races present for my plan to succeed. We have to maintain this sphere of power until the others arrive. Colin Bundle, take the Shimmer in your hand and hold it ready. You’ll need it soon.’ While the two wizards hurried to join Dus, Colin, who had lost sight of his dad in the crowd, reached into his pocket and dug the Shimmer out. When he unwrapped it he half expected Pelmut and Busternut to go nuts and he shot them an anxious glance, but either touching Dus or being beneath the magical shield seemed to prevent the madness that the stone usually provoked among the magical races because neither wizard so much as looked around.

A sudden image formed in Colin’s head; Prenth was making it clear that he wanted out. Dragging his eyes away from the crowd once again, the boy lifted the baby from the pack and set him on a step. ‘Is that . . . a dragon?’ Dus gasped.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Universal energy . . .’ Dus groaned like a man on the rack. ‘Colin, I need to touch that dragon.’

‘Why?’ Ashley demanded suspiciously. ‘What are you going to do to him?’

‘Nothing! But his power is similar to my own. He could help bolster the shield. I really can’t do this much longer.’ Dus added desperately, ‘Please!’

Colin looked at Ashley, then down at Prenth. ‘He did say please,’ he murmured to the little beast. He carried the dragon towards Dus, placing him gently on the ground. The dragon gave a small squawk and waddled closer to Dus and the wizards. He didn’t touch any of them but instead approached the wall of the dome and sort of leaned into it. There was an explosion of colour that flooded the sphere, spreading over it, turning it into a multicoloured rainbow that rippled and shone with extraordinary brilliance.

‘Wow!’ Ashley breathed, looking upwards. ‘That’s so beautiful!’

Dus heaved a great sigh and slowly dropped his arms. He looked as if an enormous weight had been lifted off his shoulders. When Busternut and Pelmut realised that Dus was no longer maintaining the shield they released their grip on the Nameless One and stepped back hastily. Dus glanced at the circle of Ulural below him. Their expressions were uniformly a mixture of fury and dismay. Especially Trar’s, he was happy to note. Dus smiled and turned back to Prenth, bowing his head. ‘Thank you. It’s been many years since your kind have seen fit to help one of the Ulural.’ Prenth gave a soft chirrup. Dus glanced at Colin. ‘You might have mentioned you had a dragon in your possession, human.’

‘It didn’t really come up,’ the boy said tartly. He glanced at Prenth. The baby’s eyes were closed and it seemed to be rocking back and forth. ‘Is he all right?’

‘He’s fine. He’s keeping the shield in place.’ Dus eyed the dragon. ‘I’d wonder why if I wasn’t so grateful. Dragons are not known for their mercy. He has, however, obviously decided to channel some of his strength into my shield.’

Now that he knew that Prenth was okay, Colin turned and regarded the crowd below. ‘Right. So now you can help me.’

The Nameless One frowned. He, along with everybody else beneath the shield, looked as if they were trapped in a 1970s disco. The shivering, shimmering rainbow shed its light over their faces in myriad shifting hues. ‘There isn’t much time –’

‘My dad’s out there,’ Colin said firmly, ‘and I want him in here. Where it’s safe.’

Dus’s lips twitched. ‘You’ve got a very peculiar idea of what is safe, I must say. Relax, Colin Bundle. Your father will come to no harm. I’m beginning the incantation. If I’ve worked things out correctly, we’re very nearly at the end of things.’

‘You’re planning on using all the races, aren’t you?’ Busternut said quietly.

‘I believe it will work. If Ursal had used the eight races and the Shimmer when she’d created her own spell, I believe she would have succeeded. The younger races, what you would call the eight races were the missing ingredient. I found a last journal entry . . . Ursal realised her mistake but by that time it was too late to correct it. The best she could do was to create the Vail. I don’t know what will happen without all the necessary elements in place but I do know we can’t stay here forever. The shield dies when the dragon decides to remove its power. And it is a very young dragon. Who knows how long it can maintain it?’

‘But can’t we wait?’ Busternut protested. ‘Gather up the races that are missing?’

‘If the shield fails, we’re lost,’ Dus said quietly. ‘I have to begin.’
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‘Right . . . dwarf, elf – oi, stay with the group, you elfin airhead,’ Grieve said irritably to the elf, who was gazing at the moon and appeared to be in immediate danger of wandering off. It had been difficult enough to find this one, unearthed from a group of wandering minstrels. He didn’t want to have to scratch up another one. The dwarf had been discovered shovelling dirt in the gardens. ‘We’re nearly done. We don’t have a fairy but there isn’t much we can do about it. The only other thing we need is an ogre.’

‘Well that should be easy.’ Derry looked around. They were quite close to the monument now. Sure enough, the group of ogres was hanging about with everybody else, staring at the spectacle before them vacantly. ‘Everybody ready to run?’

‘Why does that sound so ominous?’ Friendly muttered.

Derry, closely followed by her posse, marched up to the nearest ogre. ‘Hey ugly! Do you know what you get when you cross an ogre with a pile of goat poo? Your mother!’

Both of the ogre’s heads stared down at her in astonishment. ‘Wot did you say about our mum den?’

‘I said that she was stupid. S-t-u-p-i-d. What are you going to do about it?’

The two heads let out simultaneous roars of rage and the ogre raised its spiked club. ‘You take dat back about our mum!’

‘Not on your nelly. Your mum sucks eggs.’

Ogres, nasty, smelly, massively stupid creatures that they are, are very sensitive about their mothers. This one decided that the insult merited a jolly good pounding and it swung at Derry, who danced backwards so that the metal spikes raised sparks off the stone paving. Derry gave the creature an arch smile. ‘Missed me!’

And then she ran.
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There was a commotion among those clustered around the steps. Something was happening towards the back of the crowd. Colin, Busternut and Pelmut all stared in astonishment as the crowds raggedly parted to let through a rag-tag group, some members of which, Colin realised joyfully, were very familiar!

‘Coming through!’

‘Excuse us! Coming through!’

And Friendly, Grieve and Derry were coming through, accompanied by an elf, a dwarf and a murderous ogre who was so blinded by rage that he was swinging his club any which way, his enormous body cutting a swathe through one and all. Some of the Nameless Ones, shaken out of their furious concentration, seemed on the verge of acting, but the mad group of running figures was moving fast.

‘Dus!’ Colin gasped. ‘Grieve, Derry . . . they’re coming!’

Dus was lost in the depths of an intricate series of incantations (which it had taken him days to memorise). The shield still shone radiant around them but it had changed, somehow, pulsating rhythmically. Colin turned to Dus. ‘What do we do? They won’t be able to get through the shield!’

‘Ah . . . honestly? I’ve no idea!’

Prenth sent an image, one of Colin himself holding the Shimmer up against the shield. After a moment’s hesitation the boy stumbled down the steps, approaching the shining wall that encompassed them. He could see Grieve now, with the others following close behind, fleeing before the brainless wrath of the ogre. As soon as Grieve’s hairy foot hit the first step Colin held the Shimmer up with a shaking hand and touched it to Dus’s shield. It fell apart in a shower of radiant blue sparks, just as Grieve hurtled towards it. He and Derry didn’t stop but picked Colin up by each arm and kept going, flying towards Dus who was shouting at the top of his lungs.

There was a flurry of wings, accompanied by a scream of rage. ‘Nooooo! Mine! Mine! MINE!’ Bluebell swooped in like a giant, angry wasp, dodging around the ogre as she flew low to seize the Shimmer, her glorious prize held fast in Colin’s hand.

Dus disappeared beneath a pile-up of bodies as the races converged together in a maelstrom of threshing limbs and magic.

There came a loud sucking sound, as if somebody had pulled a giant plug. Then a giant POP.

Then everything was silent.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Apocalypse in a Minute

(AND WHAT HAPPENED NEXT...)

Elbows and knees and chins made life very uncomfortable for a while.

Pelmut Bluster had seen it all. He hadn’t quite believed it, but he had certainly seen it. After recovering from the shock of being an eyewitness, he waded in to help untangle the knot of limbs, which was tricky as it was hard to know what belonged to who. The ogre actually helped the situation by heaving himself upright, scattering people left and right. ‘Dat was ruddy awful!’

Which was quite an intelligent thing for an ogre to say.

Colin and Ashley had mostly been protected by Derry, Friendly and Grieve, who were all bruised and battered but, on the whole, in one piece. After five minutes (Derry had been forced to belt the ogre on the head and knock him out as Busternut was momentarily stunned), they were all able to take stock. They looked around, only to discover that the Nameless Ones had disappeared.

Pod was lying on his stomach, groaning. He didn’t ever want to move again. Unfortunately there was something underneath him, buzzing like a trapped fly, and he rolled himself over with an effort. Bluebell zigzagged upwards, one wing sadly battered. She fluttered woozily up to Pod’s nose and punched him as hard as she could.

‘You – you –! I’m small again! ARGGGHHH!!!’

Pod went cross-eyed, trying to look at her. When he finally worked out what he was looking at, he began to laugh. ‘Now that’s priceless!’

‘Priceless?’ Bluebell shrieked in her bell-like, musical tones. ‘I’ll give you priceless! You think I’m finished? Well I’m not, not even close! You haven’t heard the last of me, you jumped-up little grot. None of you have heard the last of me!’

‘Oh shut it!’ Pod said and flicked her with his finger. Bluebell went spinning crazily through the air. ‘Big or small, she’s always a nutter!’

‘Oh, Derry, I’m so glad to see you!’

‘Likewise,’ Derry grinned, giving Ashley a giant bear hug.

Colin was pushing himself free from the scrum of bodies, struggling to look around. The view was very different now. The Nameless Ones were gone, vanished into thin air it seemed, and the other races were milling about, expressions tentatively optimistic.

‘Colin?’ A voice, wonderfully familiar, sounded from quite close by and Colin twisted awkwardly. His dad was hurrying up the steps. He looked ragged and torn, his old gardening clothes very much the worse for wear – but apart from the clothes there didn’t appear to be much wrong with him at all. He swooped on Colin with an earsplitting shout of happiness, lifting the boy clean off his feet and into the air, just as he had when Colin was a small boy. Both the Bundles were half laughing, half crying with joy.

‘I never thought I’d see –’

‘Oh Dad, I’ve been on an adventure, but I’m back –’

‘Where did you get to, you dreadful lad!’

‘I’m so glad you’re all right!’

It was a ridiculous jumble of words but for the moment none of the answers mattered one little bit. Ashley and Friendly were grinning, and Derry leaned forward to squeeze Grieve’s shoulder. ‘Now that’s a result! You did it, Grieve.’

‘Did what, that’s the question.’ Grieve turned to look around him so that nobody would see that his eyes were suspiciously shiny. ‘This might be a daft question, but has anybody seen the Shimmer?’

His words brought immediate consternation from everybody but Colin, who was rather preoccupied. Pelmut stared around him wildly. He’d already had one close call when he’d brought Colin to Dus.

‘Uh . . . no. But I don’t feel any compulsion to head to my doom,’ Busternut admitted.

‘And what happened to the Nameless Ones?’ Ashley asked. ‘Where did they go?’

‘Dus used the power of the Shimmer and the conjunction of the eight races to force his kind to undergo evolution.’ Busternut rubbed his head. It felt a bit tender. There was a lump forming from where the ogre had connected when he’d toppled over. ‘He orchestrated the whole thing.’

‘He certainly did. A really good job, down the drain,’ Pod said gloomily. ‘How come Bluebell the loon became small again?’

Busternut frowned. ‘Contact with universal magic – and the Shimmer – increased her size. Now that the Nameless Ones – and the Shimmer, it seems – are gone, then it’s possible everything it touched will revert back to its usual form.’

Friendly looked at Pod. ‘So how come Pod isn’t a possum again?’

Busternut looked at the goblin. ‘Did the Shimmer transform you?’

‘Dus did. Which means that I stay the way I am, right?’

‘It appears so.’

‘So you think the Shimmer is really gone?’ Derry said softly. It was hard to imagine. The Shimmer had been a part of everybody’s life forever, even if it had been in the Portal.

Busternut shrugged. ‘Like the Nameless Ones, I think it’s moved on.’

‘But to where?’ Pod demanded querulously. ‘Dus obviously thought it was better than here. Why couldn’t he have taken me with him?’

Derry shook her head wonderingly. ‘You really are an idiot, aren’t you?’

Unlike the Shimmer, Prenth was still very much around. As soon as Colin sat down on a step with his dad, he waddled across to climb onto the boy’s lap, causing Eric Bundle to give a start of surprise.

‘Good heavens!’ He peered at the dragon, who peered back placidly. ‘What have we here then?’

‘Prenth. He’s my dragon. Cool isn’t he? You don’t mind if I keep him, do you?’

Eric Bundle opened his mouth, then shut it again. Colin had always wanted a puppy. It seemed his son had gone one better. A dragon certainly trumped a puppy, no question about it.

In the square below them, people were wandering around, bewildered but jubilant. While Grieve looked around, trying to sort out what was going on, he caught sight of Dom and his parents. The young troll’s face was a picture, a mixture of incredulity and exhilaration at finding himself in such an awe-inspiring place. Now that Grieve was paying attention, he could see a great many faces that had been back in Squidlington Minor and he grinned. Obviously his words had had an impact. The Guild must have reformed itself, convened a committee and come to a decision to take control of its future in record time.

‘All the races,’ Friendly said ruefully, rubbing the graze on his nose. ‘Wasn’t it Busternut who suggested that we all might need to get together one day?’

‘It was Frogwilton, actually.’ Busternut smiled. ‘But he does seem to have got it right, doesn’t he?’ His eyes travelled to the excited crowds that seemed to be growing all the time as word of the extraordinary events spread. ‘I might just take a quick look around. I’ve a feeling this place isn’t going to last forever and maybe they’ve left some books or something . . .’ And he trailed off in search of knowledge. After a hesitant moment, Pelmut Bluster trailed after him.

‘If anyone can find answers, he can,’ Grieve smiled.

‘Does it really matter? The Nameless Ones are gone. Things can get back to normal.’ Ashley looked remarkably cheerful. ‘So what do we do now?

‘What do you reckon?’ Grieve demanded. ‘We go get our lives back . . .’
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‘Reunions are nice, aren’t they?’ Colin observed thoughtfully two days later. He and his friends were perched on a low wall, watching the steady trickle of people being processed through the repatriation queues. Often, others were waiting for them; families who hadn’t seen their nearest and dearest in many weeks ran forward with cries of delight as soon as they set eyes on those they’d believed to be gone for good. The queues had been set up near several chute circles, to facilitate the return of the poor sods who had been recruited into Erlendene.

Busternut had discovered books, and Ursal’s journals that Dus had found so useful. The journals, along with Dus’s research tomes, had been enough to help him understand something of what had actually taken place. The previous night, amid some very impromptu partying, he’d shared his discoveries.

‘Evolution,’ he’d told them, ‘is when an ancient race moves on to a higher plane of being.’

‘Like heaven?’ Ashley said doubtfully. She was sitting between Derry and Colin, while Eric Bundle was on the other side of his son, as if he were fearful the boy might disappear again. Her own family reunion awaited her, but for the moment she was content to be with her friends. They were eating roasted chicken, fresh bread and corncobs, a worthy celebration feast if ever there was one. All around them the eight races who’d been brought to Erlendene were doing much the same thing and fires burned cheerily, illuminating the soft spring night.

‘They become incorporeal. Bodiless. Their minds merge with a greater consciousness and the essence of the universe is revealed.’ When many eyes stared at him blankly, Busternut sighed. ‘So perhaps it is a bit like heaven – for Nameless Ones,’ he allowed. ‘The difference being, if they hadn’t gone through this stage of their life cycle, they would have perished.’

‘How?’ Colin demanded.

‘They would have simply . . . faded away. I don’t think Dus quite understood what that prophecy meant when it said “annihilation”. He assumed they’d all die in some great cataclysm. But the truth is, they would have simply ceased to be. I popped in to Kharzan earlier – there’s some really marvellous chute circles here, did you know? – and took a look through the ruins. Apparently neither he nor Ursal read the whole inscription on that prophecy. There was a bit around the side. Tricky stuff, some of the ancient scripts.’

Everybody was gaping at him. ‘Do you mean to say that the Nameless Ones would have simply disappeared, given time?’ Friendly almost squeaked the words.

‘Given time.’

‘How much time?’ Derry demanded.

‘A long time yet. There was no real urgency. Fortunately for us, Dus wasn’t to know that. He thought that the time was imminent and so he accelerated the whole process.’

‘Well butter me on both sides!’ Grieve muttered. ‘All this world-changing stuff has whiskers on it!’

‘What I don’t understand is, if the Shimmer took the Nameless Ones because they were part of universal magic, why didn’t they take any of the other magical races? Or even Prenth, for that matter?’ Friendly said, after a time.

Busternut scratched his beard thoughtfully. ‘The magic of the Nameless Ones is different from that of the rest of us. Which, as it turns out, is a very good thing indeed.’

There was a small silence. ‘And they’re never coming back?’ Ashley inquired.

‘They’re never coming back.’

It was going to take a while for things to get back on track. They’d popped back to Grumble the day before and had been astonished at how people seemed to be coming out of the woodwork. Already witches and wizards were talking about forming a new Guild, and a committee for rebuilding, and a panel that would distribute grants of coin and food to those that needed them. Busternut and Pelmut were given charge of their own committees and were now very busy, running around organising things. They were meeting Busternut later for tea in Squidlington Minor. Grieve had been delighted to hear that the mixed-up wizard had been hailed as a hero, returning triumphant after his travails in the Crack, bless him. With all the councils and committees that had been formed, things would be back on track in no time, although some things were forever changed. For a start, the magical Vail that had kept the humans from seeing the other races was gone.

Life would never be the same again.

A furry face popped up to peer at them, beady eyes bright. ‘I thought I’d find you lot here!’

‘He’s back,’ Derry groaned. ‘Why won’t you let me do something about him? Something fatal, preferably.’

‘Because I like having him around – as a possum,’ Grieve said, giving the fat marsupial a malicious grin. ‘I cannot believe you tried to pick that wizard’s pocket!’

‘I was hungry and I needed the coin. It was all a misunderstanding!’ Pod protested. ‘How was I to know it was Balderax? He’s shaved his ruddy beard off!’

‘I like you better as a possum,’ Ashley observed. ‘You’re just so much cuter this way.’

Pod stared at her malevolently for a moment before switching his gaze back to Grieve. ‘If you’d just put a word in to the Guild for me –’

‘Nope.’

‘But I don’t want to be a bloody possum!’

‘But you look so cute that way,’ Friendly reminded Pod cheerfully. ‘Speaking of loonies, what news of Bluebell?’

‘Last seen heading towards her old home forest,’ Derry grimaced. ‘They’re talking about taking her into custody but I don’t fancy their chances.’

‘Perhaps it’s punishment enough, being reduced to the size of a butterfly again,’ Colin said charitably.

‘No.’ Ashley’s tone brooked no argument. ‘It’s not.’

‘So what about you, then?’ Derry shot a sideways look at Grieve. ‘Is it back to thieving?’

Grieve gave a happy sigh. So much had been happening that he’d barely been able to get a minute to himself, but an agreeable future stretched out before him. There was something reassuringly normal about robbing people. ‘Yup.’

‘You could set your sights a little higher,’ the gnome suggested.

‘Or not. Friendly and I are planning on finishing a little holiday we were in the middle of and after that . . . well, then the most I want to be confronted with is a complicated lock. I’m not an ambitious troll.’

‘Hmm.’

‘Hey,’ Friendly murmured, ‘isn’t that Madam Allabella? Remember we met her at Craic Anoo? I’ve heard they appointed her to the Guild.’

‘Good,’ Grieve grunted. ‘Maybe they’ll get some people in who don’t have tickets on themselves for a change.’

‘Appointed to the Guild?’ Pod squeaked. ‘Oh Grieve, pleeeaaaasse . . .’

‘It’s still no.’

Madam Allabella, accompanied by Pugli Cliffcleaver and another magical type Grieve hadn’t bothered to stick a name on, headed their way. ‘Hello!’ she greeted them cheerfully. ‘I was told I’d find you all here.’ She bestowed a particularly nice smile on Colin, who wriggled shyly. ‘Hello, Colin.’

‘Hello.’

‘I’ve just come from a special meeting of the Guild,’ she began.

‘That’d be what – the fifth since yesterday?’ Grieve asked. ‘Do you get overtime?’

She smiled at him indulgently. ‘Actually, I’ve some really good news for you, Grieve. I thought I should come and find you immediately.’ Grieve sat up a little straighter, ignoring Friendly’s nudge in the ribs. Good news could only mean a reward. And a reward could only mean something really decent, like gold. Lovely! Of course he’d make sure that everybody else got their share. Colin and Derry and Friendly – although really, Grieve was entitled to Friendly’s share, in a way . . . ‘Yes indeed,’ Allabella continued. ‘We’ve decided that you should be our next Guild Overseer.’ She beamed at him happily.

Grieve gaped at her while Derry and Colin began to laugh. ‘What? Guild Overseer? Me? I . . . I couldn’t. I mean, I’m unworthy! Totally unworthy. I . . . Oh bollocks, you’ve got the wrong troll!’

‘Not at all,’ Pugli said firmly. ‘On the contrary, I think we’ve got exactly the right one.’

Derry slapped a hand on Grieve’s shoulder and smiled beatifically. ‘Now that’s setting your sights a little higher.’

Grieve glared at her. ‘No way. I’m off!’

‘He’ll do it,’ Derry assured Madam Allabella. ‘And if he tries to run I’ll bring him right back home again. C’mon, Grieve, you might as well face up to it. I reckon destiny – and respectability – has caught up with you at last!’

‘And that’s not all,’ Pugli grinned. ‘Tell them, Allabella.’

Allabella bestowed another glowing smile on Colin. ‘We’ve decided that the Guild would no longer be complete until we’ve added two humans to our number. Mrs Waddle was elected –’

‘That’s great!’ Colin said enthusiastically.

‘– and so were you, Colin. Like Grievous here, you are now appointed to the Guild.’

Colin gaped at the witch while Ashley started to laugh. ‘First a dragon,’ she giggled, ‘and now this. Oh, Colin, whatever next?’

That was a very good question.


Epilogue

Study Notes for History 10101: Great Events in the History of the Worlds Lecture to first year students, delivered by Oddfry Busternut (Master Wizard), Year of the Rusted Watering Can [transcribed by Delores Glum].

. . .Oh yes, I was there. It was a time of great events. Some of you young magicals might be wondering what happened to our brave adventurers after things settled down, no doubt. Well, as we still have some minutes before recess, I’ll tell you.

Ashley and Colin, once sworn enemies, stayed great friends, for there is nothing more binding than sharing perilous circumstances. Of course, many things changed after the disappearance of the Nameless Ones. The barrier that once stood between the magical races and the humans was gone forever. Colin, as we know, became a Guild member, as did his father when they established the new one right here in Squidlington Minor. He’s done very well too. It was suggested that Prenth be repatriated in one of the great southern dragon clutches but Prenth had other ideas and refused to leave Colin. I believe Eric Bundle has been doing some interesting reconstruction work on his house to accommodate their new family member.

As for that villain of the piece, Bluebell . . .

The Guild did make an attempt to arrest her when she returned to her forest home but she escaped their clutches. Apprehension spells have been sent after her but we don’t hold out much hope; if nothing else, Bluebell has proved just how good she is at slipping out of trouble. And into it. I can’t help but feel we haven’t seen the last of her. Ah well . . . now if you’ve all – what’s that? Young Diggle, down the back. What’s that? Pod? You want to know about Pod? Dear me, some creatures take forever to learn their lesson.

Yes indeed, he’s still a possum . . .
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