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Excerpt from Flubbett’s The History of Everything [published by the Wizards Guild, Year of the Broken Flowerpot. All rights reserved]

The origin of the Four Worlds has been hotly debated for many a long century, for who does not seek the answer to that greatest of all questions: where do we come from? There are several popular schools of thought. We all know, of course, of Reginald Splatt’s hypothesis that the universe evolved from an unravelling ball of twine. And then there is the theory – put forward by the respected dwarvish alchemist Ebernezer Tunnelcrawler – that all of creation is the result of some great, unknown (and unknowable, for that matter) God sneezing.

While both of these theories have been discussed hotly over a prolonged period of time, most people accept that the tiny rift in the space-time continuum known colloquially as ‘the Crack’ lies, somehow, at the heart of creation. How this is possible is not known. Nobody is really sure how the Crack exists, let alone how it could have been responsible for all of life as we know it, but it is widely accepted that the Crack has strong associations with the Nameless Ones, those beings who dwelt in the origins of time. A little known fact is that their city, Erlendene, was lost during the Great Disruptions and, indeed, it is hypothesised that the Crack is Erlendene and that within that place lies the Cradle of Beginnings, a fabled object from which all life sprang.


All of the People (we do not, of course, include the Humans in this) have long speculated that the Crack is a doorway into another dimension. Over the years hardy souls have ventured inside it, seeking answers to the great riddle of life, perhaps to find the Cradle itself. While this is a noble enterprise it is obviously not without risk because the few that return are usually much changed, ranting and raving about a place of great wonder and considerable terror. Most who enter the Crack do not return at all. I myself was invited by the well respected Magical Exploration Society (MES) to partake in such a mission several years ago. Eager as I was to accompany such an intrepid group, I couldn’t attend (I’d caught a chest cold – it was really quite nasty) but five learned wizards undertook to enter into that mysterious portal. Unfortunately, when they didn’t return, I could not mount a rescue expedition as I had to take care of various offices left vacant due to the absence of the five aforementioned wizards. But I’m sure they learnt a great deal of interest before their tragic demise.

Yes, I fear the Crack will forever remain a mystery. For who has the character, the fortitude, the intelligence to enter into that unknown world and – more importantly – return? I am convinced the People were not meant to penetrate into such places. And I’m not just saying that because I’m too scared to go down there, no matter what that old fart Beeton says . . . I really was quite sick . . . very nasty cough . . . was up all night with it . . .




C H A P T E R     O N E

Still Swimming in Soup

Colin Bundle experienced a fairly bumpy ride back to consciousness, fireworks still blazing bright trails of multi-coloured light behind his closed eyelids.

He’d opened his eyes cautiously, half-expecting the sky to still be falling on him and was relieved to find a landscape at peace. Admittedly a strange, eerie twilight had replaced the previous madness but it was a definite improvement on all the pyrotechnics that had gone before.

He’d been alarmed to find Ashley Jane Grubb lying next to him, as limp as a nine-day-old lettuce leaf. A gentle shake on the shoulder had made her stir however, and before long she’d opened her big blue eyes and blinked up at him.

Sadly, it had all been downhill from there, because Ashley was less than thrilled with the company she now found herself in. After a minute or so she’d sat up, dusted herself off and made an attempt to pat her hair into place. Then she’d glared at Colin like it was all his fault.

‘Colin Bundle! Well!’

‘Hello yourself,’ Colin replied warily. His experiences with Ashley at school didn’t lead him to believe that she’d be overjoyed to see him and she didn’t disappoint. She looked like she’d just spotted something nasty. Still, Colin reasoned, she’d been through a fair bit and it must have been an awful shock, having that demented fairy Bluebell trying to kill her and all. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Horrible,’ Ashley replied flatly. ‘Where’s Bluebell and the others?’

Colin’s eyes went to the two larger-than-life-sized fairies that were lying in front of the Warding Rune. ‘Right over there.’

Ashley stared at Bluebell and Peaseblossom for a few moments. ‘Why are they so big?’

Colin shrugged. ‘Something to do with the Shimmer, I guess.’

Ashley drew a deep breath, totally thrown by the sight of her beloved Bluebell the size of a six-foot supermodel. The explosive events that took place after she’d handed Bluebell that stone were all a little hazy. Alarmed by her patchy memory and the general strangeness of her surroundings, she resorted to the familiar: tearing strips off people. She glowered at Colin. ‘What are you doing here, anyway?’

‘Same thing as you, helping my friends. Although I have much nicer friends than you do.’ Colin added the last bit beneath his breath.


Ashley snorted. ‘What friends?’

‘Grieve, Friendly and Derry.’ Colin nodded towards the two trolls, one of whom was still resolutely snoring, and the gnome girl. Like everyone else, Grieve and Derry were looking a bit shell-shocked. ‘They brought me along to carry the Shimmer.’

‘Shimmer?’ Ashley wrinkled her nose. ‘Are you talking about that stone?’

‘The Shimmer, yes. Humans are the only ones who can carry it. Didn’t Bluebell tell you that?’

Colin was curious to know exactly what Bluebell had told the girl. He had no doubt that they’d spun Ashley all sorts of nonsense about how wonderful she was and she’d fallen for it like an avalanche, because if there was one sure thing in the world, it was that Ashley Jane Grubb was seriously open to flattery.

‘I don’t even know what this Shimmer thing is!’ Ashley snarled. ‘I just took some stupid stone and I only did it because it really belongs to the fairies. What do you know, anyway? You’re just a boy! I want to talk to whoever’s in charge.’

‘Oh for –’

Colin stopped abruptly and counted to ten beneath his breath. There was no point in telling Ashley Jane Grubb how the world really was because she’d find out soon enough. He looked across at Grieve, Friendly and Derry and sighed. Had it really been less than a week since Grieve had broken into his house to recruit him for this mad adventure to save the world from total mayhem? Since that night he’d experienced things he never would have imagined existed – two-headed ogres that wanted to make a meal of him, secret passages behind a troll’s toilet wall where they’d escaped from a wulf that wanted to eat him, homicidal pixies that wanted to eat him . . . Hang on! Was there a theme here? And it wasn’t over yet, not by a long shot. They were still on the trail of the Shimmer – at least, he assumed they were. If they didn’t get that stone back then the future of his world looked far from promising.

Colin sighed, reflecting that good things had come out of the adventure as well. Grieve, Friendly and Derry had somehow ended up becoming his friends and if there was one thing he had discovered over the past few days, it was that he didn’t want to let them down. Still, a kid would be crazy not to wonder what was coming next. And spend a few minutes missing home and his dad.

‘Did you hear me?’ Ashley snapped. ‘I said I want to talk to whoever’s in charge.’

‘Technically, that would be Grieve.’ Derry had come across to join them. Ashley started in surprise at the sound of the gnome’s voice behind her. ‘Although “in charge” might be a strong way of putting it. Perhaps “responsible for muddling along” might be a better description. How are you two feeling?’

Ashley stared at the gnome like she was an exhibit in a freak show, totally unnerved by the sight of a the short, stocky creature with the egg-yolk yellow eyes and enormous nose. Ashley had woken up to find that the world had changed – and not for the better. Instead of the wonders that Bluebell had promised her, she was surrounded by a bunch of weirdos of all shapes and sizes.


On the plus side, the sky didn’t look like it was about to explode anymore. When Bluebell had held the stone everybody was making such a fuss about in her hands, Ashley had thought the universe was about to come to an end. The sky had been full of storm clouds, shot through with iridescent bolts of silvery light. Quite pretty, if you liked that sort of thing, but Ashley didn’t. She liked the world to look like it was supposed to. And to do what it was supposed to; namely, revolve around her.

Apart from Bluebell and her stooge, Pyro Peaseblossom, there was no sign of the other fairies. And the sight of Bluebell and Pyro, it must be admitted, was a bit unnerving. Bluebell was certainly different from the sweet, adorable creature that had first flown through Ashley’s window one night asking for help. Since Ashley had woken up, nothing had made sense. Especially the presence of Colin Bundle. Colin was high on her list of ‘boys to ignore’ at school. He wasn’t popular and, as far as Ashley was concerned, if a kid wasn’t popular then they might as well not exist.

She stared up at Derry. It seemed Colin was keeping company with creatures who looked as if they belonged in a zoo. They were like something out of a storybook but not nearly as comfortable looking. Not like fairies at all. ‘So you’re not . . . um . . . in charge of things?’ she said uncertainly.

‘Let’s just say I’m on the committee,’ Derry told her dryly. She looked at Colin. ‘Well? How are you feeling, sunshine?’

‘Like I’ve been hit by a bus.’


Derry grinned. ‘Always a good sign.’

Ashley pointedly cleared her throat. ‘Excuse me? I want to know what’s going on!’

‘I’m sure you do,’ Derry agreed. ‘And we’re going to be discussing that very thing any minute now.’

Ashley frowned. ‘You don’t understand. I want to go home!’

‘We all want to go home,’ Derry returned wearily. ‘But right at this minute it’s not looking particularly likely.’

She looked across at Grieve who was staring morosely at the two witches and the wizard who had assembled. The three of them had straggled into the valley of Craic Anoo in slow stages. The wizard had been limping rather heavily, and the little group were now sitting around a fire. Their torn and grubby robes looked as if they’d been dragged through bramble bushes backwards. Of the full company of Guild guards who had travelled with them, only one fellow remained and he seemed to be gibbering incomprehensibly about giant chickens. By the look of them, Grieve’s lot had definitely fared better on the journey from Grumble. Allabella, the witch who had preceded her two magical comrades and the one remaining Guild guard, had told Grieve that when everyone was gathered, they would discuss the situation.

This proposed ‘discussion’ was one of the reasons Grieve – also known as Grievous Pepperpot (especially to the magistrates back in Grumble) – was unhappy. In his experience, discussions like that heralded all sorts of trouble for poor thieves who simply wanted to go home and pick up their undemanding lives.

His brother Friendly was still immersed in the deep sleep he had fallen into after their tangle with the poisonous vines. After the conflagration that had seen the world turned upside down, Grieve had retrieved his brother from the tree he’d left him propped up against. By now, several hours had passed and Friendly was still sleeping with all the enthusiasm of a hibernating woodland animal. Grieve was beginning to feel it was long past time for Friendly to wake up. It was especially time for Friendly to wake up if Grieve had to lug him all the way back to Grumble. Brotherly love was all well and good but it tended to wear a bit thin when faced with the prospect of carrying a thirty-five kilo troll. Derry came and plopped down beside him. By the look on her face, she and Grieve were finally able to see eye to eye about something. They were in a whole bunch of trouble.

‘Well,’ she said after a moment, ‘I guess there’s no point in me objecting to the very undemocratic way you’ve dropped us in the soup.’

Grieve sighed. ‘Look, what was I supposed to do? Somebody has to go after the Shimmer –’

‘And where is it written that it has to be us?’ Derry demanded.

‘It’s because of me it was taken in the first place. If I’d have come up with another way to sort out Waddi Stonecutter, none of us would be here now. Just give me a break, would you?’

Derry bit her lip to cut off a retort. These were difficult times. Maybe she did owe the troll a break. Her eyes strayed to where Bluebell and her companion were stretched out a little distance away. Ever since the world had righted itself, returning from a reality that appeared intent on bending itself out of shape to a more picturesque landscape, the two fairies had remained unconscious. Grieve followed the gnome girl’s gaze and winced. The sight of a human-sized fairy was very unsettling. The sight of a human-sized psychopathic one was even worse. Small fairies were a manageable menace. Outsized ones didn’t even bear thinking about. The fact that both of the fairies appeared to be out cold was the only comfort available – that and the fact that their hands were very firmly bound indeed. Grieve was seriously considering thumping them over the head with the nearest heavy object if they even looked like stirring.

The only member of the group left unaccounted for was Pod, the cowardly, treacherous possum, missing in action. At least something good had come out of this wretched situation. Having betrayed them, surely the little creep would stay lost and they’d never have to see his hairy snout again.

Grieve scratched his nose irritably. ‘Did you see what happened?’

Derry shook her head. ‘The last thing I remember was hurling the rock at that cow of a fairy.’

‘Yeah. Me too.’

With so much going on, it was difficult to work out just what had taken place in the mad confusion that had occurred when Bluebell had connected herself to both the Warding Rune and the Shimmer, presumably releasing an enormous discharge of power. It had felt as if the world was coming to an end but as they were all, quite obviously, still breathing, the end of the world seemed to have been put on hold.

‘She hasn’t got it,’ he muttered, jerking his head towards the prostrate Bluebell. ‘And we haven’t got it . . .’

‘Maybe Pod pinched it?’ Derry observed, more than willing to believe the traitorous marsupial was capable of anything underhanded.

Grieve shook his head. ‘He can’t touch it, remember?’

‘Yes, well I hardly think Colin’s got it. As for his companion . . . she’s not exactly the most lovable creature I’ve ever encountered but she’s been with Colin since she woke up which seems to rule her out.’

With such a short list of possible contenders, it was hard to know what might have happened to the Shimmer. It seemed impossible that it could have simply rolled beneath a bush because if it had, every member of the magical races present would be clamouring to be turned into dust around about now, unable to stand against the stone’s irresistible pull. The only possibility apart from a human, as far as Grieve could tell, were the Nameless Ones and he didn’t want to even begin to consider that they were involved. While very little was known about them, Grieve was pretty sure that they hadn’t generated their scary reputation by being nice to little old ladies and small cubs. He glanced around him uneasily. Craic Anoo looked like a poster for the perfect holiday destination, slumbering innocently in the still evening air. Nah, he must be mistaken. Surely if the Nameless Ones were released there would be cataclysms and mayhem and the end of the universe (as he knew it) kind of stuff.

And yet they had failed to prevent the Shimmer from reaching the Warding Rune before the conjunction of Par Ilse. That daft prophecy had said that if the Creation Stone touched the Rune, the Nameless Ones would be released.

Once again, Grieve peered at the small group of ragtag Guild members. Allabella had told him that his job was not yet finished, that they wished him to continue on to the Crack, and it was difficult to put a positive spin on that. ‘What do you know about the Nameless Ones?’

Derry made a face. ‘Not a lot. They lived thousands of years ago. Possibly. They were the first race, creators of the four worlds. Maybe. My mum used to tell me stories about them when I was a cub. She said that there had once been some kind of terrible strife with the Nameless Ones. They were selfish and arrogant and ruled the eight mortal races with all the consideration of a tax collector. Then along came this renegade, a female Nameless One who believed that her kind were doing the wrong thing by behaving like a bunch of inconsiderate two-year-olds. Somehow, she created this barrier and managed to lock her kind behind it. You know the kind of thing. It’s your basic heroic tale with all the trimmings. Yadda, yadda.’

Grieve looked Derry over with disgust. ‘You don’t exactly have the knack of telling a legendary tale, do you? It reads more like a shopping list.’

Derry gave him the evil eye. ‘Look, troll, I haven’t got a clue what’s been going on and I have to tell you that – given a choice – I’d like to keep it that way. All I do know is that I want to go home but, due to forces well and truly beyond my control, I can’t. I have to keep company with a bunch of misfits while I trail after a piece of the Creation Stone. This isn’t exactly in my job description, y’know.’

Grieve shrugged. ‘So go home.’

Derry gave him a suspicious glance. ‘You want to go home now? What about recovering the Shimmer?’

‘I don’t think I mentioned myself, did I? If you want to go, go. You’re a tracker. You know the way.’

It wasn’t that Grieve didn’t long to return to Grumble, his village for the past thirty-six years. He just didn’t feel he was able to. One way or another, he was responsible for losing the Shimmer. He couldn’t very well say oh-well-never-mind-now-where-did-I-leave-my-life? Not when the universe might very well fall down around his ears at any minute. A sensible troll always looks to the future. If his way-out suspicions were correct and the Nameless Ones had the fragment of the Creation Stone, then there might not be a future. At least, not the kind of future that he wanted to take part in.

Besides, there was still the awkward issue of responsibility. No matter how he might try and dress it up, if it hadn’t been for his dubious ‘business deal’ with that low-life dwarf Waddi Stonecutter back in Grumble, the Shimmer would never have been stolen out of the Portal. When the Guild had suggested he be the one to recover it, it had been guilt – along with the certain knowledge that they’d make him do it anyway – which had prompted him to agree.


Colin came across and flopped down on the grass with a groan. ‘This isn’t going to be easy!’

Grieve raised an eyebrow. ‘Our ongoing quest?’

‘I was thinking more of having Ashley along,’ Colin admitted. ‘She can be . . . um . . . a little difficult to deal with.’

‘She can’t be more difficult than a two-headed ogre or a taur,’ Grieve objected.

Colin hesitated. He knew that Ashley had probably been bamboozled by the fairies but he also knew her from school where she had tried to make mincemeat of him on more than one occasion. On a scale of difficult from one to ten, Ashley had been known to zoom all the way up to an eleven.

‘And that’s another thing.’ Derry scratched her sizeable nose. ‘What are we going to do with that female cub? Who’s going to get her home?’

‘Won’t she have to come with us?’ Colin asked. Surely taking Ashley back to Clackham wasn’t possible. ‘Not that I’m terribly keen, mind you. I mean, she’s always pretty horrible to me. She’ll probably complain every step of the way. But we can’t take her back. Can we?’ There was no disguising the note of hope in Colin’s voice.

Grieve’s lips twitched. ‘It’s not her fault she’s here, you know. She was probably charmed by the fairies. They can be very nice when they want to be. Or so I’ve heard.’ The troll gave the insensate Bluebell a dubious look. ‘I’ve never noticed it myself.’

Colin shook his head. ‘It’s more likely they told her whatever she wanted to hear. Ashley Jane Grubb likes people to suck up to her. She expects it,’ he added darkly. ‘So . . . what do we do now?’

Beneath the questioning eyes of both Colin Bundle and Derry, Grieve was finally forced to face up to one of the harsh realities of life. It sucked being a leader when you were fresh out of ideas. ‘We go after the Shimmer.’

‘Meaning we head towards the Crack?’ Derry demanded.

‘So the witch said. I think we need more information, however, which I’m sure they’ll be able to provide.’ He jerked his chin towards the motley group around the fire, the august representatives of the Guild.

‘They’re a bit late, aren’t they?’ a voice behind them demanded in a sleepy tone. ‘Typical! When has a wizard or a witch ever been on time for anything?’

Three heads swivelled around to stare at Friendly. He was sitting up, rubbing his eyes and yawning prodigiously.

‘Well finally!’ his brother exclaimed. He would never have admitted it out loud, but Friendly’s collapse had really put the wind up him. ‘I thought you were never going to wake up. How do you feel?’

‘Pretty good, actually. I think I really needed a good kip.’

‘That’d be right,’ Derry grunted, climbing to her feet. ‘Come on. Let’s collect up the Ashley cub and go and talk to the Guild’s representatives. I can’t wait to hear what they have to say!’





C H A P T E R     T W O

A Couple of Dodgy
 Fairies Wake Up

The small grove offered the best shelter in the valley and it was here the weary travellers – all of them – decided to make camp for the evening. Derry and Grieve went out and foraged for food, a resource they were beginning to run a little short of. Fortunately there were reasonable pickings to be had – wild mushrooms, edible roots, tubers and the fish Derry had discovered in a small lake that was not more than half a kilometre from where they were camped. Rather impressively, Friendly assembled a small kiln out of stones and produced a variety of ingredients out of his pack. Within an hour he was cooking a loaf of dense brown bread, the scent wafting on the soft air, making everybody within sniffing distance salivate.

The Guild members didn’t do much apart from sit around and look miserable. Wizards and witches being more the theoretical types, domestic chores are not really their thing. The wizard, a lanky creature called Ezbutt, offered helpful suggestions about seasoning for the fish but that was about as useful as it got.

While the preparations for the night were underway, Colin was left in charge of Ashley Jane Grubb with instructions not to lose her. Ashley had recovered enough from the frightening events of the afternoon and had reverted to type in a big way. ‘Why can’t I go home? I want to go home! And look at me, I’m a mess. I can’t find my backpack and it’s got all my stuff in it.’

‘It’s sure to be around here somewhere. We’ll look for it in the morning when it’s light,’ Colin told her wearily. ‘What do you need out if it, anyway?’

‘My hairbrush and my moisturiser and my mirror . . .’

‘Well, you don’t really need any of those things tonight,’ Colin objected. ‘Nobody’s going to be looking at your hair.’

Ashley narrowed her large blue eyes at him. ‘That’s all you know. I need them. I feel disgusting.’

‘We’ll look for it in the morning,’ Colin repeated, clamping down on his irritation once more. She’s out in the middle of nowhere, Col, he reminded himself severely, with a bunch of people she doesn’t know and home is a long way away. ‘Come on, Ashley, it could be worse. At least you’ve got us to take care of you.’

Ashley scowled at him, unimpressed. ‘What happened to the fairies? They were nice to me!’

‘They were nice to you because they wanted you to carry the Shimmer.’

Colin yawned. He was very tired. With a long day’s tramp behind them and who only knew what ahead, his body ached in places he hadn’t even known had muscles. If it wasn’t for the fact that he had Grieve, Friendly and Derry with him, he would have probably been wanting to have a really good howl as well because the truth was, he was missing his dad badly. He wondered if Grieve’s potent sleeping spell had finally worn off. The last time he had seen his dad he was being loaded into an ambulance, having slept through several bad-tempered ogres dismantling his house around him. Resolutely, Colin thrust the thought of home away. He had no intention of going back until he knew that his world was going to be safe. He also knew that if he thought about it too much, he really would start to cry. He was determined to try and show a bit of patience with Ashley. But boy, did she make it hard!

‘Get one of the bedrolls out of my pack, Col,’ Friendly suggested from the shadowy interior beneath the trees where he had set up his oven. The dimness didn’t seem to disturb the troll at all. ‘I think it’s time Ashley hopped into bed.’ He smiled at the girl. ‘You must be tired.’

‘I am tired,’ she sniffed. ‘Not that he cares!’

Colin sighed and went to fetch a bedroll, shaking it out and placing it next to the trunk of a tree. Ashley stared at it doubtfully.

‘It won’t bite you.’ Colin pulled back the flap. ‘See? It’s just like a sleeping bag.’

Ashley climbed on top of the bag and, leaning back against the tree trunk, looked up at Colin expectantly. ‘I’m hungry.’


‘The bread will be ready soon,’ Friendly said, while Colin bit his lip to stop himself from telling Ashley that if she wanted room service she should start walking in the direction of her mum’s house in Clackham.

Grieve and Derry had built a fire in a clearing, piling a good supply of wood nearby to last the night, and it crackled cheerfully, chasing away the darkness. When the last bit of mushroom and tuber stew had been mopped up with bread, and the last bit of fried fish had been slurped off fingers, everybody sat back and took stock.

Madam Salamande, the second of the two witches who had arrived in Craic Anoo, was a tall woman with a mass of silver hair, a beak of a nose and lips so thin they looked like she’d mislaid them somewhere, spoke up. ‘Well now . . . we’ve got a bit to get through and I’m sure these heroic travellers don’t want to be hanging about talking for half the night. Especially with such a long road ahead in the morning.’

Four sets of ears sat up to attention. ‘Long road?’ Derry repeated ominously, although she knew perfectly well where this was leading. ‘And what long road would that be then?’

The witch stared at her, black eyes glittering rather unpleasantly in the firelight. ‘Why the road to the Crack, my child. Hasn’t Grievous Pepperpot told you?’

‘We’ve discussed it,’ Grieve muttered.

‘At least, we assumed we’d have to head off to the Crack,’ Derry said bitterly. She seemed determined to be difficult. ‘Far be it from the Guild to supply us with anything that might shed some light on what’s going on.’


‘I demand that somebody tells me what’s happening!’ Ashley strode into the conversation with all the finesse of a bull in a china shop. ‘I have no idea where I am or what’s been happening and I want to know now. Why are Bluebell and Peaseblossom unconscious? What . . . what made them so big? And HOW AM I GOING TO GET HOME?’

There was a startled kind of pause while everybody stared at the girl. Then Colin cleared his throat apologetically. ‘She’s been through a lot.’

‘Of course,’ Allabella said quietly. ‘Be at ease, young one. Of course you need to know what’s been going on.’

‘And when I’m going home,’ Ashley said.

‘We can’t take you home, cub,’ Derry told her. ‘We’re involved in a life or death situation here. There’s not a lot of room for detours.’

Ashley rose to her feet, her blue eyes as stormy as the sky had been, not two hours before. ‘You’re all horrid,’ she snapped. ‘As soon as I go home I’m going to have every one of you arrested.’ And she stomped off, heading back towards the trees.

Ezbutt looked bewildered. ‘Arrested? Can she do that?’

‘Of course she can’t,’ Derry said impatiently. When Colin half rose to his feet she laid a hand on his arm. ‘Leave her, Colin. She might just need some time alone.’

Colin nodded gratefully. He might feel sorry for Ashley Jane Grubb but he knew that if he followed her he was just as likely to cop an earful of furious abuse.


Grieve cleared his throat. ‘I have a couple of questions. We kind of lost track of the Shimmer back at the conjunction, what with all that was going on, and it doesn’t seem to be about anywhere. Any ideas as to where it’s got to?’

‘It’s left Craic Anoo.’ Ezbutt’s normally cheerful face suddenly looked sombre.

‘Taken by . . . ?’ Friendly demanded anxiously.

The wizard shook his head. ‘It had to be one of the Nameless Ones.’

‘Right,’ Grieve swallowed, his dire suspicions confirmed. ‘So moving along, maybe you can explain to me why we can’t go back to Grumble and leave the recovery of the Shimmer in more . . . ah . . . capable hands? I mean, look at us! A human cub, a gnome and a couple of trolls. We’re not exactly the stuff legends are made of, now are we?’

‘Nobody is the stuff legends are made of before they are made,’ Allabella observed wryly. ‘I think if you look at history you will discover most true legends are created by normal people just trying to do the best they can. The Guild sent us on this quest fully expecting that we would succeed in bringing the Shimmer back to Grumble. They also sent a full complement of seven Guild guards along for our protection. Two witches and three wizards set out, and yet look at us now! We were beset from the outset by misadventure whereas you . . . well, frankly, Grieve, your band survived very well.’

‘Good, huh?’ Friendly grinned. ‘Not that it was easy, mind you.’


‘Easy?’ Grieve repeated incredulously. ‘It sucked! We almost died!’

‘Ah, but you didn’t die, did you? You came through and you almost achieved your objective,’ Ezbutt pointed out. ‘Fate plays a hand in this most grave adventure, young troll. If anybody can bring the Shimmer home, we are convinced it is your band of travellers.’

‘Blow that for a joke,’ Derry retorted. ‘The Guild asked us to go to Craic Anoo and we did. Now you’re asking us to risk our bums yet again. But there’s one thing you haven’t clarified for me: why should we do anything that stupid?’

‘Because we need the Shimmer back. If we don’t get it back then a dreadful fate awaits the eight races,’ Ezbutt told her earnestly. ‘Only you and your people can prevent this terrible thing from taking place. Only you stand between the dark and the light, between the enslavement of the people and the end of the worlds as –’

‘Alright, already!’ Grieve snapped, then inhaled so deeply his nostrils threatened to get sucked up into his face. ‘Geez, no pressure, right?’ He was silent for a moment. ‘And have you bright sparks any idea how I’m supposed to get it back from the Nameless Ones?’

‘We were rather hoping you’d . . . you know . . . steal it back again. I mean, that is what you do.’ Ezbutt looked hopeful.

Grieve closed his eyes. ‘That’s what I do,’ he agreed, voice hollow.

‘It’s not as bad as it sounds,’ Allabella soothed. ‘In all likelihood you will only have to face one Nameless One. The rest, we are fairly sure, are still trapped behind the Vail. At the very least, their powers will be severely contained.’

‘And how do you know that?’ Grieve demanded.

The witch met his look squarely. ‘We’re here, aren’t we? If all of the Nameless Ones were free, it’s doubtful we’d be sitting in a place they once claimed as their own, chatting about what happens next.’

It was a good point. Before either Derry or Grieve could say anything else, a blood-curdling shriek came from the darkness beyond the firelight. Everybody stared at each other.

‘Where’s Ash –’ Colin began but broke off abruptly when a terrible apparition appeared before their collective eyes. Bluebell, as large as life (larger, actually) and twice as nasty, suddenly loomed in the outer reaches of the light cast by the fire’s dancing flames. She looked slightly dishevelled, golden hair fluffed up like the fur of an angry cat, blue eyes alight with the kind of demented fervour that made everybody immediately wish they were somewhere else.

‘Ah-ha!’ she snarled, sweeping them all with a look that held enough voltage to light up a small country. ‘So you thought you could tie me up and leave me for dead, did you?’

‘Yes, but you weren’t dead,’ Grieve pointed out, before he could stop himself.

She turned her awful gaze towards him. ‘No, I’m not, am I troll? And that can only mean that very bad things are heading your way.’

Grieve looked unsurprised. ‘Of course it does.’

‘Light!’ Allabella’s voice rang out and suddenly the area around them was lit up with a golden radiance. Now they could see the other jumbo-sized fairy, Pyro, hovering uncertainly in the background. He seemed disoriented, but that might have only been the company he was keeping.

‘Light,’ Bluebell repeated mockingly. ‘Yes, why not. You might as well take a good look at who’s behind the destruction heading your way.’

‘Why would you want to attack us?’ Ezbutt demanded. He’d obviously missed Grieve’s earlier talk on the psychotic nature of fairies, specifically the one who was now confronting them.

‘Silly question,’ Friendly muttered.

Bluebell obviously thought it was a particularly silly question as well. ‘Why?’ she snarled. ‘Why? Why wouldn’t I destroy you, you useless little rodent? Look at me, I’m ENORMOUS! Can you imagine what I can do now? And none of you – none of you – can stop me!’ And with this Bluebell threw back her head and laughed the laugh of a true maniac.

‘Well, she seems to have recovered rather well,’ Derry observed grimly.

‘We’d best form a magical shield,’ Madam Salamande decided, eyeing Bluebell with a certain amount of trepidation. ‘She has a point about the size thing.’

‘It won’t do you any good,’ Bluebell said contemptuously. ‘There is nothing you can do to stop me. The Shimmer has given me power like you’ve never dreamed of.’ She closed her eyes for a moment, while a quiver of ecstasy rippled her through her unfurled wings, making them shine with iridescent colour in the golden light. ‘Ooo, the things I’m going to do to you lot!’

‘She really enjoys her job, doesn’t she?’ Friendly looked at his brother. ‘Any ideas?’

‘Well, I could faint but I don’t see how that’s going to help us,’ Grieve admitted, his eyes never leaving the crazed, six-foot tall creature before them. A myriad of ideas were flashing through his mind but nothing presented itself as a convenient get-out-of-jail-free card because Bluebell was standing far too close to be avoided.

Allabella took a step forward. ‘We cannot let you harm anyone, fairy.’

Bluebell cocked her head a little to one side. ‘Boy are you wrong. I’m starting with that bog-sucking troll standing there and then I’m working my way along.’

‘Then we shall stop you,’ Allabella replied calmly, missing the glance that Ezbutt and Salamande exchanged behind her back. She raised both of her arms, fingers working with swift assurance, lips moving as she created a spell. A shimmering wall of silver light sprang up between Bluebell and her quarry, rippling like water.

‘A shield?’ Bluebell observed contemptuously. ‘Is that the best you can do? Pathetic! Stand back and watch me work, witch.’

‘Beware!’ Allabella said sharply. ‘Whatever you send against that shield will be returned to you tenfold.’

‘Ooo, I’m scared.’

Bluebell raised her arms. She felt the familiar, sweet essence of magic flood through her body, warming her skin and making her fingers tingle. She wove the charm forcefully, hurling what should have been a mighty bolt of lightning from her fingertips straight at Grieve who appeared paralysed, trying to decide if he should duck or run. A flame did leap forward, but it was about the size of a gumnut and quickly lost impetus, falling well short of Grieve – and the protective shield. He stared at the small flame that was fizzling out with a look of glazed relief.

There was a long, fraught silence as everyone absorbed the knowledge that, while Bluebell’s body had grown to supermodel stature, her magic was still very much fairy sized.

Nobody was more irked than Bluebell herself. She raised her face to the sky and let out a scream of rage that made everybody’s eardrums cringe. With a hasty flurry of gossamer wings, she leapt into the sky and was immediately swallowed by the night. A few moments later, a bewildered Pyro Peaseblossom followed her.





C H A P T E R     T H R E E

Fireside Conference

It took everybody a little while to settle down after Bluebell’s unnerving visit. They found Ashley curled up beside the Warding Rune, sobbing her heart out. Colin knelt down beside her, then hesitated, unsure what to do.

It was Derry who took charge, sitting down on the ground next to the girl and slipping her sturdy arms around her. For a moment, Ashley went completely rigid, then she buried her head in Derry’s chest and continued to cry until at last her sobs became whimpers, and from there died down to miserable hiccups. She was so upset that nobody had the heart to ask her if she’d been the one who’d been daft enough to release the fairies, even though it was perfectly obvious that she must have. Instead, after a time, Derry brought her back to the fire and they all settled down again, comforted by the knowledge that, with Bluebell’s magic more or less mouse sized, the most she could do to them was to clobber them with something heavy.

‘To bring you all up to date,’ Ezbutt, the group’s resident historian, said when everyone had found relatively comfortable positions, ‘you’ll need to know about the second prophecy for the next part of your quest.’

‘Another prophecy? Oh please!’ Derry said irritably. ‘How come it’s only after disaster has struck that somebody pulls a second prophecy out of their hat?’

Ezbutt shrugged. ‘It must be admitted that the second prophecy isn’t well known in most circles. It only became valid if the Shimmer was used at the alignment of the Par Ilse. If that went off all right, and obviously it did, then the second prophecy states that the Nameless Ones must then take the Shimmer – which, as we all know, is a fragment of the Creation Stone – into Erlendene and from there to the Cradle of Beginnings.’

‘Erlendene?’ Friendly repeated, perking up.

‘The original home of the Nameless Ones and the ancient name of the place we now refer to as the Crack.’

‘Oh.’ Friendly subsided once more.

‘Back up a bit,’ Grieve snapped. ‘Exactly what is this cradle thingy?’

The Guild members looked at each other. Ezbutt shrugged. ‘We’re not too sure, actually. Our records only mention it twice. The first time is in the Book of Beginnings, an ancient work that has been preserved for so long that our written history records hadn’t even started. The author is unknown but it states that the Cradle of Beginnings is the heart of all life, the thing that germinated the seeds of the universe, a place of considerable danger, which is only to be expected in something so monumental.’

‘Danger?’ Grieve demanded.

‘The beginning of the universe was unimaginably powerful,’ Ezbutt said solemnly. ‘Naturally it follows the Cradle would be fairly, um, volatile. The second mention of the Cradle is in the prophecy. We’re a bit vague as to who wrote that as well, I’m afraid. It’s very old. Legend has it that it came from Erlendene, from the renegade who entrapped the Nameless Ones behind the Vail. The second prophecy gives details of how the enchantment might be broken and what would follow if it was.’

‘Hang about,’ Derry objected. ‘If the Nameless Ones are supposed to be behind this Vail thing, then how can they have the Shimmer?’

‘The Guild has thought about this a great deal. The only explanation is that one of them must have escaped the enchantment,’ Allabella sighed. ‘We – the Guild – believe that one of the Nameless Ones has been manipulating things, bringing about the series of events that saw the Shimmer stolen from the Portal.’

‘Great,’ Grieve muttered. For some reason, the knowledge that he had been chosen to go up against an ancient race whose only thought was of world domination made him tired. And who would have thought that his meeting with that scabby dwarf Waddi would have landed him quite so deeply in the bog? Always trust your instincts, Grieve, he thought glumly, especially when they’re telling you to run. ‘So obviously this potentially lethal cradle plays a big part in the prophecy?’


‘Well, yes. For the Nameless Ones to be free of the curse the prophecy mentions, the Shimmer must be placed inside the Cradle. Only then will their number be released from the restraints placed upon them.’

‘And the Guild believes that it’s just one Nameless One running round causing trouble?’ Grieve demanded.

‘Yes indeed. Just one, trying to bring about the liberation of its kind. And it must be remembered that it was one of the Nameless Ones themselves that devised the safeguards that have kept her own kind imprisoned for so long. If the Shimmer did touch the Warding Rune when the conjunction occurred then the renegade would have been sure to put other safeguards in place to contain her brethren.’ Ezbutt frowned and scratched his long nose. ‘The second prophecy tells us that it’s not until the stone is placed in the Cradle that the final safeguard will be set aside and they’ll all be released. Of course then they’ll be free to reign over all of . . . um . . . all of everything.’

‘All of everything?’ Colin repeated doubtfully. ‘That’s a bit vague, isn’t it?’

‘Well . . . when I say everything, it does rather encompass a fairly broad area. The eight races and the four worlds are just the beginning of it,’ Ezbutt explained.

There was a depressed kind of silence.

‘If one of the Nameless Ones was so all fired keen on entrapping her race, why did she leave a loophole?’ Friendly finally demanded. ‘Why not just stick them somewhere and have done with it? End of story.’

‘Many witches and wizards have speculated about this throughout the years,’ Madam Salamande said with a frown. ‘Without further information, it is really impossible to say with any certainty.’

‘Bet we’re all surprised to hear that,’ Derry muttered.

Colin stared glumly at the flames of the fire. The Guild representatives had certainly painted a sorry scenario. He shuddered at the prospect of the world he had always known, the one inhabited by his dad and his school friends, all being taken over by a race that sounded like it thought the other races were nothing more than a convenient supply of ready labour.

Grieve frowned. ‘So this is a kind of back-up prophecy then, in case the other one went wrong?’

‘We were sort of hoping it wouldn’t come into play,’ Salamande admitted. ‘If you had recovered the Shimmer then the second prophecy would have been null and void.’

Ezbutt looked at Grieve thoughtfully. ‘You know, if you get the opportunity to question the Nameless One while you’re getting the Shimmer there are quite a few things I’ve always wanted to know. Perhaps if I made out a list . . . ?’

‘A list?’ Grieve stared at Ezbutt incredulously. Wizards! No wonder so many of them spent years sending suicidal missions to the Crack, despite the zero per cent chance of ever coming back again. In the normal course of events, a wizard lived for hundreds of years – unless, of course, their own curiousity didn’t get them splattered, squashed, blown up or killed in a hundred and one other interesting ways. ‘Sure thing, Ezbutt. I’m certain there’ll be plenty of opportunities to chat while I’m trying to pinch the Shimmer off them!’


‘Hang on, is there a bit we’ve overlooked?’ Friendly asked suddenly. ‘If one of the Nameless Ones entrapped her race, isn’t it possible she’ll, like, step in and sort things out? Some powerful allies around about now would be handy.’

‘No.’ Ezbutt shook his head, his expression not unsympathetic. ‘The renegade moved on a long time ago. Unfortunately, we’re on our own.’

‘Well, I think it’s all rubbish.’ Ashley spoke for the first time. She had obviously begun to recover from whatever had happened when she’d freed Bluebell (which she’d told Colin in a furious whisper that she didn’t want to talk about). ‘I mean, people can’t just come in and take over. It’s . . . it’s illegal.’

Everybody stared at her. ‘Laws don’t apply to the Nameless Ones,’ Derry told her. ‘They tend to make up their own laws.’

‘Yeah, but they’d be stopped,’ Ashley objected. ‘I mean, there’s the police and the army and . . . and the government. Nobody can just take over things.’

‘Unfortunately, they can,’ Friendly said wryly. ‘All those things you mention would be nothing against the power of the Nameless Ones, especially if they had possession of the Shimmer.’

Ashley looked fretful. If it wasn’t bad enough that she was stuck with a bunch of cartoon characters, they kept talking about things she didn’t understand. ‘And all this fuss is about the stone I took for the fairies?’

‘You took the Shimmer out of the Portal?’ Allabella said, astonished.


The girl was immediately defensive. ‘The fairies said it belonged to them!’

Grieve sighed. ‘Yes, well, they lied. They’re like that. Moving right along . . . am I right in thinking that, in the unlikely event that we survive this lunacy, the Guild would like us to return the Shimmer to Grumble?’

Ezbutt nodded, relieved to be back on track. ‘Yes, please. We’d all be very grateful if you’d do just that. But you have to obtain it before it touches the Cradle.’

‘And if we don’t succeed?’ Derry, ever the doom and gloom merchant, demanded.

By the looks on the faces of the two witches and the wizard, this was not an option they wanted to consider. ‘If you don’t succeed,’ Allabella spoke reluctantly, ‘then we will all fall beneath the rule of the Nameless Ones and life, as we know it, will change forever.’

‘Is that such a terrible thing?’ Colin asked anxiously. ‘I mean, they can’t have been all bad, right? They made mountains and rivers and . . . you know . . . nice things, didn’t they?’

Allabella shook her head gravely. ‘They are Immortals. They do not think like we do. Our forefathers were indentured to them a long, long time ago. They treated the eight races as their slaves, nothing more than cattle to do their bidding. If the Nameless Ones return, we will be forced to serve them forever.’

There was a pause while everybody considered a life of serfdom. A career as back scrubber to a bunch of emotionally unstable Immortals didn’t really appeal.

‘What would happen to the shops? And my TV programs?’ Ashley demanded.


Once again the representatives of the magical races gave the girl a baffled look. Colin shook his head. ‘Uh . . . Ashley, I don’t think the Nameless Ones are into reality TV.’

She stared at him, blue eyes huge. ‘But what would happen to my mum and dad?’ she asked in a small voice.

‘Nothing that you need to worry about,’ Derry said briskly, ‘because obviously we’re not going to let it happen.’

Ashley looked at her for a long moment, then huddled back down in her sleeping bag.

‘You should rest,’ Salamande told them. ‘Come morning, you must begin your quest anew.’

‘Hey, now here’s an idea!’ Derry suggested sourly. ‘How about you lot coming with us? If it’s going to be as difficult as you say, we could probably do with some Guild representatives laying their butts on the line next to ours.’

‘I wanted to go,’ Ezbutt said regretfully. ‘I’ve always been keen on seeing inside the Crack. Unfortunately the signs were against it.’

‘What signs?’ Grieve demanded.

‘The portents. Some hours ago, Madam Salamande – she’s a fully qualified symbols reader, you know – gutted a chicken.’

‘She did what?’ Colin looked at the witch horrified. ‘What did you want to do that for?’

Madam Salamande looked down her nose at him. ‘So I could read its entrails, of course.’

Colin ignored her withering look. ‘Where did you get a chicken from, anyway?’


‘I carry several with me for those times when I need to read the portents.’ Salamande glared at him. ‘Chicken entrails are the most reliable method of symbol seeking around and these are desperate times.’

‘I’ll bet the chicken was pretty desperate,’ Colin muttered.

Allabella spoke firmly. ‘The symbols indicated that it is Salamande who must accompany you. It is our best chance of regaining the Shimmer.’

‘Oh very convenient –’ Derry broke off. ‘Er . . . did you just say that one of you is coming?’

‘I am,’ Salamande said, giving them all a toothy smile. ‘Just to make sure that you don’t get lost.’

Grieve opened – then closed – his mouth. He was nonplussed by the idea of a representative of the Guild joining them. ‘That’s decent of you,’ he said cautiously. ‘Very nice indeed. Ah . . . you intend to accompany us all the way?’

‘I promise not to abandon you,’ the witch told him sweetly.

‘And you know the way to the Crack?’ Grieve enquired.

Derry rolled her big yellow eyes at him. ‘For the worlds’ sake, troll, you don’t need to ask this coven of crazies that. I can get us there.’

‘I daresay you could get us there, tracker,’ Salamande agreed coolly. ‘But it isn’t such a simple matter to enter the place.’

‘You’ve been inside the Crack?’ Friendly asked, astonished.

Salamande hesitated. ‘A little way. Before commonsense made me see reason. I was with Doortlemutt’s expedition. I was supposed to go with them but something made me turn back.’

‘And are you likely to get cold feet this time?’ Derry demanded bluntly.

The witch gave her an enigmatic look. ‘Rest assured, I will be at your side until we find the Shimmer. And now perhaps we’d best be thinking of our beds. We have much to do tomorrow.’

The prospect of tomorrow was a gloomy enough thought to break the party up. Everybody began searching out a place to sleep that wasn’t too far from the comfort of the flames. When he was settled, Grieve found himself considering tomorrow. He was going to the Crack, the last place on the planet he’d ever had a desire to visit. Destiny, it seemed, had it in for him in a big way if the witch believed that his participation was a necessary ingredient to success. He pulled his bedroll tight around him and glowered up at the stars above. As far as he was concerned, Destiny was a total cow who should go and find somebody her own size to pick on.
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Dawn materialised, grey and hazy. With breakfast behind them and the road ahead, the band of travellers were making their final farewells. Salamande had her broom over her shoulder and a knapsack on her back. With her long, sweeping robe and hooded cloak, she looked like a warning to children everywhere not to go nibbling on gingerbread houses. She wouldn’t be flying for the present so she collapsed her broomstick, much like a telescope, and tucked it into her knapsack.


The only unresolved issue was Ashley Jane Grubb.

‘You could stay here with Madam Allabella if you like,’ Colin suggested. The thought of Ashley continuing the journey into the Crack seemed ridiculous. She’d shriek if she so much as broke a fingernail.

Ashley gave him an incredulous look. ‘Stay here with them? As if!’

Colin winced and shot an apologetic look at Allabella who smiled at him reassuringly. ‘It’s going to be tough going,’ he warned Ashley, ‘and not in the least bit safe. You could stay here and wait for us to come back.’

‘Forget it.’ Ashley gripped the straps of her backpack and set her lips mutinously. ‘I’m coming with you.’

Lucky me, Colin thought grimly.

Grieve looked the cub over. ‘Colin’s right, you know. It isn’t going to be a picnic. Most of the time we’ll probably be in a great deal of danger.’

Ashley shook her head. ‘I want Colin to take me home.’

‘I’ll take you home after we come back,’ the boy offered desperately.

‘I’m not staying here! Okay?’

Derry made a face. ‘It’s her decision. Let’s hope she doesn’t regret it.’

Grieve transferred his attention to Allabella and Ezbutt. ‘You’ll be staying in the valley?’

‘Until you return,’ Allabella agreed. ‘Take care, Grievous Pepperpot. I fear you have a difficult road ahead. I am sure my sister will assist you in your journey.’


Grieve wasn’t convinced, but he let it go. For all he knew, Salamande’s inclusion into the party might be a good thing. Or the sky might rain frogs tomorrow. It seemed just as likely.

With a final look behind, the group turned and began making their way towards the distant mountains that loomed, cold and lonely, above the benevolent valley of Craic Anoo.
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Onward & Upward

Pod, who had made sure to remain at a safe distance from Derry’s nose, hadn’t entirely disappeared from the plot; he was just keeping a low profile while he considered his options. The trees in the valley were familiar territory and through a bit of judicious lurking he had discovered all he needed to know about the current whereabouts of the Shimmer and the news was surprising, to say the least. Bluebell the Demented was no longer in possession and neither was that ridiculously scrupulous thief, Grieve.

The Shimmer had fallen into the hands of one of the Nameless Ones.

Nothing was working out as Pod had expected it to. The failure of the fairies’ plan had meant dire consequences for him. For a start, he was still a wretched possum. And he was still in Craic Anoo, which was a long way from where he wanted to be.


Robust optimist that he was, Pod was now calculating the odds of turning events to his favour, despite the fact that the news was not good. It was time to come up with a new plan, one that actually got him what he wanted for a change. Perched high in the branches of a sturdy pine, Pod had spent the night considering his next move.

He could go back to Grumble. Admittedly, his return would be on four feet but at least he’d be alive and, if he were being philosophical about things, he was no worse off than before. Unfortunately, he was no better off either. He could rejoin Bluebell and her nutty lieutenant but he couldn’t see how that would benefit him. Ditto Grieve’s happy little bunch of travellers. Through the long hours of darkness (in between the occasional nap) Pod had gnawed at his paw while he contemplated his future.

By dawn, he had settled on his immediate course of action. He would journey to the Crack, locate the lone Nameless One and align himself with the real source of power. And while he hadn’t a clue how this being would react to a talking possum, he was sure that if he talked fast enough, something Pod could do better than anyone, perhaps he could convince the Nameless One that he would be useful to have around. People in power were always keen to take on the services of a new minion – at least the lowlifes he was acquainted with were – and if he endeared himself then they might just show their gratitude by granting him one small wish. It was worth a shot, anyway.

The next morning, from a respectable distance, he witnessed the departure of Grieve’s sombre group. It would be best if they thought he’d abandoned the expedition or, better yet, had tragically perished in the fireworks at the Warding Rune. Nobody paid any attention to dead people (well, nobody he wanted to know, anyway) and it had the added benefit of convincing Bluebell to forget about him. In the mood she was in, if she discovered Pod was still breathing he didn’t doubt that she would take steps to hunt him down and skin him alive. She was the sort of girl who liked to express her temper in a very physical way and a possum-skin scarf from an ex-ally would make a nice fashion statement.

Pod took note of the direction in which Grieve’s group was heading and settled on a course parallel to theirs. He wasn’t too sure of his ability to discover the Crack for himself and had every intention of shadowing the party of travellers. As soon as they reached their destination he would figure out a way of slipping around them. All he needed was the way in.
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‘I . . . am going . . . to kill them!’

Pyro Pease gave his companion a nervous look. Bluebell, formerly a dainty little creature that measured no more than four and a half centimetres in height, now towered up as big as a human. The fact that he was a similar size was no comfort to him. He got vertigo every time he looked down at his body. He could recall – sort of – the enormous kerfuffle at the Warding Rune but after the sky exploded everything became a little hazy. There had been one almighty BANG and then it had been lights out.


He’d come around when Bluebell had slapped his face, rather more forcefully than he suspected was strictly necessary. ‘Wake up, you idiot, and get on your feet!’

Bluebell, larger than life and twice as nasty, had loomed over him like a particularly bad nightmare. He’d gaped at her, then at his surroundings. The human cub Ashley Jane Grubb was standing nearby, her expression uncertain. ‘W-w-what . . . ?’

‘We must have been knocked unconscious by the blast,’ Bluebell had told him impatiently. ‘Apparently, they had the nerve to tie us up. The cub set us free.’ She gave a sudden smile, so sweet it was dangerous. ‘Which was rather stupid of her as she and I have unfinished business.’

Pyro had glanced at Ashley Jane Grubb who was cowering beside the Warding Rune, lips quivering piteously. ‘But I set you free!’ she had quavered. ‘Bluebell, you’re my friend!’

‘I don’t have any friends, you little toad,’ Bluebell had snarled. ‘Especially not ghastly humans. When I think of all that time I had to put up with your stink when I was stuck in your pocket! Your endless, brainless prattle . . .’ The fairy had given a highly unpleasant smile. ‘Guess what, Grubb? It’s payback time!’ And she’d raised her hands.

The sudden sound of a raised voice from behind her had momentarily distracted Bluebell from Ashley’s demise and she had spun around, squinting at the cheerful light of a campfire. ‘What the –?’

Pyro had peered at the group around the fire. ‘Who are they?’


‘Road kill,’ Bluebell had hissed with satisfaction. ‘Come on, Pyro, we have a few old friends to crush.’

Pyro had watched with dismay as Bluebell strode confidently towards the campfire but he’d followed her as he always did, although he hung well back, his head still swimming from whatever it was that had knocked him on his ear. He’d wished that he could take a few moments to sort himself out but that hadn’t seemed likely with Bluebell intent on mayhem.

What transpired after that was still a bit of a bewildering blur, but it had involved Bluebell making an embarrassing discovery about the exact nature of her magical abilities. When she’d taken to the air he’d followed her instinctively and they’d set down in a quiet copse to lick their wounds and take stock. Pyro had been grateful for the momentary lull, although he’d known Bluebell long enough to realise it wouldn’t last. She’d waited only until she’d drawn a breath before launching into a tirade of marathon proportions. It was exhaustion that had finally stopped her and both she and Pyro had fallen into a fitful doze, their beds the soft, sweet grass that cushioned them from the earth beneath.

They awoke with the dawn to find themselves in a small, grassy clearing surrounded by stands of tall birches and pines. The valley of Craic Anoo was bathed in dew and a soft, drifting mist. Bluebell had spent a frustrating amount of time trying to get her magic to do something impressive, and after half an hour she’d been able to produce some truly fierce fireballs; unfortunately they were golf ball sized. It had been the same story with all the other elements the magical races used – air, water and earth. It wasn’t that the end result of her endeavours weren’t powerful. They were just powerful in a cute, fairy sized way and cute wasn’t exactly what Bluebell was after. Fairies had always been able to perform magic but it had been proportionate to their size. They could whip out a fire spell but it was only really useful if they wanted to burn tiny twigs (more than adequate for a four-centimetre fairy).

Bluebell had assumed that her magic would grow with her. Her fury upon discovering that it hadn’t knew no bounds.

Pyro had watched her with apathetic eyes. In the grey light, he’d been taking stock of the changes to his body, astonished by the results of his encounter with Old Magic.

Even though Bluebell had told him that bigness would be one benefit of coming into contact with the Shimmer, he hadn’t realised just what that meant. And he wasn’t sure if he liked it. Everything felt wrong. His legs seemed to go on forever, as did his arms. He was worried that he’d start banging into things because he was unable to control the endless length of them. How did humans do it?

For Bluebell, the only compensation to the dismal knowledge that she wasn’t all powerful was her new size. She was delighted with it. In the filtered morning light, she kept holding out various limbs to admire them. ‘Stars, I’m beautiful! There was only one thing that could have been better than the way I was before and that was having more of me.’


‘Uh-huh.’ Long experience had taught her faithful lieutenant that agreement with Bluebell was the better part of valour, even on those occasions when she sounded completely off the wall. ‘So what do we do now? Things didn’t seem to quite go according to plan.’

‘No,’ Bluebell agreed, which brought her back to the ‘killing them’ part of the conversation. ‘I was so close! S-o close! And then that miserable troll and his stinking companions ruined it all.’

Pyro nodded sympathetically. ‘I guess there’s nothing left to do but go back to our forest?’

‘Go back to our forest? Are you insane? There’s no way I’m going back until I have exactly what I set out to have in the first place.’ Bluebell was sitting cross-legged on the grass, busily removing the tangles from her long, golden hair with her fingers. ‘No, Pyro, the plan is the same. Absolute power, remember that. We’re going to go after the Shimmer. One of those ghastly cubs must have it which means I’ll just have to get hold of whichever one it is. I should have held on to the Grubb while I had the chance,’ she added grimly. ‘No, we simply have to get the Shimmer and a cub to carry it and work out what needs to be done next. Oh, and I’m going to kill that nasty little troll and his stupid friends along the way.’

Pyro digested this in silence for a moment. ‘And we kill them . . . how?’

Bluebell gave him a contemptuous look. ‘Wake up and smell the lily-of-the-valley, moron! Have you taken a look at yourself lately? You’re human size, for light’s sake! Our magic might not have grown with us but we’re quite capable of killing anything that stands in our way. So this is the plan. We find that bog-sucking troll and his followers and I crush them under the heel of my slipper until they’re nothing more than gooey globs of sediment. Got it?’

Pyro winced. He felt all at sea but there was no point in arguing with his fearless leader. Not unless he wanted a good, hard clip over the ear, anyway. For a moment he considered running away but almost immediately he abandoned the idea knowing full well that Bluebell would hunt him down before he’d gotten very far.

No, he might as well just accept the fact that his fate was inevitably tied in with Bluebell’s.

And that his chances of survival were about the same as a snowflake’s in the desert.
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The small group of travellers made their way north across the rolling green valley of Craic Anoo, heading towards the snow-crowned peak that held the Crack. Initially, the scenery stayed the same, the morning mist gradually clearing to reveal lightly wooded glades that coloured the rolling landscape a dozen shades of green. The sky above them was resolving itself into a fragile robin’s egg blue.

‘I never thought that Craic Anoo would look like this. It’s so beautiful.’ Friendly paused to gaze at the idyllic scene.

‘I never thought about Craic Anoo at all,’ Derry growled. She had been snappy since they’d set out, unreasonably irritated by the presence of Madam Salamande, which was illogical as she’d been the one moaning about the lack of Guild representation. But there was something about the witch that got right up Derry’s enormous nose. ‘Except to be grateful that none of the bond breakers I was chasing were stupid enough to come here.’

Friendly ignored her. ‘D’you reckon the Crack will be the same?’ He looked at Madam Salamande. ‘What does it look like? You said you went inside.’

‘Only a little way. You’ll all find out everything you need to know about the place soon enough.’

‘Actually, I think we’d like to know something about it now,’ Grieve replied firmly. ‘Under the circumstances, a bit of information might give us an idea of what we’re up against.’ He was getting heartily sick of living his life in the dark.

Salamande glanced at him, then shrugged. ‘The Crack is a gateway into the underworld. It’s set into the mountainside itself.’ She hesitated. ‘The whole area is . . . disturbing, which is only to be expected, considering the nature of the place. We must remember that it is tied into the birth of our world and quite possibly creation itself.’

‘I’m not likely to forget it,’ Grieve replied dryly. Like Derry, he was finding Salamande hard going. Witches and wizards could be snotty nosed and arrogant and, so far, Madam Salamande had done nothing to break the stereotype. ‘Are we likely to encounter any traps or . . . or guardians? Surely you can’t just walk into the place.’


‘Of course not,’ Salamande grunted. ‘It’s not the local tavern! There is a guardian. But there’s no use in me telling you about it. Apparently it has the ability to change its form at will.’

‘Huh? Change . . . ?’ Colin demanded.

‘It’s a shape shifter, cub.’

Colin’s blue eyes were round. ‘What shape was it when you went there?’

‘It took the form of a manticore. Do you know what that is?’ Colin shook his head. ‘It has the body of a lion, the face of a man and the tail of a scorpion.’

Ashley threw back her head and stopped abruptly. ‘No way! There is no way I am going anywhere near something like that.’

Salamande turned to regard Ashley. ‘Be at peace, child. It will undoubtedly change its shape again to greet us.’

‘Probably into something even more horrible,’ the girl retorted.

‘It’s okay, Ashley,’ Colin said soothingly. ‘Grieve will take care of us.’

Ashley gave him an incredulous look but before she could voice her lack of faith in a protector that was a little shy of five foot two, shoeless and armed with nothing more than sarcastic wit, Derry spoke up. ‘Actually the shape shifting thing is true. I once spoke to another gnome tracker who’d been to the Crack. He said that when he was there the guardian took the form of a winged horse.’

‘Like Pegasus,’ Colin said and nudged Ashley. ‘See, it’s not scary all the time. Wouldn’t you like to see a winged horse?’


‘No,’ Ashley replied with brutal honesty.

‘Did the tracker you spoke to go inside?’ Friendly asked eagerly.

‘Nope. It takes a really stupid tracker to do something like that,’ Derry told him sourly. ‘Somebody like me, for example.’

‘I gave you the option of going home,’ Grieve pointed out.

‘Oh right. Like you could get the Shimmer back without me.’

‘Your faith in me is inspiring,’ Grieve muttered.

‘But how did you get past . . . the man-lion thing?’ Colin spoke to Salamande again.

Salamande gave him an august look. ‘Witches and wizards are powerful, cub. It would take more than one guardian to stand against us.’

They began walking again. The lush green valley eventually fell away as they progressed and the path became rocky, the way increasingly littered with stones and, the higher they climbed, boulders. It had also turned rather chilly, as if Craic Anoo had been insulated from the realities of the seasons. In the valley the air had been soft, almost balmy. The further it fell behind, the more the wind began to bite so that before long they were all digging extra layers out of their packs. Derry gave Ashley a sheepskin vest and her spare pair of trousers. The girl was so cold that she accepted them with nothing more than a curled lip at their general shapelessness. The outfit was a long way in style from her overstocked, fashion-filled wardrobe at home, but she comforted herself with the reflection that nobody whose opinion mattered would ever see her wearing it.

‘How far do you think it is?’ Friendly demanded, when they stopped for their mid-morning snack.

Fortunately there had been plenty of food in the valley and they had gathered as much as they could carry, stocking up on fruits and seeds and the delicious mushrooms that seemed to grow in abundance and would still be good even if they dried out. Their water bottles were filled and a narrow, noisy stream gurgled not too far from the path. Friendly had made another two loaves of bread before they’d set out, as well as drying the fish Derry had caught and packing it away, along with the leftover stewed tuber roots from the night before.

‘We’ll be there tomorrow,’ Derry told him. She’d been sniffing the disturbing aroma that was the Crack, the pong of a thousand odours tangling together to form one unmistakable scent. They were no more than ten or twelve hours away.

As soon as they’d found a place out of the wind, Friendly brewed up the billy so that they could all have a cup of tea. Ashley accepted a cup but she made a face when she took a sip. ‘Ugh! Where’s the milk?’

‘No milk,’ Friendly said cheerfully. ‘No cow. Or goat, for that matter.’

‘But I don’t like black tea,’ Ashley objected.

‘Then don’t drink it,’ Friendly replied amiably.

Ashley wanted to throw a tantrum, there was no doubt about it. Storm clouds passed across her face and then disappeared slowly. Ashley took another sip of the tea, settling back reluctantly as she realised there was nobody who would be impressed by a display of temper.

Maybe she’d come good after all, Colin thought optimistically.

Miracles could happen.





C H A P T E R     F I V E

Up & Over the Mountain

Dus sat with his back against a stone wall that was tucked out of the cold bite of the wind and contemplated his sad and sorry carcass. In many ways, the Fragment had done what he’d hoped it would since he had regained it, although it had only restored a fraction of his former glory. He had a body once more, something that he’d been missing for countless centuries. What he hadn’t counted on was that the body he regained would be so changed as to be almost unrecognisable. The skin hung off him, loose and dangling, as if there wasn’t enough bodily substance in him to fill the available space. Without a mirror, he’d been unable to tell what his face looked like but that might be considered a mercy because his fingers told him it was a collection of bumps and mournful hollows.

In the fullness of his power, Dus had been magnificent; effortlessly strong, endlessly beautiful, extraordinarily marvellous in every way. Godlike, in fact. He’d never had to worry about sickness or broken bones or sore muscles. But on the climb up from the valley of Craic Anoo the night before, he’d felt something he had never experienced before. Knee-trembling exhaustion. With each step he’d felt like he was fighting gravity just to stay upright and he’d developed a niggling pain in his lower back, the first pain he had experienced in all his very long years.

Somehow, the body that had been returned to him was eaten up with age and he was finding it very hard to deal with. The Ulural didn’t age; they were the first race, immortals untouched by time. Death by age was a disability that belonged to the mortal races.

Digging into his pocket, Dus produced the Shimmer and considered it with narrowed eyes. He had been hoping that the conjunction would release his kind from behind the Vail they had been trapped behind since the renegade Ursal had tricked them into entering, with the promise of even more power. It had been the Ulural’s undoing. Dus had escaped purely by chance, having been absent when Ursal had put her plan into action. She must have thought that she’d captured all of her brethren because she would never have sprung her trap believing that one of her kind was still loose in the worlds. Even so, ever-cautious Ursal had still put safeguards in place.

When Dus had returned to Erlendene, the First City of the first race, he had found it abandoned. It had taken several decades to piece together the fate of his people and the full brilliance of Ursal’s duplicity. For not only had she captured the Ulural behind a magical Vail, she had made the lock unbreakable.

But he had the key now. It had taken him an endless amount of time to lay his hands on it but for the first time he could smell success and he gave a thin smile. He held the Fragment of the Creation Stone. He knew it needed to be placed in the Cradle of Beginnings. All he needed now was the instrument.

With an effort, he hoisted his old bones upright, slipped the Fragment back into his pocket and set off up the hill.
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‘I am sick of all this walking!’ Ashley said bitterly. ‘We’ve been doing it for hours and hours and I’m tired and hungry and my feet hurt.’

Ashley’s friends at school would have hardly recognised the girl with her wild hairdo and grubby pants. Her mother would have wept at the sight of her daughter’s dirt-stained and shapeless clothing. Normally Ashley Jane Grubb was groomed to within an inch of her life.

‘That’s a pretty comprehensive list of complaints,’ Friendly observed.

‘I’m SERIOUS! I don’t want to walk any more.’

Madam Salamande gave the girl a speculative look. ‘You know, life might be more pleasant for all of us if I stuck a silent spell on her.’

‘Forget it,’ Grieve said shortly as he saw Ashley’s horrified face. He was as tired of hearing her whingeing as any of them but they could hardly expect her to be as resolute as Colin. The boy had hardly been eager to join them on their mad adventure at the beginning. It was only when he had realised what the consequences of failure would mean that he had found the courage needed. Perhaps Ashley would be the same.

Derry looked around her. The landscape had been fairly uniform for the past few kilometres, nothing but scrubby grass, an over-abundance of rocks and the occasional sad, stunted tree that looked like it would have preferred to be elsewhere. ‘Let’s start looking for a place to set up camp. I’m getting hungry as well and I daresay we could all do with something hot inside us.’

‘But I don’t want to walk another step,’ Ashley groaned. ‘I want to stop here.’

‘Not here,’ Grieve shook his head. ‘Too exposed. We’ll see what’s up ahead.’

‘But I’m tired!’ Ashley objected, voice querulous. ‘And I’m sick of all this climbing.’

Before Grieve could reply, Colin spoke. ‘We’re all tired, Ashley, but unless you want to spend the night out in the open as possible takeaway for anything that might be looking for a snack then we have to keep climbing.’

‘I suppose you’d leave me behind if I couldn’t keep up with your precious friends,’ the girl muttered. ‘You’re a nasty little sod, Colin Bundle.’

‘Of course I wouldn’t leave you behind!’ Colin said, incensed that she could think he’d be so mean. It’d been Ashley who had been calling him names all day, not the other way around, although he was developing a tolerance to her endless complaining. He’d discovered that he could simply tune her out, rather like one could tune out an annoying radio station.

‘Nobody is going to leave you behind,’ Grieve said wearily. ‘But we really need to find the right place to make camp for the night.’

They continued up the hillside, feet occasionally slipping on loose stones or soil. It took them twenty minutes to find somewhere suitable, a sizeable wedge of space that had formed a small cave between three enormous boulders. It was set back a little and rose about a metre and a half above the path, but there were easy handholds so that even Ashley was able to manage the climb without any difficulty. And a satisfyingly solid stone wall at the back meant that nothing nasty could creep up behind them during the night. Two of the rocks rested together so they had a roof over their heads and the floor was covered with some kind of short, stubby bracken which had obviously found this little oasis from the elements to its liking. It meant their bedrolls would find some relief from the unforgiving earth.

‘This is excellent,’ Friendly said, exploring every nook and cranny to make sure there was nothing hostile already in residence. ‘I’ll make a fire in the opening and start on a meal.’

‘Which means more wood gathering,’ Derry grimaced. ‘Colin, why don’t you and Ashley set up the bedrolls and pull out the cooking things. The rest of us will collect fuel.’

‘No problem.’

While Derry, Grieve, Friendly and Madam Salamande set off into the evening shadows, Colin began going through the packs. Ashley sat down and pulled her knees up to her chest, winding her arms around them. ‘It’s dark in here. I don’t like it.’

‘It’ll be better when there’s the light from the fire,’ Colin pointed out. ‘Shift your bum over, would you? You’re sitting on Friendly’s pack.’

Ashley pushed the pack towards him petulantly. ‘And it’s cold.’

Colin sighed. ‘Look, I understand why you’re unhappy. I suppose you miss your mum and dad –’

‘Of course I miss my mum and dad! I want to go home. I’m not like you, wanting to go on some stupid adventure.’

‘I want to go home every bit as badly as you,’ Colin said quietly. ‘But what we’re doing is important. You remember what they said last night. If we don’t succeed, the whole world might change.’

Ashley bit her lip. She was trying quite hard to forget the previous night’s conversation around the campfire and had been doing a pretty good job so far. When she’d woken up that morning she’d almost managed to convince herself it was all rubbish anyway. Stones and magic and all that stuff. Ashley was blessed with a mind that could conveniently avoid what was too unpleasant to consider and there was a great deal that had happened in the past twenty-four hours that came under that classification. ‘It’s got nothing to do with me,’ she said stubbornly.

‘Then you should have stayed back at Craic Anoo,’ Colin said, as he busied himself with dragging out pots and pans.


‘They can do magic, can’t they?’ Ashley suddenly asked.

The boy nodded. ‘Yep. It’s pretty amazing to watch.’

‘If they’re so good at spells why can’t they just magic me back home or something?’ Ashley demanded.

‘I don’t think it works like that.’ Colin had no idea how magic did work, exactly, but he was hoping to find out a little more as time went on. He heard the voices of Grieve and Friendly outside. ‘They’re back,’ he said with relief. ‘You’ll probably feel better after you’ve had dinner.’

Ashley gave a snort of disbelief.

In fifteen minutes dinner was well under way, the fire burning cheerfully and one of Friendly’s appetising stews bubbling away merrily over the flames. There was no sign of Madam Salamande however, and Grieve was getting a little worried. ‘Maybe I should go look for her,’ he said after awhile.

‘She’ll be back,’ Derry said, without bothering to look up from the bread she was cutting. ‘She’s probably off doing nasty things with chickens.’

‘She didn’t have any chickens, did she?’ Colin asked, alarmed.

Grieve chuckled and reached across to ruffle his hair. ‘She’s joking. Just ignore Derry, Col, she’s none too fond of witches. Neither am I, for that matter. They’re fond enough of themselves not to need any fans from the other races. Never trust a witch, that’s what my dad always used to say.’

‘Why not?’ Colin demanded.

‘Because they’re a bad lot,’ Derry grunted. ‘Not too long ago, a matter of a hundred years or so, witches behaved like they owned the universe. In fact, a more arrogant lot you’d never find. They fancied themselves above the other races, claimed that as wizards and witches spent their lives researching magic, they could do whatever they fancied. They practised dark magic. For instance, a popular method of recruiting household help was to stick enslavement spells on one of the other races. And that included humans,’ the gnome added bleakly.

‘So the stories about witches are true!’ Colin exclaimed, wide-eyed.

‘Hold on! They’re not all like that and never were,’ Friendly protested. ‘Don’t forget, it was wizards and witches who joined in the Guild’s decision to ban the practice of all dark magic. It’s been a long time since it was outlawed and not all wizards and witches practised it, anyway. And some of them are quite nice. Look at Allabella. A very decent sort.’

‘I liked her,’ Colin agreed, wishing it had been Allabella who had accompanied them. ‘She had nice eyes.’

When Salamande turned up ten minutes later, she found her companions tucking into dinner. Friendly paused to spoon another serving into a bowl and handed it to her, along with some bread.

‘Where have you been?’ Derry inquired. ‘We were beginning to think you’d gotten lost.’

The witch gave her a cool look. ‘I was scrying for danger. It’s as well that we know that there’s nothing too terrible in the vicinity.’

‘And did you see anything?’ Grieve asked.


‘I did not.’

‘Well that’s good to know, anyway. You really should tell us if you’re going to wander off. It’ll save us forming a search party.’

Salamande’s lips thinned. ‘I don’t have to explain my every movement to you, troll.’

‘Not your every movement, no,’ Grieve agreed pleasantly. ‘But summarising them will save us all any unnecessary worry, don’t you think?’

Salamande stared at him for a long moment, then nodded abruptly. ‘As you wish.’

Grieve, Derry and Friendly decided to rotate watches throughout the night, just in case anything decided to join them in their cave. Madam Salamande didn’t offer and they didn’t ask.

There were a few hairy moments during the long hours of darkness. At one point, Friendly heard something large move by on the path below them. There was the scraping scuffle of claws against rock and a low grunting noise that might have belonged to a pig if the pig had been the size of a bull. A rank odour came drifting up, the scent of rancid, filthy animal and Friendly’s nose flinched when it caught a whiff of the creature’s BO. Fortunately either it had a poor sense of smell (indeed, its own scent must have drowned out anything but the most potent stench) or it wasn’t particularly curious, because it passed on by.

When Derry was on watch, an incident occurred which served to remind her that they were hanging out in a lousy neighbourhood. In the quiet hush of the night there came a distant, unearthly howling, the unmistakeable sound of a wulf prowling through the darkness. Derry froze on the spot and held her breath; the idea of a wulf within twenty kilometres of her was enough to make the hairs on the back of her neck – and quite a lot of other places on her body – stand up in horror. Wulfs were dangerous at any time but if they’d been sent on a hunt by those who had the dark magic to command them, they were deadly. She could only hope that this one was otherwise occupied.

After some time, a very long time to the anxiously waiting Derry, the sound came again. It seemed to be moving away to the south and she let out a long breath. ‘My nerves will never stand all this excitement,’ she muttered softly to herself. ‘And we’re not even inside the ruddy Crack yet!’

She cast a quick look behind her at her sleeping companions and sighed. Of all the mad things she had ever done – or ever contemplated doing, for that matter – she never thought she’d ever be doing something as daft as chasing the Creation Stone into the Crack! A few weeks ago she would have laughed fit to burst if somebody had told her she would be where she was right now. Which only went to show that you couldn’t know the future. Unless of course you were an oracle reader and even then Derry thought the whole process a bit dodgy in terms of accuracy.

Soon after dawn they were all awake, breakfast in their bellies, ready for the road again. ‘I saw a good sized bush of ground berries near the stream last night,’ Grieve said, stretching his cold muscles. ‘Perhaps we’d better have a quick scrounge around for food before we go. We don’t know what’s going to be available inside the Crack.’ The mention of their destination was enough to sober the assembled company, the prospect of the trail ahead ever more unappealing the closer they drew to their destination. Grieve shook his head irritably. ‘I wish I knew more about what we can expect.’

‘Maybe we’ll come across a last chance general store before we get there,’ Derry grumbled, fastening the final buckle on her pack. She hadn’t slept well after Grieve had relieved her, her uneasy slumbers echoing with low-pitched howls that had kept her on the edge of a really proper rest.

‘You’re a wee bit tetchy this morning,’ Friendly commented, earning himself a dark look.

‘Shut up, troll. I’m not in the mood.’

Nobody was in the mood for the morning that confronted them. Fog, thick and dank, shrouded the sun, undoubtedly sent to depress anybody who might have been stupid enough to be feeling even slightly cheerful. It clung to their hair and lashes like damp fingers, rudely intent on intruding wherever it could and turning their surroundings into a haunted, eerie landscape. It also caused their footfalls to echo back at them so that it seemed that there was an entire company of creatures marching along, instead of six silent travellers. After spending half an hour or so gathering whatever food they could find – more mushrooms, a bag of sweet-tasting yellow ground berries and a couple of handfuls of wild herbs that Friendly pounced on with delight – they were off again.


It was an enormous relief when they finally broke free of the fog, emerging into pallid sunlight that gave little warmth but was a lot more pleasant to look at. This high up, the mountainside had shed any pretence of greenery and there was nothing but bare red stone that only tenacious lichen had the heart to cling to.

‘We’re close,’ Madam Salamande said, her voice tense. ‘The Crack lies just beyond that jagged rise ahead.’

Five faces all peered upwards, staring at the splintered shoulder of ragged rock that must once have been a formidable barrier before a section of it had collapsed. The break had left a jumbled trail of rocks that had scattered almost to their feet and cut right through the towering wall.

Colin swallowed, his hands curling into nervous fists, his heart pounding with the knowledge that he was finally going to set eyes on the dreaded Crack. He took several deep breaths to calm himself down. He glanced at his companions and was somewhat comforted to discover they were all looking decidedly nervous too. It made him feel just a bit better, knowing he wasn’t the only one who was finding the prospect of whatever lay ahead scary. Ashley was chewing her lip, staring ahead of her anxiously. Like everybody else, she was conscious of the atmosphere of hushed expectancy that hung over the place.

They pushed on, scrambling up the rough pathway. It didn’t take long before they were stumbling down the other side, loose rocks slipping beneath their feet. Then the ground levelled out and they saw the Crack for the first time.


As Salamande had told them, the entrance was set into the stone of the mountain itself. It was like a fold in the stone, a narrow opening leading into a mysterious, ominous darkness. It appeared as if a giant knife had sliced a rent in the rock face, a long, dark slash that was much longer than it was wide. The peculiar opening radiated a sense of menace.

In the pale sunlight it was hard to explain just why that shadowy aperture should make them all feel so uneasy, but everybody knew instinctively that bad things were to be found within.

The Crack itself, however, wasn’t the most extraordinary sight. Perched immediately to its left was a tiny wooden cottage. Outside the front door, which was painted a cheery red, were several large planter boxes filled with a merry assortment of colourful flowers. The entire place had the look of a slightly corny postcard. Greetings from the jolly hills of (insert name here . . .).

There was a puzzled silence for some moments which Ashley broke. ‘Is that a house?’

‘It certainly seems to be,’ Grieve admitted. He cast a quick glance at the Crack again but the entrance still oozed malevolence in abundance, which made finding a storybook house in such close proximity seem very peculiar indeed. ‘So where’s the guardian?’ he asked, puzzled. ‘Don’t tell me it’s transformed into that house because that I can’t believe!’

‘It’s dead strange, all right,’ Friendly agreed. ‘Why would a house be here?’

‘For the tourists? Maybe they sell souvenirs,’ Derry suggested dryly. ‘There’s only one way to find out. Let’s go knock on the door.’

‘Wait!’ Colin sounded alarmed. ‘You can’t do that.’

Derry raised an eyebrow. ‘And why’s that?’

‘Because . . . because everybody knows that a place like that has to have something really horrible in it. Oh, you might think they’re nice. They’ll be a little old lady or . . . or a cheerful woodsman or something and they’ll invite you in for a cup of tea and some cake, but really they’ll be something else entirely.’

Grieve, Derry and Friendly shared looks. ‘What’s he talking about?’ Grieve demanded, his voice puzzled.

‘Fairytales!’ Ashley piped up, pleased to have caught on. ‘Hansel and Gretel and stuff like that.’ She gave the small cabin a longing look. ‘Wouldn’t it be brilliant if it were made of gingerbread? Maybe we could pinch a bit without their knowing?’

Grieve held up a hand. ‘Hang on. Look, Col, make sense. You don’t want us to go to that place because you think there’s somebody dodgy inside, right?’

‘Too right,’ Colin agreed fervently. ‘They probably eat people. Madam Salamande said there was a guardian. Where else would it live but around here? And what else would it eat but anyone stupid enough to knock at the door? I mean, I can’t see a whole lot of food scattered around the place, can you?’ After his previous adventures, Colin was firmly convinced that most things in this world were out to eat him. It seemed highly likely to him that shape shifters would regard a meal of human boy as a menu option.


Grieve chewed on his thumbnail, staring at the cottage. It was dead peculiar, being out here all by itself. And where was the guardian? Still, if the guardian was in that cutesie little cottage, there was no point in trying to sneak around it. It would be better just to walk on over there and find out what they were up against. ‘I understand why you’re skittish Col,’ he admitted at last. ‘But we can’t get past the guardian without being challenged. And if, by some bizarre chance, there is somebody other than a guardian in there, maybe they could give us some information.’

‘And maybe they can give us a bath in very hot water,’ Colin muttered, ‘along with a bunch of potatoes and carrots.’

Grieve clapped the boy on the shoulder reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry. We’ve been in tight spots before. If anything looks even a little bit like eating us then we’ll simply walk away.’ Or run away, he thought. Whatever worked. ‘Besides, there are six of us, remember?’ He cast a sideways glance at Ashley and mentally adjusted the figure of able-bodied participants to a more realistic five. ‘Safety in numbers, right? Any sign of trouble and we’re out of there.’

Which was all well and good, Colin thought gloomily. But the problem with trouble was that, half the time, you didn’t see it coming until you had one foot in the cooking pot. And by then, it was too late.





C H A P T E R     S I X

Hodmus Earthbiter

In the rocks near the cottage, two self-serving, unpleasant creatures were busy running into each other.

Pod had shadowed the group of travellers on the previous day, finding shelter in yet another tree through the night. He had taken a parallel course to Grieve’s group through the fog, beginning to run when they’d broken free of the stifling whiteness so he could reach the Crack from a different angle and maybe slip in before them. However, the sight of the cottage had caused him to pause. It was so sweet and pretty that Pod figured something truly nasty must live there. Suddenly, being the first into the Crack was no longer appealing. If that cottage held something horrible, he was all for letting Grieve be the first one across the line. If the troll made it that far.

Pod was just circling an enormous rock, looking for a suitable place to spy out events, when he ran smack dab into somebody’s leg. Unable to stop himself, he gave a small squeal of surprise and leapt backwards so quickly he landed on his furry behind. He looked up. In fact, the creature that he’d had a close encounter with was so tall that Pod kept going upwards until he reached a face. It was ugly enough to make him wish he’d skipped that bit altogether. He . . . it . . . whatever it was, was wearing a long black robe.

‘Who’re you?!’ Pod squealed.

Dus peered down at the plump possum at his feet which, against all expectations, seemed to be able to talk. ‘I might ask you the same question.’

Pod hesitated. He was getting the strangest sensation from whatever it was that stood before him. For a start, he didn’t smell right. He certainly didn’t smell like anything Pod had come across before. If Pod had to describe the scent that the creature exuded it would be . . . cold. Yes, that was right. The thing before him smelt of cold; deep and impenetrable and more than a little bit alarming.

Pod gave a convulsive swallow and uncharacteristically told the truth. ‘Pod Habernutley.’

Black eyes, set deep in yellowing skin that had more wrinkles than an accordion, stared at him for a long moment. The Nameless One’s eyes could pierce the most complex wizardly spell and he had no difficulty at all in discerning what lay beneath that luxurious coat of fur. ‘Hmm,’ he commented. ‘A goblin.’

Apparently goblins weren’t all that interesting because the creature began to step around him. ‘Wait!’ Pod cried. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Is that any of your business?’ Dus inquired.

Lots of things had never been any of Pod’s business but that had never stopped him from taking an interest in them before. ‘I’m looking for one of the Nameless Ones. Maybe you’d know where I could find one? Preferably the one that’s taken the Shimmer?’

Slowly, Dus turned his head and stared down at the unlikely creature before him. Without a word he reached into his pocket and pulled out the Fragment. Pod gasped and suddenly he was transported by desire. The Shimmer glinted with a myriad of colours, so heartrendingly beautiful that he would have wept if he’d had the right equipment to produce tears. He moved forward, paws extended, drawn towards the brilliance of the stone, his head filled with miracles – galaxies expanding, worlds colliding, suns exploding, life teeming through a vast, crowded universe that lifted him beyond himself, lifted him into ecstasy . . .

Suddenly, as if somebody had thrown a light switch, everything disappeared and he was back on a mountainside, shivering in a chill wind. A small smile was twisting Dus’ thin lips. ‘Did you enjoy yourself?’

Pod took a couple of deep breaths and tried to work out what had happened. He couldn’t. ‘What just happened?’

‘I showed you what you wished for. The Fragment.’

‘The frag – the Shimmer? You showed me the Shimmer? Whoa! I could have been . . .’ Realisation hit Pod like a brick. ‘You’re the Nameless One!’

Dus had turned and was peering around the rock at the group who were approaching the cherry red door of the small cottage. ‘You’re not as foolish as you appear, which must be some relief.’

Pod was dancing around on all four feet. ‘But I’ve been looking for you! How good is this? Running into you before I have to go into the Crack!’

‘What do you want of me?’

Pod hesitated. What he wanted was to be turned back into a goblin. But could he just blurt that out? ‘Um . . . a favour?’

Dus turned to regard him. Pod tried to look as appealing as possible. ‘You want to be turned back into your original form and you’ll do anything for that.’ It wasn’t a question.

Pod nodded his furry head vigorously. ‘That’s right!’

Dus fell silent. He glanced back towards the group by the cottage. ‘Pod Habernutley, perhaps we should talk . . .’
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Grieve hesitated for a long moment before he knocked on the door. Behind him the others clustered around, glancing about nervously. They waited, ears straining, disturbed by the atmosphere of expectancy that hung ominously over the place. The air seemed thinner since they’d entered the valley and it was still very cold despite the sunlight. The breeze cut through their clothing and chafed their skin.

‘Look at that!’ Colin said with relief when they’d waited for all of a minute after the second knock. ‘Nobody’s home. What a pity. Let’s go then.’

The cottage certainly seemed to be very quiet. Indeed, the valley itself was remarkable for its silence. No bird’s cry broke the stillness. Only the breeze blew here and it was a mournful sound, whistling around the bare rock.

‘Do you smell anything?’ Grieve demanded of Derry.

Before she could answer, the door jerked open to reveal the short, stocky frame of a dwarf. ‘I do actually,’ Derry muttered. ‘Dwarves!’

The dwarf looked at Grieve for a moment. ‘Well?’ he demanded.

‘Well,’ Grieve began, slightly taken aback to find himself confronted by a dwarf, of all things. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting but it had been something along the lines of a harpy or a dragon. This dwarf appeared to be like any other, as if he’d been carved out of the ground itself. He wore a brown shirt and trousers and a thick grey vest that looked like it had been woven out of some kind of metallic fleece and made you wonder what the sheep that had supplied the raw materials had looked like. It came almost all the way down to his knees. ‘Ah . . . good morning.’

‘Wait. Let me check.’ And abruptly, the door shut, leaving Grieve to stare blankly at it.

There was a momentary silence. ‘That went well,’ Derry observed dryly.

‘Maybe he didn’t understand you?’ Friendly suggested.

‘Maybe he’s a total loony.’ Ashley rolled her eyes.

‘This is nothing like the creature that was guarding the entrance last time,’ Salamande observed.

Abruptly, the door opened again. ‘Apparently,’ he said, rolling his mahogany-coloured eyes at them, ‘it is a good morning. Was there anything else?’


‘Um . . .’ Grieve paused, trying to collect his thoughts. ‘Are you the guardian?’

The dwarf seemed to hesitate. ‘Perhaps,’ he said slyly.

‘Well, if you are, we want to go inside the Crack. Is that a problem?’

‘A problem? Hmm. Let me check!’

And once again, the door shut.

‘Why does he keep doing that?’ Derry said irritably. ‘What’s he checking, anyway?’

‘He seems a strange sort of guardian,’ Friendly observed tentatively.

Madam Salamande snorted. ‘He seems like an idiot!’

The door opened again and the dwarf stood before them once again. ‘My name is Hodmus Earthbiter,’ he announced. ‘I am the current guardian of the Crack.’

‘Why do you keep shutting the door?’ Ashley demanded.

Hodmus Earthbiter stared at her. ‘What door?’

‘Never mind,’ Grieve said hastily, worried that Hodmus might shut the door in their faces again. ‘My name is Grievous Pepperpot and, as I was saying, we need to go into the Crack. If you’re the guardian then I believe we must seek your permission?’

‘Correct.’ Hodmus leaned towards him confidingly. ‘Can I tell you something? Don’t let it get around, though.’

Grieve shrugged. ‘Sure.’

‘I’m just the temporary guardian. I’m filling in until Nobby returns.’

‘Who?’ Colin said, puzzled.


‘Nobby. He’s a shape shifter but he was called away. Family problems.’

‘So you’re not a shape shifter?’ Salamande demanded.

Hodmus stared at her as if she were mad. ‘Can’t you see me? I’m a dwarf, madam!’

Grieve blinked and tried to regroup mentally. For some reason trying to talk to Hodmus Earthbiter was akin to trying to hold water in a sieve. ‘Right. Look, what do we have to do to get permission to enter the Crack?’

‘We don’t need permission,’ Salamande snapped. ‘This fool isn’t a true guardian. We might as well just go on in.’

Hodmus was staring at Madam Salamande with displeasure. ‘I might be a substitute,’ he said proudly, ‘but I still have the power to offer you a choice. You can, of course, go through that tunnel over there right now. Or you can go another way. Isn’t that right, Mooma?’ he added over his shoulder.

Derry tried to peer into the gloom beyond the dwarf. ‘Mooma?’

‘My friend,’ Hodmus explained happily. ‘Come inside and I’ll introduce you.’ And he turned, heading into the dimness of the cottage.

Grieve glanced over his shoulder and met Derry’s eye.

The six of them filed over the threshold and entered the dwarf’s cottage. The interior was more or less what you’d expect a dwarf’s home to look like. Dwarves were quite house proud in a peculiar kind of way. They liked knick-knacks made out of stone and wood and were very keen on soft furnishings. Small as it appeared on the outside, Hodmus’ cottage was jam-packed with homey touches, so much so that six pairs of eyes had trouble taking in the clutter.

Gnomes and trolls didn’t usually hang out with dwarves, unless they had business together. Dwarves were an unpredictable lot at the best of times. Some were perfectly amiable and more than happy to do business, for the right price. But others could be decidedly paranoid, convinced everybody was out to steal whatever they had. There was a name for such behaviour – quite apart from greed! It was called sangfora, which literally meant ‘yellow passion’ in the elvish tongue. There was nothing quite like the passion of a dwarf for whatever hoard of booty he had put away, be it gold or anything else. Grieve made it a policy never to steal from dwarves. It was the only thing that really upset them but it upset them a lot.

‘Sit down,’ Hodmus said cheerfully. ‘Would you like a drink?’

‘Yes please.’ Friendly said immediately.

They were all looking around for Hodmus’ friend, the mysterious ‘Mooma’, but the single room, stuffed to the eaves as it was, didn’t seem to hold anybody but Hodmus. Grieve gave his brother a look. ‘We don’t mean to impose –’ he began.

Hodmus waved a meaty hand. ‘You just sit and chat to Mooma while I boil up some water. It’s about time for us to have morning tea anyway. Isn’t it, Mooma?’

Once again the group of travellers looked around in bewilderment.


They all perched uncertainly on the edges of the overstuffed sofa and chairs except Madam Salamande who remained standing, scowling as if she found the whole room offensive. Hodmus bustled around his minute kitchen, rattling the kettle and crockery and at last unearthing an enormous tray upon which he started to pile an assortment of mugs. ‘You’re not very chatty,’ he called in his deep, gravelly voice. ‘Mooma, stop being so shy! They’re visitors, so be polite.’

Ashley started giggling. ‘This is silly! There’s nobody else here!’

‘Shh!’ Derry said severely, keeping her voice low. ‘There’s no need to be rude. Remember, we’re guests.’

Hodmus returned and cleared the coffee table that was covered with pieces of interestingly shaped rocks, wooden pegs, a bowl of clear round glass balls and several smallish mallets, then brought the enormous tea tray across, the mugs rattling together as he set it down. He handed a cup to everybody, along with a napkin. It was, Colin reflected, a bit like visiting your Granny. He sniffed the contents of his mug surreptitiously. It smelt all right, sort of nutty and sweet. Hodmus brought out a large plate piled with slabs of dark brown cake. ‘Take some, do,’ he urged them. ‘It’s seed and wild honey. It was only made yesterday.’

Ashley was peering into her mug suspiciously. ‘What is this stuff?’

‘Klar,’ Hodmus told her and took a noisy slurp of his own drink. Setting it down, he looked around at his assembled guests apologetically. ‘I’m sorry. Mooma isn’t used to company. Are you, Mooma?’


There was an expectant pause which remained unfilled. Ashley wrinkled her nose. ‘Look, there isn’t –’

‘Ashley, drink your klar,’ Derry said sharply. ‘Now!’

The girl pouted at her, offended, but did as she was told.

Friendly leaned forward and took a big slab of the cake. ‘This is great, Hodmus. You’re a good cook.’

Hodmus beamed at them. ‘Thank you, but it was actually Mooma who baked it.’

Salamande rolled her eyes. ‘Oh for the heaven’s sake! Hodmus Earthbiter, who is this creature you continually refer to?’

Hodmus stared at her. ‘My friend. My best friend.’ He smiled at the empty space on the chair next to him. ‘Aren’t you, Mooma?’

‘Your friend is invisible!’ the witch snapped.

Hodmus narrowed his eyes at her. ‘And?’

There was a pause, nobody knowing what to think, let alone say. For all any of them knew, there was an invisible creature sitting next to Hodmus. Considering where they were, anything was possible.

Grieve decided it was time to get things moving. ‘We’re truly grateful for your hospitality,’ he began cautiously. ‘Um, you said earlier that we had a choice about which way we could enter the Crack?’

‘That’s right,’ Hodmus agreed amiably, taking a piece of cake for himself and demolishing half of it with one giant bite. He mumbled with his mouth full, ‘Izsss free qwessions.’

‘Pardon?’ Derry demanded.

Hodmus swallowed hurriedly. ‘Three questions. You answer three questions correctly and you get to go in the easy way.’

‘As opposed to . . .?’ Salamande inquired.

Hodmus jerked his head towards the door. ‘The usual way.’

‘But isn’t that the way people normally go in?’ Friendly asked.

‘Oh yes. Some of them might even survive.’

This did not sound promising. Derry glanced at Salamande. ‘How far in did you go, exactly?’

‘Not far,’ the witch admitted. ‘There was this pit . . .’

‘The pit of snakes and scorpions,’ Hodmus nodded matter-of-factly. ‘Unpleasant, but not as nasty as the Balls of Doom.’ He tilted his head, apparently listening. ‘Oh yes. Mooma says the Giant’s Teeth are quite unnerving too.’

‘The easy way is sounding really attractive,’ Derry muttered.

‘So to take the easy way, we have to answer three questions correctly. Is that right?’ Grieve asked.

‘Wait just one minute!’ Salamande said irritably. ‘We didn’t have a choice when we came last time.’

Hodmus raised an eyebrow. ‘Well some people don’t give old Nobby the opportunity to say anything. As soon as they see him they just scream and run around the place. Or throw things, like spells. I suppose it’s his appearance,’ he added reflectively. ‘I’ve told him that some of the shapes he takes can be very off-putting.’

‘He was a manticore!’ Salamande said indignantly.


‘There you go, then.’ Hodmus said dryly. ‘If you want to try for the easy way it’s always three questions, however.’

Grieve looked at his companions. Three questions, and the alternative wasn’t at all appealing. ‘Right then,’ he said, reaching for a chunk of cake to sustain himself. ‘Fire away.’
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Pod was eyeing Dus glumly. ‘So you want me to help you steal one of the human cubs,’ he said slowly, ‘and then you’ll turn me back into a goblin?’

Dus shook his head. ‘No, I’ll turn you back into a goblin when the human places the Shimmer into the Cradle of Beginnings.’

‘You will, huh?’ Pod considered. He’d made the same kind of deal with the fairies (with variations) and it hadn’t exactly worked out. But this was one of the Nameless Ones (even if the creature did look like his face had had an unfortunate run in with a combine harvester) so there was no doubting that he must wield considerable power. ‘You promise?’ Pod asked. ‘I mean, no offence but I’ve been here before.’

Dus considered the mortal before him. Once he had ruled creatures like this absolutely and they had trembled before him. A question such as the one this ridiculous construct asked would have been unheard of . . . once.

But he had been in the worlds for a long time now. Bodyless, floating on the ether, he had discovered the final piece of the Creation Stone incongruously located in one of the Other People’s villages and from that moment on his only thought had been to take possession of it. He had constructed a plan, something that would restore his former glory and the liberation of his race. Regaining the Shimmer had been the first step to freeing his people from behind the Vail and to this end he had beguiled that vainglorious abomination of a fairy, cajoling her into stealing the Shimmer from the portal they had constructed for it, knowing that the conjunction of Par Ilse would be his one and only opportunity.

It had all gone as he had hoped, except for the advent of the ridiculous body he now inhabited. That, and the fact that he hadn’t quite regained all the power he’d hoped for. He could certainly ensnare a puny human, but he wasn’t so sure if he had enough magical oomph to do it with so many around, especially not the witch that was keeping them company.

No, there was little doubt that he would need to enlist others to ensure his success. Subtlety would win the day. ‘Yes, goblin. At the end of my quest, you shall be a goblin once more.’

Pod nodded, satisfied. Now they were talking! A Nameless One had made him a promise. All he had to do was pinch one of those brats and life could go back to two-legged bliss.

Brilliant.
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‘I can’t see them anywhere.’ Bluebell scowled at the mountainside in which lay the Crack, a narrow slit from which occasionally drifted out a reddish vapour. Pyro was staring at it as well and he found the sight far from encouraging. It was all very well for Bluebell; megalomaniacs rarely felt fear. They preferred to inspire it. ‘Dammit, I was hoping to catch up with them before they went in.’

‘Are you sure that’s wise?’ Pyro asked. He was still experiencing the equivalent of bodily culture shock. ‘We have no idea what’s in there.’

Bluebell shrugged impatiently. They were standing more or less exactly where Grieve and his group had stood not twenty minutes before. ‘Well how else are we going to catch up with those twerps? Not to mention finding my stone again.’

There was no arguing with that. ‘Right,’ Pyro agreed, voice hollow. ‘But without magic –’

‘We DO have magic!’

‘Yes, yes . . .’ Pyro agreed hastily. ‘But not enough to really help us. I mean, it’s still small.’

‘Don’t be such a spineless coward,’ Bluebell retorted contemptuously.

Pyro couldn’t help it. Spineless coward pretty much summed him up at the moment. There was too much happening all at once. Bigness, alien landscape, no magic to speak of . . . and Bluebell, of course. ‘What about that cottage over there?’ he asked desperately.

‘What about it?’

‘They might have food.’ That was another thing about being big. Pyro felt as if he had a permanent hole in his stomach.

‘I don’t need food,’ Bluebell said coldly.


Pyro did. He was beginning to think that he needed it a great deal. ‘Information, then,’ he suggested quickly. ‘There’s got to be a reason why that cottage is there, right? Maybe whoever’s inside can tell us if the troll has already been through.’

Bluebell paused. Pyro had a point, there was no doubt about it. ‘Very well. We’ll go take a look. But this better not be a waste of time. I’m a very busy fairy.’





C H A P T E R     S E V E N

Three Questions

‘First question,’ Hodmus said, wiggling eyebrows as thick as caterpillars. Then he paused, tilting his head a little as if he were listening to something. ‘Wait just one minute . . .’ Rising to his feet, he went to the window and peered out. ‘Dear me! More guests. Really, I haven’t been this busy since I filled in for Nobby during the time of the wizard expeditions. Well, they’ll simply have to wait.’ And he made an oddly complicated gesture with his fingers before returning to his seat. ‘Are we ready?’

‘Is there somebody else out there?’ Grieve said, alarmed.

‘Indeed. But there’s no need to worry. They just have to wait their turn.’

Grieve, Derry and Friendly shared a worried look while Madam Salamande strode across to the window. ‘It’s those two fairies!’ she announced grimly.


‘Uh-oh!’ Colin muttered while Ashley turned very pale.

‘Never mind them,’ Hodmus said, a little impatiently. He gave a sudden, sly grin. ‘If you succeed in answering the three questions correctly, you won’t have to worry about them. Unless they answer correctly, of course.’

Grieve hesitated, then nodded. Even though he knew that they were in no danger from Bluebell’s magic, who knew what mayhem she could cause in the tunnel? Booby traps were one thing; a psychotic fairy quite another. ‘Go ahead. Ask your questions,’ he said grimly. He couldn’t imagine what they would be asked but considering Hodmus Earthbiter seemed a few apples short of a full basket, they might be anything.

‘Right. First question. Who won the regional football trophy in the Year of the Painted Teapot?’

‘Football questions?’ Madam Salamande said. ‘You’re asking questions about football?’

‘I like football,’ Hodmus said, ‘and I can ask any question I want. There are no rules about what I have to ask.’

The witch opened her mouth, only to close it again with a snap. Derry and Friendly were looking at each other. ‘Can we talk among ourselves?’ Friendly inquired.

Hodmus hesitated, looking sideways. ‘What do you think, Mooma?’ There was a pause while Hodmus listened to what his invisible friend had to say. ‘Mooma’s not sure . . .’

‘Oh go on, Mooma!’ Friendly urged, looking at the space beside the dwarf earnestly. ‘Please.’


‘It wouldn’t actually be breaking any rules,’ Hodmus cajoled.

Grieve felt himself beginning to go cross-eyed as he listened to his brother and the dwarf trying to sweet-talk the empty space. After a few moments Mooma decided that some discussion would be acceptable, much to everybody’s relief (with the exception of Madam Salamande, who looked as if she was just itching to singe Hodmus Earthbiter’s eyebrows with a snappy spell).

‘Right.’ Friendly turned to Derry. ‘The Green Gremlins, wasn’t it?’

Derry shook her head. ‘No way. That was the Year of the Sleeping Cat, remember? They were up against the Murderous Mermen . . .’

‘Oh yeah, yeah . . .’

Grieve looked at Colin who was watching Friendly and Derry with wide, anxious eyes. The troll ruffled the boy’s hair. ‘Relax. If there’s one thing those two know, it’s football.’

‘It was the Warriors –’

‘You wish!’ Friendly scoffed. He shot a quick look at Hodmus and grinned. ‘It was the Stokefield Stompers, right? That was the year they were trying out Lefty Clayslayer in defence.’

Hodmus beamed at him. ‘Right! Good old Lefty . . . He never let much get past him.’

Derry slapped her forehead with the palm of her hand. ‘Of course! I remember that.’ She shook her head. ‘I was just a cub then.’

Hodmus sighed happily. ‘Okay. Question number two. The first one was easy but I don’t think you’ll get this one.’ His guests exchanged anxious glances. ‘In the village of Darkly Groan, what animal is carved into the clock tower that stands in the middle of the village green?’

Grieve’s jaw dropped. ‘You’re kidding! Darkly Groan is a hundred kilometres away! Why would any of us –’

‘A wyvern,’ Derry said briskly. ‘Some people think it’s a dragon but it’s definitely a wyvern.’

‘How’d you know that?’ Friendly breathed in awe.

‘I tracked a bond breaker there. He was visiting his old mum and I let him have an hour or so to visit before I took him back. There’s not,’ she added thoughtfully, ‘a lot to see in Darkly Groan. The clock tower is a bit of a stand out.’

‘Y-es . . .’ Hodmus was frowning. He’d obviously thought that he’d stump them with that last one because not a lot of people tended to drop by Darkly Groan, despite taking out the title of Neatest Village in the North three years running. ‘Last question then.’ They watched him chew on the end of one square thumb uneasily. ‘Right then.’ He turned to give the transparent Mooma a broad wink. ‘This is a good one. They’re never going to get this one.’

‘Oh get on with it, you daft fool!’ Madam Salamande snapped.

Hodmus gave her a unfriendly look. ‘I will, then. Where does my old mum keep her Golden Balls?’

They stared at him in dismay. ‘How are we supposed to know that?’ Derry demanded incredulously. ‘We don’t even know your mum!’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Hodmus said smugly. ‘You still have to answer the question.’


‘But we can’t answer a question like that,’ Grieve snapped. ‘It’s impossible.’

‘So you give up?’ the dwarf said hopefully.

‘Hang on, hang on. Not so fast.’ Grieve looked at Derry and Friendly. ‘Any ideas?’

‘Golden balls?’ Derry shook her head, disgusted. ‘They could be anything.’

‘Jewellery?’ Friendly suggested, thinking of the average dwarf’s love of gold.

Hodmus was watching them eagerly, expression smug, convinced they’d never get it.

‘I know what they are,’ Ashley said airily.

Colin – along with everybody else – looked at her doubtfully. ‘Uh, Ashley,’ Colin spoke quietly. ‘Now is definitely not the time to make anything up. I mean, there’s a lot hanging in the balance y’know?’

The girl gave him a poisonous look. ‘Why should you think I’m making it up? What, you think you lot are the only ones who know anything? Ha!’

Derry, Friendly, Grieve and Colin all stared at her. ‘Okay,’ Derry said at last. ‘None of us has a clue so how about you tell us?’

Colin winced, thinking of the tunnel they were undoubtedly going to have to brave in the very near future. Those ominous booby traps that Hodmus had told them about – the pit, the Balls Of Doom, the Giant’s Teeth – were all rattling around in his head like a bunch of unfriendly marbles. And if you added Bluebell to their list of woes . . .

Ashley smirked. ‘Golden Balls are turnips. My mum won a prize with hers at the Easter Fair last year. Not that I eat them; turnips are seriously gross. Anyway, your mum would probably keep her Golden Balls in the vegetable bin after she’d taken them out of the garden!’

Four heads swivelled to stare at Hodmus but his expression of disgust told the tale. He blew out a breath and scowled at Ashley, clearly incensed that the girl had answered correctly.

‘Yesss! Ashley, you’re a flippin’ wonder!’ Grieve hissed.

Ashley flushed at the compliment and shot a triumphant look at Colin. ‘See? I told you I knew. Now we don’t have to take that other tunnel.’ It was plain the idea of not sharing the same space as Bluebell had come as an enormous relief to her.

‘We sure don’t,’ Colin agreed happily. ‘That was brilliant!’

Hodmus Earthbiter sighed. ‘I really am a flop at this question business. Old Nobby isn’t going to be at all pleased with me when he comes back. He never lets anyone use the secret tunnel.’

‘You did your best,’ Friendly said soothingly. ‘That last one was definitely tricky.’

Hodmus brightened a little. ‘It was, wasn’t it? I mean, not a lot of people know root vegetables. So . . . do you want me to wrap some of this cake up for you to take along? It’s just that Mooma and I won’t eat it all, will we, Mooma?’ Mooma must have concurred because Hodmus picked up the cake and went into the kitchen.

Grieve scrubbed his hands through his wiry hair. ‘That was a bit nerve-racking,’ he allowed. ‘But it looks like we lucked it in. Good job, you lot.’


‘I could have brought us through the main tunnel safely,’ Madam Salamande said dismissively. ‘We don’t need that dwarf’s help.’

‘And you would have been happy to share the company of that maniac fairy out there?’ Friendly asked her dryly.

‘She is of no consequence.’

‘Right. As I recall, you abandoned your exploration of that tunnel last time you ventured inside. You’re feeling braver now?’ Derry inquired sweetly.

The witch shot her a hard look. ‘Things have changed since last I was here,’ she said austerely. ‘My powers have grown, as has my knowledge.’

‘Now you just need to work on that modesty thing,’ the gnome observed wryly. ‘I wonder where Hodmus keeps this secret way of his. Do you think it’s far?’

‘Surely not. Maybe there’s a trapdoor in the floor,’ Grieve said thoughtfully, looking down.

There wasn’t a lot of floor visible. What they could see was almost completely covered by cupboards and couches, tables and a loud and cheerful carpet square that boasted enormous yellow daisies. When Hodmus returned, the cake neatly wrapped in a brown paper parcel which disappeared into Friendly’s pack with a grateful word of thanks, Grieve didn’t waste any time. ‘So where’s this tunnel?’ he asked, standing up.

Hodmus smiled. ‘Ah well, that’s the secret, isn’t it?’ He walked across to the rear wall. Considering the position of the cottage itself, it would have been almost touching the rock wall outside. Hodmus spoke a few words in a language that sounded like it had begun in the dark world of the tunnels his people had worked since time began, a low, guttural, growly combination of sounds that seemed to vibrate on the very air itself.

Suddenly, an entrance appeared. It was neatly constructed, about two metres high and one wide, disappearing into the rock face itself. Solid wooden props and beams were spaced regularly down its dimly lit length.

‘Wow!’ Colin breathed. ‘Was that there all the time?’

‘Oh yes. I use a cloaking spell. It’s a good tunnel,’ Hodmus said proudly. ‘Dwarf constructed, of course, although not by me. I’ve just done a bit of maintenance over the years, with maybe the odd improvement or two.’

Grieve smiled. Dwarvish tunnels were never shoddy; no matter how much dwarves might have liked to burrow underground, they didn’t like it so much that they wanted to stay there permanently. A couple of tons of soil landing on your head could really put a crimp in your day.

‘Are there any other ways into the Crack, apart from this and the tunnel out there?’ Salamande demanded.

Hodmus pursed his lips. ‘Many of the creatures who emerge from the Crack have their own ways out. But I couldn’t tell you where they are and I daresay you’d be better off not using them anyway. Nasty things can be found down there.’ It was an ominous reminder of what was to come. ‘So . . . shall we be getting along? And we’d best hurry. That entrance out there is supposed to have a guardian at all times, but I can’t be in two places and Mooma’s not too keen on talking to people. Don’t forget to say goodbye to him, will you? Just because he’s invisible, people tend to forget he’s there.’

Everybody gathered up their things. Grieve, Friendly, Derry and Colin – Salamande and Ashley refused to play along – all said goodbye to the empty chair before going to stand before the entrance that would take them inside the Crack.
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‘Look! It’s those ruddy fairies!’ Pod hissed, fluffing up like an outraged cat from his perch behind the rock. He’d been waiting for Grieve and the rest of them to emerge from the cottage. They seemed to be taking their time about it. The sight of Bluebell’s and Pyro’s unnaturally large forms were almost more scary than the chilling figure of the Nameless One beside him. They were striding towards the cottage. Oddly enough, they seemed to have been striding for some time, without actually getting anywhere. ‘Ah, is it just me or are they taking a long time to reach that cottage?’ he asked after a few moments.

‘They are under an enchantment. It must be something to do with whatever guards this place,’ Dus frowned, squinting at the two creatures. ‘Pah!’ he growled. ‘She’s grown in stature since last I saw her!’

‘You know her?’ Pod squeaked.

‘She brought me the Fragment. Or at the very least, she was the tool I used to entrap a human into obtaining it. Her encounter with wild magic seems to have wrought changes upon her.’


‘Pity it didn’t change her personality,’ Pod observed.

‘It was her greed and ambition that made her so useful,’ Dus said, ‘although I did find her a difficult creature to deal with. She is suspicious and hostile.’

‘What did you offer her if she helped you?’ Pod asked with interest.

‘I told her she would be queen of the universe.’

‘Yep, that would have done it,’ the possum agreed. Although in his opinion Bluebell already thought she was queen of the universe and was just waiting for the rest of the worlds to catch up. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘Wait a little longer. I want to see what happens when they reach the cottage. Besides, we need an opportunity to take one of the humans.’

‘You can’t just go and get one?’ Pod inquired delicately, ‘Your power –’

‘Isn’t what it used to be!’ Dus snapped. ‘But it will be, goblin, it will be.’

Which explained why he needed Pod. The fat marsupial was going to lure Colin – who was surely goodhearted enough to care about Pod – so that Dus could ensnare him with a binding spell. It was important that Colin didn’t get a look at Dus until it was too late for him to get away because the Nameless One’s appearance would have frightened the fur off a donkey.

Pod crouched a little lower behind the rock, avoiding the cold wind that constantly whistled across this bare, cold stretch of mountainside. He shot a sideways glance at Dus who huddled into his black robe as if he was trying to keep his bones warm. ‘So I guess you’re not really a Nameless One after all, then? I mean, you have a name.’

‘It is a name I have given myself. It means the liberator. I am the one who must liberate my people from behind the Vail.’

‘The Vail?’

‘A construct designed by –’ Dus broke off, his face taking on a look of such deep-seated rage that Pod, watching him, was momentarily shaken. With an effort, Dus seemed to rein himself in, his expression smoothing out (as much as was possible on a face as wrinkled as his) into expressionlessness once more. ‘Constructed by one of my race.’

Pod hesitated, torn between curiousity and his well-honed instinct for survival. Dus was obviously not too thrilled that one of his own race had built the cage that his people were currently stuck in. ‘So you’re going to let them out?’

‘I am. And then, once again, we will rule all.’

Pod’s ears pricked immediately. ‘Rule . . . all? What kind of “all” are we talking about here?’

‘Everything. The races, the worlds. The Ulural were created to rule, changeling. For too long have we been removed from the affairs of the worlds.’

Pod was doing some quick mental aerobics and he didn’t much fancy the direction his thoughts were taking him in. The eight races had been muddling along without the first race for a long time now and were getting along just fine on their own. If the Nameless Ones returned to the worlds as a ruling force, his life – and the lives of everybody else – would alter forever and not in a good way. Dus was staring at him and if the possum didn’t know any better, he’d say there was something like amusement on the creature’s wax-mask face. ‘Relax, Pod Habernutley,’ he advised softly. ‘There is no reason to be concerned. A good life awaits any who assist the Ulural in obtaining their goals. It could certainly await you.’

Pod stared at the Nameless One for a long moment, then nodded slowly.

It seemed he’d just made the deal of his life.
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Hodmus stood at the conjunction of two tunnels, peering at each of them in turn. One, broad and roomy, sloped down to the right. The other, narrower and not nearly as inviting, swerved away to the left. Grieve raised his eyebrow at the dwarf. ‘Can you tell us anything about what awaits us?’ He was desperate for some insights as to what lay ahead. ‘Have you ever been inside the Crack?’

‘Once or twice to check on the tunnel. I didn’t hang about down there.’ Hodmus tugged at his thick beard. ‘It’s not really that kind of place.’

‘Is there fresh water to be had?’ Friendly asked, ever the group’s cook.

‘Lots of running water and it’s fresh enough.’

‘So which way do we go?’ Grieve demanded now.

Hodmus was frowning. ‘Only one will get you there. The other tunnel isn’t finished so you can’t go that way. Too dangerous.’ He paused, scratching his nose. ‘I’ve made some changes lately . . .’


There was a long pause. Behind Grieve, Derry shifted impatiently.

‘What kind of changes?’ Grieve finally inquired.

The dwarf sighed. ‘Oh you know; directions, that kind of thing.’

Colin stared at the dwarf, astonished. ‘You can change the directions of tunnels?’

‘Oh my yes. Dwarves tend to do it a lot.’

‘But how?’ Colin demanded. ‘I mean, once a tunnel is going in a particular direction, doesn’t it have to keep going that way?’

Hodmus gave a rumble of a laugh. ‘Grit and gravel, no! It’s dwarf magic, pure and simple.’ He was silent again, glancing at the entrances to the tunnels. ‘Mooma tells me that I spend too much time down here by myself. He says that it’s not healthy to be alone all the time.’

‘I’m sure that explains a lot. And while Mooma obviously knows what he’s talking about, the question remains . . . which way to the Crack?’ Derry repeated doggedly.

Hodmus tugged at his beard, scratched his head, straightened his vest and shifted from one foot to the other, twitching while he considered. Then his face brightened. ‘That way!’ he said, with certainty, indicating the right tunnel. ‘That’s the one that’ll get you there. No holes, perfectly sturdy, good solid beams all the way.’

Grieve looked from one dark mouth to the other. ‘You’re sure about that?’

Hodmus nodded vigorously. ‘Perfectly sure. I was only telling Mooma yesterday that the left hand tunnel was coming along nicely.’


‘Why are you putting in another tunnel?’ Colin asked. He would have thought one more than enough, considering the nasty destination that awaited at the other end.

Hodmus shrugged. ‘Dwarves dig,’ he said simply. ‘And who knows how long Nobby will be gone? I get bored sometimes and tunnel building gives me something to do.’

‘Blimey!’ Derry muttered. ‘Well, let’s get on with it then. Do you want me to lead the way, Grieve?’

‘No, I’ll go first.’ Grieve looked at Hodmus. ‘Where does the tunnel come out?’

‘In a cavern. It’s not too far from the city.’

Grieve nodded. They’d already quizzed the dwarf about what lay inside the Crack and he’d told them, rather incredibly, that it contained an ancient city. They could only assume that it was this mysterious Erlendene they’d been hearing about. Hodmus could tell them little about the city itself, other than it was empty. ‘I don’t go there,’ he’d told them shortly. ‘There’s something about the place that makes my beard curl.’

Grieve held out his hand. ‘Thanks, Hodmus. You’ve been a brick.’ When the dwarf shook it, Grieve stood, hesitating. ‘Getting out of the Crack might prove to be as dire as getting in.’ That was assuming they made it out at all. ‘What do the rules say about us using your tunnel as an exit?’

‘There are no rules about that,’ Hodmus grimaced. ‘Nobody has ever returned before. If you make it, just pop back up to the cottage. Mooma and I are always about.’


‘Great. Thanks.’

One by one, they filed into the tunnel, nobody except Salamande needing to crouch over at all because the roof was high enough to accommodate cubs, trolls and gnomes. For a moment Salamande stared at the entrance, her expression so sour that Friendly was sure she’d refuse to go, but after a long moment she bent her head and followed Ashley’s disappearing figure.

Hodmus watched with a benign expression on his face. After Friendly, who was bringing up the rear, had been lost to view, he turned and began to wander back the way they had come. That north tunnel was a beauty; the travellers should have no trouble making their way through it. ‘Well, best get back and deal with my other guests. I must say, those last ones were quite pleasant,’ he observed. ‘Perhaps Nobby won’t be too cross when he hears that I had to let them through.’ No doubt Mooma would help explain the situation.

He’d almost made his way back to the cottage when suddenly he stopped, a look of pained concentration on his face. ‘It was last week I changed the tunnels about because I ran into that seam of petrified granite that wouldn’t budge. But had I changed it before that, when I encountered the patch of shale . . . ?’ he muttered doubtfully. ‘Which way did I actually put it? Dust and dirt,’ he bellowed, bringing a trickle of startled dirt down from the ceiling, ‘it’s hard to keep track of things sometimes . . .’

Hodmus took several more steps before he stopped abruptly. Suddenly, he slapped his forehead with one broad, leathery palm. ‘No, that’s right! I changed it the week before last and then I changed it back last week. Which means . . .’ He turned abruptly with a pleased expression of enlightenment. ‘Which means it was the left hand tunnel they should have taken.’

There was a long pause as realisation slowly sank in and his face fell.

‘Oh,’ he muttered. ‘Bugger . . .’





C H A P T E R     E I G H T

The Things That Can
 Happen in Tunnels

Bluebell was quietly fuming. Earlier she’d been loudly fuming but it was proving to be a little tiring so she’d settled for a bit of silent fulmination instead.

All because of that stupid dwarf.

It had seemed to take forever to reach the cottage. She and Pyro had walked and walked – then had unfurled their wings and flown – but the cottage hadn’t drawn any nearer. Then, suddenly, they were covering the distance in no time, arriving at the door so swiftly that they’d nearly overshot it. All of which hadn’t exactly improved her temper.

Landing on the welcome mat, she hadn’t mucked about but had hammered on the bright red door. After a moment, a dwarf opened it and looked at them inquiringly. ‘Can I help you?’

Bluebell had hesitated. Self-obsessed as she was, it had eventually struck her as strange that there was a chirpy little cottage stuck at the very entrance to the Crack. ‘Who’re you?’ she’d demanded.

‘Hodmus Earthbiter,’ he’d told her readily.

‘Well, what are you doing here?’ she’d snapped.

‘I am the guardian. I’m here to offer you a choice of tunnels. You can take that tunnel over there. Or you can go the easy way.’

Pyro had shifted nervously. It was bad enough that they had to go into the Crack. Discovering it had a guardian had definitely been a blow.

Bluebell had perked up at the word ‘easy’ however. ‘There’s an easy way?’

‘Indeed,’ the dwarf had told them cheerfully. ‘That tunnel over there offers possible annihilation. The secret entrance is the easy way.’

Bluebell had scowled at him. ‘If it’s a secret way, why are you telling us about it?’

‘It’s secret because it’s concealed,’ Hodmus had told her patiently. ‘But to get inside, you need to correctly answer three questions. And I’ve got to warn you, I’m going to be a lot more cunning about what I ask you. I just let a group use the secret way because they answered my questions correctly and I can’t help but feel Nobby wouldn’t be pleased with me.’

None of this had made much sense to Bluebell but key words had registered like ‘other group’ and ‘let through’. ‘You’re saying you let some others through?’

‘Dear me, yes.’

‘Was there a couple of trolls in this group?’

‘Oh yes. And a gnome, a witch and several human cubs. A very mixed lot.’


‘Damn it! Show me this secret tunnel!’ If she was quick, maybe she could catch up to them, get a cub and thereby regain the Shimmer. What happened after that could be worked out at a later date.

‘You have to answer three questions first,’ the dwarf had informed her firmly.

‘I haven’t got time for any of that. Show me it now!’

The dwarf’s expression had changed somewhat, becoming stern. ‘I don’t make the rules,’ he’d told her austerely, ‘I just enforce them.’

Bluebell had sized him up and figured that she had the advantage. Reaching forward, she’d seized his bristling beard firmly. ‘I’m not asking, dwarf. You’re going to show me this secret way of yours now.’

That was when things had come unstuck. Hodmus had looked down at his beard, then had bared his enormous teeth at her. ‘I do believe it’s time you left. Mooma?’

Bluebell had looked around wildly but couldn’t see anybody. Which was not to say that she didn’t feel anybody because in a moment she was seized by invisible hands. They grabbed hold of her, lifting her clean off the ground. Pyro had given a squeak of surprise, backing away from the sight of his fearless leader sailing effortlessly through the air. Astonishment and dismay had mingled together when she had gone flying (without the aid of her wings) to land in an untidy heap more or less in front of the main tunnel leading into the Crack. It looked like she’d have to take the more traditional, dangerous route after all.

It had left her in a very grim frame of mind. ‘Bloody dwarves!’


Pyro had other things on his mind. They had entered the passageway, moving cautiously. ‘This place,’ he quavered in a frightened whisper, ‘reminds me of some place I’d rather not be.’

‘You’re a fairy, Pyro,’ Bluebell snapped, giving her lieutenant an impatient look. Could this really be the same Peaseblossom, the same Pyro that had made every fairy back in the forest feel nervous? Where was the vicious rebel of old who loved nothing more than incinerating anything that crossed his path? ‘Try to remember that you have a spine, would you?’

Pyro flushed, but in truth, the path down into the Crack would remind any one that they would prefer to be somewhere else. Anyone who was sane, that is. He cast a quick look behind him. Bluebell, showing all of the low cunning that made her so popular back home, was allowing her devoted support crew to lead the way so that any possible traps or snares could be sprung on someone other than herself. On the brink of the entrance into the Crack she’d shoved Pyro forward with the toe of one scuffed satin slipper. ‘You go first. And watch where you put your feet; I don’t want you dying on me.’

Pyro had closed his eyes for a moment. Of course she didn’t want him dying on her; if Pyro died she’d be fresh out of decoys.

While the entrance into the Crack wasn’t labelled with warning signs foretelling extreme danger ahead, it probably should have been. As soon as they stepped through the narrow slit in the rock, a path led steeply down. It was about a metre and a half wide and to the fairies it felt bad, the atmosphere holding the disturbing crackle of static electricity which lifted their hair into Medusa-like strands around their heads. As soon as they moved into the enveloping rock an eerie silence enfolded them, as if the world outside had ceased to exist entirely. Suddenly the the soft shuffle of the fairies’ slippers on the stone was audible.

‘Moon and stars!’ Pyro whispered miserably. ‘I hate this!’

The tunnel wasn’t dark which didn’t seem to make much sense considering they left the daylight behind very quickly. A ghastly reddish radiance, seemingly drawn out of the stone itself, illuminated the way. The tunnel curved round and down and a strange, metallic smell permeated the air.

‘Eww!’ Pyro wrinkled his nose. ‘That’s nasty.’

‘What, you were expecting a picnic by a babbling brook?’ Bluebell sneered. ‘This place is full of old magic. Isn’t it exhilarating?’

‘I’m happy you’re happy,’ Pyro muttered.

The slope on the tunnel was increasing and he moved cautiously, determined not to slide feet first into disaster. Every magical sense he had was yelling at him to turn tail and flee back the way they’d come. He sincerely wished he could accommodate them. A sudden presentiment made him skate to a hasty stop. They had come to a curve in the tunnel and the way ahead was obscured by a sharp right-hand turn. Pyro leaned forward a little and tried to peer round the corner without actually committing to going around it.

‘What?’ Bluebell demanded.


‘There’s something bad around that corner,’ Pyro told her unhappily. ‘Something sounds funny.’

‘Can you be a little more specific? “Something bad” isn’t exactly illuminating, y’know.’

‘I don’t know. And what’s more, I don’t think I want to know,’ Pyro whimpered.

‘Tough,’ Bluebell snapped. ‘There might be something bad around there but you can bet your life that I’m a lot worse. A fact, let me tell you, that you’re about to discover if you don’t get your stupid nose around that corner and check it out.’

The breath hissed out of Pyro in a rush. Talk about being caught between a rock and a hard place . . . He stepped forward cautiously and applied one eye around the curving wall, ready to draw back in an instant, crazy boss fairy or not. At first he could see nothing but the rest of the passageway but then a soft, slithery sound made him look down. To his horror he saw a dark opening in the floor, a pit of some kind. It was no more than a short step ahead. Anybody silly enough to walk around the corner would have had a hard time stopping themselves from toppling in. Pyro’s sensitive ears picked up a whispery trace of something moving down there, the slipping, sliding noise of scales brushing against scales. And that wasn’t the only sound. He could also hear a dry, clicking noise. Pyro drew back abruptly.

‘Well?’ Bluebell demanded. Pyro observed bitterly that she’d retreated a few metres back up the tunnel, just in case anything explosive occurred. She wanted a good head start if it came down to surviving.


‘There’s a pit. And it’s filled with the kind of things you would prefer not to meet, face to face.’

Bluebell frowned. ‘How wide is it?’

‘Too wide to jump,’ Pyro said with absolute certainty.

Bluebell stepped forward cautiously and, like Pyro had moments before, peeked around the corner. Going down on her hands and knees, she squinted into the dark shadows of the pit. The light wasn’t strong enough to reach the depths but there was an impression of restless movement, of things slipping and sliding and crawling. She, too, heard the peculiar clicking noise but, as she’d never seen a scorpion before, she hadn’t a clue what it was.

‘What do you think is down there?’

‘I don’t think I want to know!’ Pyro’s voice wavered.

‘Well I do!’ And with that, Bluebell threw her legs over the lip and slid down into the hole.

Pyro gasped and fell to his knees, peering downward. Bluebell had created some light and the soft illumination exposed creatures that made him gasp. Multi-headed serpents with black scales that glittered in the light writhed and tangled together into slithering knots. The snakes flowed across the gleaming joined carapaces of the big, black scorpions who reared up, pincers snapping while their tails quivered an angry warning. ‘Bluebell,’ Pyro breathed, ‘get out of there!’

But Bluebell was curious. She’d never encountered creatures like these and she leaned forward, watching the evilly churning mass turn on each other. Oddly, they didn’t seem keen to attack her. In fact her presence was making them pull away into the furthest corner, their hissing and clicking becoming more agitated by the minute. Up above, Pyro shook his head in a kind of amazed wonder. Bluebell out-scared even creatures as scary as the ones below him.

‘Huh! Weird.’ Bluebell unfurled her wings and they stretched out on either side of her, glinting gold in the glow of the magical illumination. There wasn’t much room and the tips of the wings almost brushed the walls as they started to thrum, fanning the acrid air and stirring the churning mass of serpents and scorpions into a fury.

Pyro peered up at the roof over his head. There was only about half a metre of clearance. ‘We haven’t got much wing room.’

Bluebell rose up out of the pit and floated to the other side. ‘There’s enough. Come on, Pyro, get a move on. From now on we’re going to fly.’
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‘How far do you think we’ll have to go?’ Colin asked. He didn’t much like the tunnels; they felt closed in and uncomfortable, making him yearn for some space above his head. Not that he was planning on telling the others that. If there was one thing he’d learned in the last week or so it was that sometimes you just had to shut up and get on with things.

‘It might be a little way,’ Derry said. ‘I should think that a back route into the Crack would have to go in for some distance to avoid any unpleasant areas.’

‘Unpleasant areas in the Crack?’ Friendly commented cheerfully. ‘Surely not!’


Grieve didn’t say anything. Despite Hodmus’ boasts about this tunnel, it seemed strangely rudimentary in parts. Sometimes there were only props – which were solid enough – instead of the usual beams and he’d found they had to watch their feet as rocks regularly protruded out of the floor. And while he hadn’t spent all that much time in tunnels, he’d been in enough to know that dwarves left their tunnels well finished, floors smooth and walls evenly rounded.

Colin found that Ashley kept running into him. After about the fifth time, he turned to look over his shoulder. ‘What’s the rush?’

The girl’s face looked waxy pale in the fitful light. ‘I don’t like it in here! Can’t we go faster?’

‘I’m going as fast as I can. You look funny. Do you feel okay?’

Ashley bit her lip, her blue eyes so enormous they looked like they were about to swallow her face whole. ‘I don’t like closed in places!’

‘Oh! Claustrophobia?’

She nodded, tears spilling over. ‘I thought it would be all right but . . . but I hate it! I don’t feel like I can breathe!’ And she started to gasp.

Madam Salamande’s voice came from behind as she caught them up, hobbling to avoid hitting her head on the ceiling. ‘What is wrong with that cub this time? Honestly, the fuss she makes . . .’

‘She’s not feeling well,’ Colin said sharply.

Derry and Grieve had come to a stop when they’d heard Ashley’s panic-stricken tones and had come hurrying back. ‘What’s the matter?’ Derry demanded quickly.

‘She doesn’t like enclosed spaces. And it’s not her fault,’ Colin added, raising his voice a little for the witch’s sake.

‘Of course it’s not,’ Derry agreed immediately, reaching around Colin to rest a comforting hand on Ashley’s shoulder. ‘Just relax. Try to take deep breaths. It’s okay, we’re all here.’

Fortunately, Derry’s soothing tones had the desired effect and in a minute or so Ashley had calmed down enough for her breathing to have returned to normal. She sniffed. ‘Is it much further?’

‘Hopefully not,’ Derry gave her a reassuring grin. ‘Are you okay to go on now?’

‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ Salamande said waspishly. ‘My neck is killing me.’

‘We can only hope,’ Derry retorted. ‘A little bit of patience, witch. Can’t you see the cub is upset?’

Salamande huffed out a noisy sigh. ‘I could put her in a trance, if you like –’

‘Why would you want to do that?’ Ashley said indignantly.

‘It would only be until we are out of here,’ Salamande returned irritably. ‘And maybe it would speed things up a bit.’

‘You’re all heart,’ Friendly observed dryly.

‘And a whole lot of mouth,’ Derry added. ‘Nobody is putting anyone in a trance. If Ashley is feeling better then we’ll get a move on.’

They continued, but Grieve seemed to be dragging his feet a bit. ‘A bit of speed might not go astray around about now,’ Derry reminded him.

‘I know, I know. It’s just . . . I’m not too sure about this tunnel.’

‘But Hodmus said it was okay,’ Colin protested.

‘Hodmus is as nutty as an acorn tree,’ Grieve retorted. ‘He probably can’t remember what he had for breakfast this morning let alone what he’s done down here.’

‘What, you think he got it wrong?’ Derry said doubtfully. ‘But he said that the other tunnel wasn’t finished.’

‘Do you think this one feels like it’s finished?’ Grieve queried.

‘I’m not really an expert of dwarvish tunnels,’ Derry shrugged. ‘One hole in the ground is pretty much like another to me.’

After another five minutes of travelling, however, even Derry could see that Grieve had a point. The walls had become progressively rougher, with coarsely shaped props forming a skeleton support structure. It had grown narrower too and it wasn’t just the girl cub who was beginning to feel as if the walls were closing in around them. Poor Ashley was ashen faced and sweaty palmed and gripping Colin’s arm like her life depended on it.

‘This is ridiculous,’ Grieve announced finally, coming to a stop. ‘This has got to be the wrong tunnel.’

‘We go back?’ Derry questioned wearily.

‘I don’t think we have a choice. Hodmus said the tunnel he was working on was unfinished and therefore dangerous. It’s a pain, but we’ll have to turn around.’


He didn’t dwell on the whys; they all knew perfectly well that ‘dangerous’ probably equalled ‘tunnel collapse’ which equalled dead. Ashley gave a small whimper of terrified fear.

‘We’re going to be fine,’ Derry said quickly. ‘Col, why don’t you let me go next to Ashley. She can talk to me on the way back and keep my mind off my aching feet.’

‘No problem.’

It took a bit of wiggling because the tunnel was so narrow at this point that they couldn’t simply squeeze past each other. Derry’s shoulder caught on a rock, dislodging it from the dirt. It fell, narrowly missing Colin’s foot. The entire floor beneath their feet seemed to shiver with the impact. Everybody froze.

‘Um . . . did I imagine it or did the floor just move?’ Colin whispered uncertainly.

‘I don’t see how –’ Grieve broke off as the floor moved again, like a sleeping animal stirring towards wakefulness. ‘Oh . . . no. Everybody stay very still!’

As pieces of advice went, it was completely unnecessary as everybody had frozen the minute they felt the ground beneath them shift. Still as they were, however, it continued to shiver, as if the rock had set off a chain of events that refused to stop, now it had begun. Grieve didn’t understand how it was possible for the floor to be moving, unless there was an earthquake happening and he didn’t want to think of the consequences of something like that! ‘Friendly,’ he croaked, then paused to clear his throat, ‘maybe you’d better turn around and start heading carefully back the way we came.’


‘Right,’ Friendly agreed nervously and turned around, keeping his movements to a minimum. As soon as he’d taken one step, however, an incredible thing happened. The floor in front of him began to crumble away, huge clods of earth falling into thin air. The cramped tunnel was suddenly flooded with light while their ears were filled with a familiar sound that was completely out of place. Friendly blanched as he peered down at a sizeable river below, the watery rush loud and terrifying.

‘Get back!’ he shouted, but it was too late. The ground beneath them was disappearing beneath their feet.

Ashley’s scream filled their ears as, one by one, they fell hurtling towards the dark, rushing river below.
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Dus and Pod were also in difficulties. They had been making their way through the same tunnel that Bluebell and Pyro had navigated not that long before having decided, after witnessing Bluebell’s extraordinary act of involuntary levitation, that they would skip the cottage completely. The fairies hadn’t encountered nearly as many problems, assisted by their ability to fly.

Life had not been as pleasant for the possum and Dus.

The Nameless One had negotiated the pit by the simple – if unpleasant – expedient of walking across it with Pod perched upon his shoulder. His great height assisted him a little. He hadn’t had far to descend. Unfortunately the snakes and scorpions found him far more interesting than they had Bluebell, and Dus winced as they expressed their displeasure at his presence by attacking his nether regions. Pod stared down at them with horrified fascination.

‘Do they bite?’ he whispered.

‘Apparently so,’ Dus said through gritted teeth.

‘You’re not going to die are you?’ Pod asked nervously. He didn’t fancy trying to keep out of the reach of whatever was making those nasty noises on the Nameless One’s lifeless body.

‘Your concern is touching but, while the creatures currently attacking my ankles are lethal, I am immortal. I cannot die.’

Pod was silent for a moment. They’d reached the other side of the pit now and Dus pushed Pod onto the safety of solid rock before attempting to drag himself upwards. ‘So if you’re immortal,’ the possum began, ‘and you can’t die . . .’

‘Yes?’ Dus wheezed, pausing to shake a few hangers-on off his robe.

‘Well – and don’t take this personally – how come you look so . . . so . . .’

‘Old?’ Dus finished for him. He’d managed to heave himself out of the pit but it had obviously taken it out of him because he stopped to catch his breath.

‘Right. Old.’

‘One of the universe’s little jokes, no doubt,’ Dus grunted, regaining his feet. ‘When I left Erlendene long ago, my body vanished and I moved as a disembodied consciousness. Now that my power is partially restored, I have regained a physical form. When I achieve all that I once had, I will undoubtedly resume my usual form. Until then, I am stuck with this ghastly construct.’

‘That’s too bad,’ Pod said, with a flash of real sympathy. Having the body of a possum might be a real handicap sometimes but at least he was kind of cute. There was nothing even vaguely cute about Dus. He took a step forward and felt something give beneath his paw, like he’d stepped on some kind of lever. A loud, grinding noise saw him spin around wildly. Dus peered behind him uncertainly.

A section of the roof was opening, the sound of grinding stone deafening in the confines of the passageway. A large stone ramp was swinging slowly downwards, revealing a dark, ominous space beyond. Pod’s feet started doing what his brain was still trying to find the right words to express. He started to run.

‘What is that?’ Dus demanded, bewildered.

‘Bad news!’ Pod flung back over his shoulder. ‘Run!’

Dus took him at his word and made his feet get busy, just as two enormous balls of rock were disgorged out of the stone chute, landing on the floor heavily before they rattled forward.

Pod streaked ahead. Four feet certainly beat the pants off having two. He was well ahead of the Nameless One and desperately searching for an off ramp from this particular passage. Behind him he could hear Dus gasping like a fish out of water and he found a tiny amount of room, amid his overall terror, to be amazed that such an ancient body was capable of moving so fast.

Pod urged himself to go faster. He could run for a long time, he knew it. It wasn’t good for possums to do so – their metabolism could overheat with too much excitement – but when his choice was limited to running or rock kill then his metabolism could pretty much build a bridge. Knowing that Dus was going to get squished first was little comfort because he was pretty sure the Nameless One’s body wouldn’t slow down those rocks at all. He wished – oh how he wished! – that he had gone with self-preservation instead of self-transformation and had returned to Grumble. Being a possum wasn’t all bad whereas being dead had nothing to recommend it.

‘How . . . do . . . I . . . get . . . out . . . of . . . this . . . stupid . . . tunnel?’ he puffed.

A minute later the answer presented itself. Running headlong from the danger behind him, he was faced with a shiny new disaster because the tunnel was coming to an end. Ahead of him, Pod could see light flooding in through the end of the passage. Beyond that, there appeared to be nothing at all. Behind him he could still hear the rasping breath of Dus which meant the old guy was somehow managing to keep up. He could also hear the ominous pursuit of the rolling balls of stone. With the prospect of being trampled by the Nameless One moments before being finished off by those cursed stones, stopping to evaluate the situation didn’t seem to be an option. Pod kept running, flat out, towards what he could only assume was certain doom. This wasn’t, he reflected miserably, the way he’d been planning on going. This situation in no way resembled lying in a comfortable bed surrounded by a bevy of beautiful goblin girls who were feeding him chocolates out of a three-kilo box of soft centres and plying him with litres of black cherry wine.

As Pod flung himself into the abyss, something snapped shut behind him, snipping the tuft off the end of his tail. He had no opportunity to wonder what it was because his life was currently flashing before his eyes.

Which was another disappointment. He’d hoped it would have been more interesting.
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For several long, terrifying moments, Colin felt himself tumbling through space before dropping headlong into the freezing rush of water. He sank immediately, plunging beneath the surface. He knew that it was stupid to struggle if he fell in because, sooner or later, his body would try to right itself and float up to the surface and then he could swim. Unfortunately a river with currents and fast flowing water was considerably different to the swimming pool he’d been visiting for the past seven years. Beneath the water it was dark and he couldn’t see which way was up.

He was just beginning to lose the battle with the brain-scrambling panic that insisted he was probably going to drown when a pair of hands seized him and dragged him firmly up to the surface. Colin spluttered for a moment, then gasped, filling his lungs with air. He shoved the wet hair out of his eyes and saw Grieve’s round face grinning at him.

‘You right then, Col?’

Colin was freezing and sodden and bobbing down a river at what seemed like about a hundred kilometres an hour but remarkably, he felt fine. ‘Not too bad,’ he sneezed. ‘Maybe a little cold. Where’s Ashley?’

‘Derry’s got her. Well, if you’ve finished your dip I guess we’d better get out of here.’ Grieve hooked the back of Colin’s jerkin and struck out for the riverbank, ‘Especially as there seems to be some kind of waterfall ahead of us.’

‘What?’

‘Relax, Col. But I’ve got to say . . . this is one heck of a way to get ourselves into the Crack!’





C H A P T E R     N I N E

A Cavernous World

Pod was falling through space. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. His feet flailed wildly as he tried to do the impossible and walk on air. When you’re falling through an expanse of sickening emptiness, however, anything was worth a shot. His conviction that his death was imminent was pleasantly shaken when he spied a narrow finger of red rock rising up in the air almost directly ahead of him. Pod pulled his rear end up beneath him so that his body curved in a gentle arc and stretched out all four paws in a desperate attempt to halt his downward trajectory. Behind him he heard a mighty crash. The stone balls that had such a profound impact on his current situation had encountered the earth far more quickly than he had, by the sound of it. The noise of the collision echoed in the enormous cavern the tunnel had discharged him into.


Despite the fact that Pod was expecting his encounter with the rock spire to be painful, it still knocked the wind out of him and it was only his animal instincts that made him scramble upwards to find a purchase. (The goblin part of him would probably have kept sliding ignominiously down to the earth below.) In the space of several moments he clambered upwards to perch precariously on the apex of the stone. It was only then he allowed himself to survey his new surroundings and he gasped at the sight that spread out below and beyond him.

This was certainly no cave – even the term ‘cavern’ hardly described the vast place he found himself in. The spire of rock he currently clung to was actually part of a bizarre mini mountain range of ochre spires and weirdly sculpted crenellations that extended for about half a kilometre. They reminded him of anthills, some tall and spindly, others thick and strangely pitted. At the foot of this the ground opened up and stretched away for some considerable distance before it transformed itself into a city. And what a city! Pod blinked his big dark eyes and stared at the extraordinary buildings that seemed to have been etched into solid rock. Was that really some kind of metropolis carved into the stone of the mountain? At this distance it was hard to tell. He saw huge stone pillars, enormous walls filled with massive frescoes he was too far away from to make out properly, and the dark rectangles of grand doorways and windows that led who only knew where. ‘I guess that’d be Erlendene then,’ the possum muttered with a touch of incredulity. With a goblin’s typical self-obsession he hadn’t even considered what might be found within the Crack. But he’d certainly never expected to see anything like this.

Pod suddenly remembered Dus and scooted around carefully. One thing to be said for being as high as he was, he had an excellent view of the scenery. He peered at the hole he’d shot out of. It seemed an awfully long way off the ground. Pod’s whiskers twitched as he recalled that something tried to take a bite out of him when he’d pitched himself into thin air and he curled his fat tail around so that it waved in front of his face. Sure enough, the plump black tuft at the end was missing a chunk.

‘Great way to get inside,’ he muttered. ‘I only hope Bluebell and her dopey sidekick got squashed. Why should I have all the fun?’

He set about the business of getting down, none too easy a task, even with claws as sharp as his. The stone beneath his paws was hard and slippery and he spent the entire descent either scrambling madly for footholds or slipping uncontrollably, his legs splayed wide as he tried to get some kind of traction. The last few metres to the ground went way too fast and Pod landed far more heavily than he’d intended.

‘Ow! Blimey, give me a tree any day.’ Although he had to admit that it could have been worse. The floor of this strange, subterranean world was coated with a goodly amount of red sand which had been some comfort when he’d landed on his wretched hindquarters.

He went looking for Dus and found him nearby, propped against a pile of splintered rock fragments. Incredibly, the Nameless One seemed to be more or less intact and Pod cast a wondering look upwards. The hole they had left so precipitously was a good forty metres above them.

‘Wow,’ Pod breathed. ‘You survived!’

Dus glared at him balefully. ‘I told you – I cannot die. I can merely wish that I was dead!’

‘But . . . it’s so far down. Didn’t you break anything?’

‘Most probably. I certainly feel like most of the bones in my body have been shattered. It’s gratifying to see that you, too, have survived, goblin.’

‘Oh well,’ Pod said modestly, ‘it takes more than that to kill me! I’m tough as old nails. Did you feel something sort of . . . snap at you up there?’

‘I believe it’s called the Giant’s Teeth. The hole attempts to bite you in two.’

‘Oh!’ Pod twitched his pink nose and shook his ears nervously. ‘Delightful!’

‘Well, if we’re going to continue on, I suppose I should try to stand up.’ And Dus set about regaining his feet, dragging his long form upright. Pod was sure he heard the bones in the Nameless One’s body cracking and popping and winced.

‘I’d offer to give you a hand, but . . .’

‘Unnecessary. I can manage.’

Upright once more, Dus surveyed his surroundings. ‘Ah!’ he said softly. ‘We are getting very close to Erlendene. I have longed to set eyes on it these past centuries.’

Pod looked around him at the virtual desert they were standing in. ‘It’s a little sandy, isn’t it?’


‘Not this, goblin. But it is near. Very near. We must pass through the wasteland that once was lush gardens and orchards but then we shall see it, the first city of the first race,’ Dus murmured. ‘My city took pride of place on a hill that overlooked a beautiful valley.’

‘There was a valley here?’ Pod asked incredulously. ‘But we’re in a ruddy great cave.’

‘The passing of the centuries has wrought many changes,’ Dus conceded. ‘My people’s release has come none too soon. If many more years had passed, Erlendene would have been utterly lost to the encroaching stone of time.’ Pod opened his mouth but closed it again when he realised that he hadn’t a clue what Dus meant. It sounded deep and the possum didn’t do deep. ‘I will be the one who reclaims it for the Ulural,’ Dus breathed. ‘Soon, Erlendene will be magnificent once more.’

‘That’s nice,’ Pod said cautiously. ‘So what’s the plan?’

‘Unchanged. We find a human and go to the Cradle of Beginnings.’

‘If the cubs made it into the Crack,’ Pod pointed out. ‘It wasn’t exactly a picnic for us.’

‘I’m sure they managed. Fate is playing a hand in this, goblin. Come, let us seek the instrument.’

‘The instrument being the human?’ Pod hazarded.

‘Correct.’
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‘This place is creepy,’ Pyro observed.

‘You’re such a coward you’d find your own shadow creepy,’ Bluebell snapped, but privately she had to agree. This ancient city must have been pretty impressive once, if the buildings were anything to go by. But time and magic had happened here and now Erlendene had to qualify as the biggest ghost town in all of the four worlds.

They had approached the city cautiously, flying to avoid any unpleasant surprises on the ground. The closer they drew, the more details they could make out of Erlendene. Buildings, once impressive, faced onto broad avenues lined with crumbling columns. The nearer Bluebell and Pyro drew, the more they could see of the curious phenomenon that appeared to be happening to the deserted city. An ugly grey granite seemed to be swallowing the rosy stone that most of the city was constructed from. It was as if the buildings were slowly being devoured. Some were only partially covered but others had all but disappeared beneath the encroachment.

Both fairies were struck with a sense of awe. What had the people who had once lived here been like? The only thing missing was greenery. The vast cavern they found themselves in felt lifeless, the air dead, although a stray wind blew from somewhere, stirring dust through the empty streets.

Bluebell shivered. She was unaccustomed to being affected by anything other than her own immediate thoughts and desires but this timeless city, slowly being eaten up by the strange rock, was enough to give anyone the willies.

The walls that faced out onto the streets were still mostly free of the grey stone virus. There they saw great colonnades embellished by intricate embossing, twining ivy circling the columns, each end decorated by a fretwork of stone fruits and flowers. Broad steps led up to wide terraces and the enormous friezes depicted scenes of tall men and women engaged in all manner of things; reclining on elaborate day beds, running in foot races, chopping the heads off the occasional monster of which there seemed to be considerable variety. Many strange beasts were depicted on the walls, mythic now but frighteningly real once, along with the more customary dragons which splayed great gouts of fire as they battled against other creatures in a series of who’s-got-the-biggest-claws contest. The people of the eight races were also shown, but it was obvious that their role had been strictly as the support team because dwarves and goblins, trolls and gnomes all carried urns or plied fans to cool the brows of the Nameless Ones who were doing the interesting stuff.

Bluebell eyed the frescoes for a moment, staring at the pictures of the flawlessly perfect creatures who had once ruled here. ‘So that’s what they look like,’ she observed thoughtfully. ‘They’re not exactly hideous. I wonder why that one in the forest didn’t show himself.’

Pyro, whose knowledge of Bluebell’s mysterious forest contact was sketchy, shrugged. All he’d ever known was that Bluebell had a ‘friend’ (hard enough to believe given her psychotically murderous outlook on life). She’d certainly never taken Pyro to meet this creature, whoever it might be.

Pyro really didn’t like it here. Every fibre of his being was resonating with the presence of old magic. It was everywhere – in the rocks, the buildings, the very air itself – and it was making him twitchy and nauseous. Besides, he’d never been fond of places that had no combustible properties. Where was the fun to be had with stone? ‘What do we do now?’ he demanded, wishing like crazy that he had the magic to match his size, something to defend himself against whatever was lurking here.

Because something sure was.

‘Find the troll and get the Shimmer back,’ Bluebell replied immediately. If nothing else, Pyro admired her single-minded determination.

‘I think I need to have some food soon,’ Pyro ventured. Actually, he was sure of it. His stomach had been making hideous gurgling noises for some time. He needed something good to eat. Even something not-so-good would have been acceptable by now because his stomach felt as if it was eating itself in its desperate need for nourishment. He stared up at the massive doorway that rose some way above him, set back on the wide terrace. A whisper of wind – wind, down beneath the ground? – stirred the sand that scattered across the huge flagged stones that were shot through with a rainbow of colours, everything from deep umber to the palest lavender. ‘There’s no sign that the troll’s been here yet. Let’s find somewhere safe and wait for him.’

‘He must be here,’ Bluebell frowned. ‘He was ahead of us.’

‘So maybe he came in a different way,’ Pyro suggested. ‘While we’re waiting, I think we need to look for food.’ When Bluebell opened her mouth to blast him, he hurried on. ‘We both need to eat. This sized body seems to feel far hungrier than when I was small.’


Bluebell frowned. Actually, she did feel oddly empty, now that she thought about it. ‘Very well,’ she allowed grudgingly, ‘go and find me some food.’

‘What, by myself?’

‘Oh stop being such a drooping daisy. Get a grip, Pyro. You’re over two metres tall and built like a lumbering human, for light’s sake.’

‘But without magic –’

‘Shut up about the whole magic thing, okay? And find me some food!’
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‘I’m freezing,’ Ashley moaned. She was hunched over in a tight, miserable ball.

‘That’s because you won’t hold my hand,’ Friendly told her dryly.

Like everybody else, he’d plunged straight down into the river and had immediately begun looking for Ashley, knowing that Grieve would take care of Colin. Trolls are excellent swimmers and he’d had no problems with the swiftly moving current. The only problem had been Ashley. Along with Derry, he had rescued the spluttering, struggling cub but she hadn’t made it easy for them. Even with Derry’s assistance, bringing Ashley to the bank had been a bit of a nightmare – not because of the river but because the uncooperative cub had refused to relax and let them save her properly. When they’d finally managed to haul her out, she had lain gasping. In between the gasping, she had shrieked at both of her saviours as if they’d been trying to drown her, not save her. Friendly would have thought that Derry would have lost patience but the gnome had merely unearthed a towel from the bottom of the pack she’d already hurled up onto the riverbank and had started to roughly dry the girl.

‘Stop it,’ Ashley had sobbed.

‘Not until you’ve stopped dripping. Friendly, how about we try to get a fire going so we can all start to warm up?’

By this time Grieve had hauled a bedraggled Colin out of the water. Madam Salamande had rescued herself and lay sprawled on her back some distance away, looking remarkably like a drowned rat. Her feeble movements seemed to indicate she was still alive.

‘Looks like we’re all accounted for,’ Friendly observed, moving to give Colin and his brother a hand.

They set up a temporary camp in the shelter of some rocks, unconsciously seeking a protected place for there was something rather sinister about their surroundings and they all felt uneasy. Unfortunately, they needed to dry the contents of their packs as much as they needed to dry themselves out and bits and pieces of clothing and bedding were spread out all over the place. The food had been the only thing not to suffer as Friendly kept it in sealed containers.

Ashley gave Friendly a resentful look. ‘I don’t want to hold your hand. Why can’t you make the fire hotter? And do you have to hog all the heat?’ These last words were directed at Salamande, who appeared to be trying to sit on the flames. Steam rose off her in a wafting cloud.

‘I’m cold,’ the witch growled.


‘We’re all cold,’ Friendly pointed out. ‘Perhaps you could move over a little and let the cubs warm up.’

Salamande wiggled across several centimetres.

‘Gee, ta.’ Colin scrunched as close to the fire as he could manage, throwing on the sticks he’d scavenged, although there wasn’t all that much wood about. It was mostly stuff that looked like it had been washed down from upsteam. ‘You know, you should be thanking Friendly for helping to save your life,’ he told Ashley.

Ashley hesitated. ‘Well, I am grateful for that,’ she began.

‘You’re welcome,’ Friendly smiled.

‘But it’s because of you lot that I was in the river in the first place. And now where are we?’

‘The Crack,’ Madam Salamande said sourly.

There came a sudden noise, a distant howling that made them all freeze instinctively. ‘What was that?’ Colin whispered.

Madam Salamande was frowning. ‘Wulfs. A pack of them, by the sound of it.’

Colin shivered, recalling all too clearly the one he had almost encountered back in Grumble when they’d been cowering in Grieve’s toilet. It had only been the troll’s quick thinking that had saved them as they’d scrambled out of the back of his toilet wall. Colin remembered the bone-chilling fear that had crept over him when the creature had been near. He’d never felt fear so intense. ‘Wulf go about in packs down here?’

Friendly was listening intently. He blew out a breath and began to stir up the stew he was preparing. ‘They’re a fair distance off, Col. We should be all right here.’

Grieve and Derry had gone to recover the pack that the gnome had lost when she’d given Friendly a hand with Ashley. They’d thought it well gone but Derry had discovered it snagged on a jutting rock mid-stream about half a kilometre downriver. They left Friendly in charge and jogged off to attempt a rescue. Friendly glanced in the direction they’d disappeared twenty minutes before, wishing they’d hurry up. If there were wulfs around they’d need to move fast.

Colin glanced around him nervously. He’d been just as wet as Ashley but had stripped off his outer clothing and wrapped himself in one of the blankets that, miraculously, were only slightly soggy from their encounter with the water.

The Crack was an eerie world. There was a lifelessness to the place, despite the rush of the river at their backs. No birds flew here, no trees, no life. It was just rock and shadow and a weird, empty light.

The cavern they were camped in was vast beyond reckoning but, high over their heads, it was stone, not sky, that spanned them. The constant rush of the river found a faint echo off the distant walls. Colin saw the entrances to dozens of passages on the right hand bank, dark, secretive holes that might contain anything. On the left bank, the one that they had fetched up on, a series of low hillocks lay a little way off. Beyond that the place seemed to open up but they were too far away to see anything more than a vague series of shapes in the distance.


Colin had no idea where the light was coming from. It was all around them but the source wasn’t visible. He guessed it was something to do with the magic which Friendly assured him was everywhere and the boy hunched down beside the fire, trying to quell his sense of unease. ‘I don’t like it here, Friendly,’ he said quietly.

Friendly nodded. ‘I know what you mean. It’s creepy, all right. As soon as Derry and Friendly come back and we’ve dried off a bit, we’ll focus on finding the Shimmer as quick as we can and then we’ll get out of here.’

Madam Salamande gave a crack of laughter. ‘You make it sound like it’s such a simple matter,’ she snorted. ‘Have any of you any idea of what you’re up against?’

‘About the same amount as you have, I daresay,’ Friendly replied evenly. Once, he would have been in awe of a witch who, if she didn’t actually sit on the Guild, would certainly know everybody who did. But since they’d left Grumble, Friendly had been through a lot. Awe was one emotion that had somehow fallen by the wayside.

‘Grieve and Derry have been gone awhile,’ Colin said diffidently. ‘Do you think they’re okay?’

‘They’re fine. Grieve can sort out anything he’s likely to encounter.’ Friendly thought about it for a moment. ‘Except for Derry, maybe.’ The troll dropped a sprinkling of herbs into the pot and stirred. The stew was beginning to bubble and the smell of veggies and dried fish was enticing. ‘There’s no doubt, however, that we have to be on the lookout. Nobody is really sure what’s down here but it seems to have spawned some of the nastier things that occasionally turn up at home.’

‘It looks pretty peaceful,’ Colin murmured, then thought of that howling again. Looks could obviously be deceiving. He glanced at Ashley who had edged so close to the fire that her sleeve was in danger of catching fire. ‘You’re beginning to smoulder.’

She made a face at him but squirmed back a little. ‘How long do we have to stay down here, anyway?’ she demanded.

‘We’re here to get the Shimmer back,’ Colin shrugged. ‘However long it takes, I guess.’

‘I suppose nobody cares what I want.’

‘Of course we care,’ Colin protested. ‘But you know we can’t go back yet.’

Friendly shook his head at the girl. ‘It’s true. We’re on a quest, cub. We can’t go home until we’ve got what we came for. The future of the world is hanging in the balance here. Don’t you think that is more important than any kind of discomfort you might be feeling?’

Ashley hesitated. She really wanted to say that, as far as she was concerned, the world could take a flying jump. But Ashley Jane Grubb wasn’t stupid; the ‘world’ they were talking about contained her mum and dad and there was quite a lot of things about it she really enjoyed. ‘I suppose. It’s just, I don’t want to be involved in it. This kind of stuff should be left to the experts.’

Friendly widened his eyes at her. ‘If you know a handy hero that does this kind of thing professionally, we’d be happy to hand the matter over. Unfortunately, I don’t think there are any experts in this kind of thing. It’s whoever is around at the time. You’re here so you get to do your bit. You live in the same world as the rest of us, after all.’

‘No I don’t,’ Ashley said with total conviction. ‘My world is nothing like this one!’

‘Hey,’ Colin said sharply. ‘Grieve and Derry are heading back. And fast.’

Friendly looked around quickly. Derry and Grieve were indeed high-tailing it towards them at speed, the lost pack bouncing on Grieve’s shoulder as he trotted rapidly along. As soon as they were in earshot, Derry called out. ‘Pack it up! We’ve got to move.’

Friendly grimaced down at his stew. Another few minutes and it would have been ready to eat. He dug about in his pack, found an empty earthenware container and hastily began to ladle. One of his favourite mottoes was, ‘if you can’t eat it now, stick it somewhere for later’.

‘Colin . . . Ashley . . . start gathering up the things. I think we might need to leave in a hurry,’ he shouted.

Something in his voice frightened Ashley enough to stop her from arguing. Instead, she climbed to her feet and started grabbing things. Madam Salamande was muttering beneath her breath, repacking her own bag. ‘What’s up?’ Friendly asked, as soon as his brother and Derry were in earshot.

‘There’s some creatures further down the river,’ Derry puffed. ‘It looked a little like a band of rock-goblins. Really big rock-goblins.’ Friendly glanced at her sharply. Derry sounded rattled.


Everybody focused on thrusting the last of their things into the packs while Colin hastily dragged on his damp clothing once again. Even wet, it would be easier to run in, if running became necessary, than a toga-styled blanket.

‘What’s happening?’ Ashley looked from face to face anxiously. ‘Why are we going? We haven’t eaten yet.’

‘No time for that right now,’ Grieve told her briskly. ‘We’ll have to find somewhere else to have a snack. Rock-goblins have a very good sense of smell so we need to put some distance between us and them.’

‘We could always go back in the river again,’ Friendly suggested, securing his pack firmly onto his back. ‘Disguise our scent?’

‘It’s a suggestion,’ Grieve agreed. ‘But one I’d prefer not to take if I can help it, on account of the waterfall further downstream.’

‘Ah,’ Friendly winced. ‘Well, I guess it comes down to running, then.’

Derry was already moving. ‘So stop gabbing and run!’
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The small group of travellers had no idea they were under observation.

‘They’re moving! Where are they going?’ Dus groaned, frustrated. The sight of the two human cubs had been so tempting. As soon as he managed to obtain one, he could move on to complete the task he had set for himself and release his people.

Pod had been twisting this way and that, trying to look in every direction at once. They were nicely tucked away behind some rocks but he, too, had heard the calls of the rock-goblins and was feeling distinctly exposed.

‘They’re probably running away!’

‘From what?’

Pod rolled his eyes. Dus was an interesting character, no doubt about it, but he could be as obsessively loopy as Bluebell. ‘You didn’t hear that noise? There are monsters down here!’

‘There are many things down here.’ Dus gave the possum an irritated glance. ‘Is that why you are so restive?’

‘Damn right that’s why I’m so restive! I’ve got a nice amount of meat on my bones. What self-respecting creature wouldn’t want to take a bite out of me?’

‘They will not attack us,’ Dus said dismissively, turning back to his quarry. ‘As long as you are with me, you are perfectly safe.’

‘Really?’ Pod took a deep breath. This was definitely an unexpected bonus. ‘You mean . . .’

‘I am one of the Ulural. Nothing would dare stand against me here.’ Dus paused and glowered. ‘Except for the traps the renegade set in place, like the ones we found in that wretched tunnel. Those, I was susceptible to.’

Pod blinked. ‘So . . . even a wulf could just walk on up to us and it wouldn’t try to rend us limb from limb?’

‘Of course not.’

The possum let out a great breath. For the first time since leaving the forest back in Uglum, he allowed himself to relax in the knowledge that he was in no immediate peril. ‘Well, isn’t that good to know?’ He eyed Dus with sudden benevolence. ‘Relax, your majesty-ship. As soon as that lot let their guard down I’ll go and get one of those cubs for you. They have to sleep, don’t they? At least, those cubs do. Grieve is like an old mother hen with them; he won’t let them go for too long without rest. And when he settles down . . .’ Pod scrambled up the rock and put his front paws on the Nameless One’s bony shoulder. ‘Well then, I’ll go and get you your instrument!’





C H A P T E R     T E N

Busternut Bumbles In

They wove in and out of a small series of rocky knolls, moving as fast as they could, considering Ashley was possibly the world’s most useless runner. She was puffing and panting after only five minutes.

‘You sound like the little engine that couldn’t,’ Colin observed. ‘Didn’t you go to gym classes?’

‘I . . .’ huff, ‘did . . . go . . .’ puff, ‘to . . . gym . . . classes.’ Gasp. Ashley tried to blow the hair off her reddening face. ‘I . . . just didn’t . . . do anything . . . there.’

‘How did you manage that?’

‘I got my mum . . . to write . . . me a note.’

Derry dropped back. ‘Can you go any faster?’

‘NO!’ Ashley slowed to a stop and held her side where she had developed a nasty stitch.

‘We need to find some kind of shelter,’ Grieve muttered. They’d been more or less keeping a fast pace beside the river in the opposite direction of the rock-goblins, but at this speed, if the rock-goblins picked up their scent, they’d have company in no time. ‘Listen up. We need to find a place to hole up for a while so we can sort ourselves out and get some kind of plan happening.’

‘Sound move,’ Derry agreed. ‘Unfortunately, there’s no guarantee that those rock-goblins back there won’t sniff us out. The last thing we want is to be bailed up somewhere without a back door.’

‘I’ll lead them off,’ Salamande said, digging around in her large black bag. She produced the short, stubby stick that was her broom and muttered a few words over it. Immediately, it shot up to its usual size, complete with straw bristles on the end.

Ashley and Colin exchanged a look. ‘Come on,’ Colin said softly, ‘that was pretty impressive, right?’

‘Not bad, I suppose,’ Ashley admitted grudgingly.

‘Do you think it sensible that we separate?’ Friendly asked. ‘What if you run into some kind of trouble?’

The witch gave him a contemptuous look. ‘I’m sure that I will be able to cope, troll. I am more than a match for such creatures.’

‘You’ll make a great decoy,’ Derry agreed cheerfully. ‘They’re sure to see your ego coming from a kilometre away.’

Salamande glared at the gnome. ‘I will mention your lack of respect to the Guild, Derry Featherstone!’

‘Do that,’ Derry agreed sweetly. ‘As I’m the best tracker in a twenty-kilometre radius, I’m sure you’ll find them fairly tolerant of my little idiosyncrasies.’

Salamande let out her breath in a hiss, flung a leg over her broom and shot straight up in the air, so fast that she wobbled dangerously. ‘Temper, temper,’ Derry murmured.

‘We didn’t make a place to rendezvous,’ Friendly said hastily.

‘And you think that’s a bad thing?’ Derry sounded surprised.

‘I’m sure she’ll find us. She’s a witch, after all,’ Grieve said. ‘I think I see a likely spot over there.’ His sharp eyes had spied out a slender cleft in the rocks up ahead and he was guiding his small troupe towards it, like a shepherd rounding up his boisterous flock. ‘Let’s squeeze in here and stay out of sight. We’ll wait maybe fifteen minutes or so and let Madam Salamande do her stuff and then we’ll find a place to make a decent camp.’

Ashley was staring at the narrow entrance. ‘Can’t we find some place else to hide?’

Derry looked around quickly. ‘Oh dear! Another tunnel. How about you stick with me, hey? If you feel a bit funny you just tell me.’

Ashley looked at Derry. Then she looked at the slender entrance. Then back to Derry. Colin found that he was holding his breath. What if Ashley refused to go inside?

‘If there was a better place nearby then I promise you, we’d take it,’ Grieve told her gently. ‘We need to find somewhere to shelter but honestly, Derry will look after you.’

The girl gave a small nod and Derry squeezed her shoulder. For once, Colin felt almost proud of Ashley.

The entrance was very tight. Grieve, Friendly and Derry were all forced to take off their packs and file through sideways. They expected to find a small nook which might provide some kind of shelter but instead they found a narrow tunnel that wound back into the rocky mountain range. Surprisingly, it didn’t stop but widened out a little about ten metres in. ‘Maybe Salamande should have come in here with us,’ Friendly muttered. ‘There is no way a rock-goblin could fit through that gap.’

‘Yeah, but they could have beaten and chomped the place down around our ears in the process of making the opening a whole lot bigger,’ Derry pointed out. ‘Take my word for it, those were big rock-goblins. They’d turn this place to gravel in no time.’

The deeper they went in the passageway, the more the light faded away.

‘Derry, I don’t like this at all,’ Ashley quavered. Derry stopped short and turned around.

‘Hold my hand,’ she suggested while Friendly wove a light spell. Soft radiance surrounded them. ‘Would you like me to create a small charm? Something to make you feel better?’

Ashley hesitated. ‘You want to put a spell on me?’

‘Well . . . a bit of a spell. Nothing too drastic, just something to settle you down.’ Derry thought about it for a moment. ‘Like when your mum makes you a cup of cocoa if you’ve had a nightmare.’

‘Oh.’ Ashley took a deep breath. Derry’s large hand was warm and reassuring around her own and she felt better just with the contact. ‘I guess I wouldn’t mind that.’

Derry passed Friendly the pack she’d been holding and laid a hand lightly on Ashley’s head, murmuring some soft words. After a moment, Ashley found herself relaxing a little. It was definitely a ‘warm cocoa’ feeling, the kind she sometimes still got when her mum tucked her in bed for the night. Her breathing began to slow down. ‘Okay?’ Derry asked.

The girl nodded. ‘Uh-huh.’

‘Right then.’ Derry raised her voice a bit. ‘Grieve? Is this going anywhere?’

‘Hard to say. If Ashley’s okay then we might push on. There might be another way out.’

They began moving forward once more. After a minute or so the passageway widened even more and they were able to move much more freely. Colin turned to look back and was reassured to see that Ashley’s panic had subsided, although she was still holding onto Derry’s hand with a vice-like grip.

After some time other passages began to open up off the one they were moving through – and not just to either side of them. Openings also appeared halfway up the walls and in the ceiling above. None of those passages were as wide as the one they were walking through but their appearance was odd, to say the least. Colin was reminded of wasp nests but he immediately tried to push the image aside. The thought of a giant insect dropping down through one of those holes was too much to deal with. They stopped, hesitating at the entrance of one and Derry sniffed at the space delicately. ‘I’m getting some very odd scents in here,’ she observed, looking puzzled.

‘What sort of scents?’ Friendly asked quickly. Like Colin, he found the peculiar openings unnerving, half expecting who-only-knew-what to drop on his head.

‘Magical vapours. But they’re different . . .’ Derry trailed off, her large nostrils quivering in an effort to interpret what she was sniffing.

‘You know,’ Grieve observed when the silence had not broken for a while, ‘as explanations go, that didn’t actually qualify.’

‘Well I don’t know, do I?’ It was quite clear that Derry was offended by her inability to adequately determine the source of the scents. ‘It’s the kind of pong that witches and wizards give off only it’s different, somehow. Sort of . . . bent out of shape.’

‘That’d be me, then,’ a mournful voice spoke from the shadows up ahead.

Colin’s stomach performed a backwards somersault with a double twist and he gave a surprised gasp while Ashley’s squeal made their ears ring. Friendly quickly put a hand on Colin’s shoulder and peered into the gloom. Derry’s light only extended for about three or four metres ahead of them.

Grieve took a step forward. ‘Who are you? Come out and show yourself!’

There was a hesitant pause, then somebody shuffled forward, blinking owlishly in the soft light.

It was a wizard. They knew this because he wore a traditional black gown (much tattered and torn at the bottom – indeed, it was missing a length of material from the hemline, revealing a pair of pale ankles thrust into large brown boots) with the customary spray of silver stars on the right sleeve that indicated he was a member of the Magicians’ Guild. That was probably the only indication that he was a wizard, however. He was short and round and looked a little like a slightly deflated beach ball. There was a straggly bit of beard clinging to his chin and his fair hair was so matted he would have instantly qualified for admission into a Swedish reggae band.

He looked at them apologetically with his rather ingenuous blue eyes. ‘Hello.’

They gaped at him, astonished by this extraordinary apparition. ‘Hello yourself,’ Friendly replied finally. ‘Who in the worlds are you?’

‘Oddfry Busternut. I’m . . . ah . . . I’m a wizard.’

‘We can see that,’ Derry said, rather taken aback. Then the name sank in. ‘Busternut?’

The wizard’s expression became one of glum resignation. ‘Indeed. Oddfry Busternut at your service.’

‘As in the fall of Busternut?’ Grieve asked, astonished. Once, a long time ago, there had been another wizard called Busternut who’d been a seriously big noise in the history of the eight races. He’d come to a sticky end, caught up in events beyond his control.

‘That’s the one,’ Busternut sighed. ‘It’s a family name, or it was, once. He was a distant relative.’

‘Really distant, if you think about time frames here,’ Derry agreed incredulously. ‘And your mum and dad thought they’d pick up the tradition again? Were they nuts?’

Busternut shook his head. ‘To be honest, I’ve always thought the name was a bit of a drawback. The number of comments I get –’


‘No kidding,’ Grieve muttered, then remembered that the appearance of the wizard before him was extraordinary for many reasons other than the fact that he’d been given such an infamous name. ‘But what are you doing in here? Where did you come from?’

‘Squidlington Minor. I was part of a fact-finding expedition.’

‘Really? Squidlington Minor?’ Friendly shook his head in wonder. ‘But that’s only twenty or so kilometres from Grumble!’

‘Oh, you’re from Grumble then?’ said Busternut, brightening up a little. ‘I’ve got an aunt who lives there. She’s got a shop off Hang Bottom Street. Sells the most marvellous licorice gumballs.’

‘Hang on,’ Derry said, putting a hand to her head. ‘They haven’t sent expeditions to the Crack for years, not since somebody was bright enough to work out that no one ever comes back.’ Busternut blinked at her with an air of rather anxious amiability. ‘Just how long have you been down here, anyway?’

The wizard hesitated. An air of permanent uncertainty seemed to hover about his rotund person, as if he was convinced that the world was only waiting for him to say the wrong thing before it threw rocks. Colin, whose experience with wizards was limited, stared at the creature before him with a mixture of doubt and fascination. Could this really be a wizard?

‘What year would it be now, then?’

‘The Sign of the Speckled Tree Frog.’

‘The Sign of the Speckled Tree Frog?’ Busternut repeated in a hollow voice. ‘Oh dear.’


‘What year was your expedition?’ Derry demanded.

‘The Sign of the Fractured Tortoise.’

‘The Fractured Tortoise? Really?’ Colin muttered. ‘Blimey! Who comes up with these names?’

‘We’ve been doing it for centuries,’ Friendly explained. ‘There’s a whole section of the Guild devoted to thinking up new names. They do fifty years at a time.’

Derry had been doing some quick calculations in her head. ‘But that’s thirteen years ago. You’ve been down here for thirteen years?’

‘That long?’ Busternut marvelled. ‘Amazing how time flies.’

‘But how in the worlds have you survived?’ Grieve demanded. ‘What have you been eating for that long?’

Busternut looked woebegone. ‘Mushrooms. Fish. Some very odd green weed that tastes a little like I imagine stewed socks would, if I’d ever gotten desperate enough to eat my socks.’ He glanced down at his rounded girth glumly. ‘You’d think I’d be as slender as an elm, wouldn’t you?’

Grieve blew out a breath. He was, quite honestly, gobsmacked to have found a wizard down in the Crack. ‘I suppose you’d best be coming with us then,’ he said weakly. ‘Unless you’ve got other plans?’

Busternut’s face immediately brightened. ‘Great! It’s been interesting taking a good look at what’s down here and all that. Very educational and I’ve found out quite a lot of facts which I’m sure will be of great interest back home. But the thing is, I can’t actually find my way back out to the surface. Been wandering around for ages, actually, looking and . . . I was hoping that you wouldn’t mind if I tagged along. I won’t be any trouble. It’s just that I’d really like to go home.’

‘Well, if we survive, we’ll try and help you achieve that ambition.’ Grieve scratched his head. ‘I don’t suppose you know an easy way out of here? It’s just we’d prefer not to go out the way we came in.’

‘Certainly. Follow me.’ Busternut turned and began leading them along. ‘May I ask a question?’ he said over his shoulder.

‘Fire away,’ Grieve said amiably.

‘Well, I really wanted to ask what you’re all doing down here?’

When he’d heard talking echoing around the walls of his rocky refuge – for he’d heard them long before seeing them – the wizard had thought he was hallucinating. It wouldn’t have been the first time. Once he’d hallucinated giant cupcakes with pink icing. And then there was the jellybeans. He still occasionally channelled jellybeans, enormous, dancing ones with funny little faces and tiny arms and legs. The green ones had been the worst.

‘We’re looking for the Shimmer,’ Derry said matter-of-factly.

Busternut stumbled to a stop, momentarily stunned. ‘It’s missing? It’s here?’

For those caught up in the adventure it was hard to remember that others who didn’t have a clue what was going on would find the news incredible. ‘It was stolen from the portal by a human. By that cub back there, actually,’ Friendly said.


Busternut blanched, twisting around to peer at Colin.

‘Not me. Ashley did it. But it’s okay,’ Colin assured him, ‘she didn’t know what she was doing. She actually stole it for the fairies.’

‘The fairies!’ Busternut gasped.

‘Nice one,’ Derry observed sardonically. ‘Keep it up and he’ll pass out from shock.’

Friendly glanced at Busternut anxiously. ‘It’s not as bad as it sounds. Well, it is as bad as it sounds but we’re on top of it. Don’t you think Colin?’

‘Don’t even bother to answer that,’ Derry told Colin in disgust.

Colin shrugged. ‘Well, we’re trying. All we need to do is get it back before it ends up at the Cradle of Beginnings –’ Busternut’s petrified gasp made him pause. ‘Um . . . sorry, but it really – well, it probably – isn’t as bad as it seems. We came awfully close to grabbing it back in Craic Anoo. Right?’

‘Oh definitely,’ Friendly agreed heartily. ‘Missed it by a whisker.’

‘But why?’ Busternut demanded. ‘Why have the fairies taken the Shimmer? Ooo . . .’ he slapped his head, ‘the conjunction of Par Ilse.’

‘You sure do know your history,’ Grieve observed.

‘So the fairies recruited a human to bring the Shimmer to the Warding Rune in Craic Anoo,’ Busternut mused. He seemed to be piecing it together, bit by bit. ‘And when that happened, the second prophecy cut in –’

‘You know about the second prophecy?’ Derry demanded.


‘Dear me, yes. My speciality is research. The Cradle of Beginnings,’ he added in wonder, then shook his head. ‘Oh dear.’

‘Oh dear indeed,’ Grieve said glumly. ‘The Cradle of Beginnings. And we’re the lucky lot who are supposed to get it back.’
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‘You’re as twitchy as a newborn foal!’ Pod hissed to his agitated companion.

They had seen a witch fly overhead a minute before Grieve and his companions had disappeared into the cleft of rock. ‘Who was that?’ Dus had demanded.

‘Madam something or other. I wasn’t close enough to catch her first name back in Craic Anoo.’

‘Where is she going?’

Pod had shaken his whiskers at the Nameless One. ‘And how am I supposed to know that? Look! Grieve’s disappeared into the rock. Are we going to follow him?’

‘No need. They must emerge again,’ Dus had pointed out. ‘All we need to do is wait.’

‘What if they emerge somewhere else?’ Pod had demanded irritably.

‘We will observe from that outcrop up there. It offers an excellent vantage point. If they wish to go to Erlendene, they must come this way at some stage.’

Dus had been right. They appeared again some twenty-five minutes later. Since sighting them, however, Dus had been extremely restive. ‘I dislike waiting,’ he muttered. ‘They are so close.’


‘We have to wait for our opportunity. I wonder who the roly-poly one is?’ Pod mused.

‘A wizard. He does not concern us,’ Dus said dismissively.

‘Yes, but it seems kind of weird, a wizard suddenly turning up,’ Pod objected. ‘I mean, this isn’t exactly a healthy neighbourhood. He must have come down with one of the expeditions.’

‘It would seem so.’

‘So where’s the rest of the expedition?’

It was perfectly obvious that Dus neither knew nor cared. Once again, Pod was struck with the Nameless One’s similarities to Bluebell. She wouldn’t have given a toss who the fat wizard was either, except perhaps to wonder how she could best kill him if, by some chance, he was stupid enough to get in her way. To somebody as curious as Pod, that kind of attitude was incomprehensible. He liked to know everything about everybody.

It had come as a real relief when the little band of travellers finally decided to make camp. ‘Thank the stars for that,’ Pod sniffed. ‘I thought they were going to go on forever.’

‘They will let their guard down now?’ Dus said eagerly.

‘Give them time. They have to set up camp and get some food happening.’ At the thought of food, Pod’s stomach growled like a bad-tempered bear. ‘Speaking of which, if I don’t get something to eat pretty soon, I might just keel over.’

Dus sighed. ‘You mortals are very delicate. You require so much maintenance. I had forgotten.’


‘Oh come on,’ Pod scoffed. ‘You telling me that Immortals don’t need grub?’

‘We do,’ Dus agreed. ‘But in this form hunger does not seem to trouble me.’

‘Well it troubles me,’ Pod said tartly. Food was his second favourite thing in the world. Sleeping topped the list and getting pie-eyed on blackberry wine was also a popular choice. It had been over a year since he had been able to indulge in this last one, thanks to the ghastly old wizard Balderax doing that hocus-pocus on him. ‘If you want me to exert my winning ways on your human, I need sustenance.’

Dus shook his head in disgust but held his hands out, muttering words beneath his breath. Pod looked at the Nameless One eagerly, hoping for something that was both delicious and plentiful. A large, orangy-yellow globe appeared on the ground. The possum looked at it dubiously. ‘What’s that?’

‘A tarramar fruit. A rare delicacy.’

Pod sniffed at it, discovered it smelt divine and gave a small squeak of happiness. ‘You can just make food out of thin air?’ he mumbled, between bites. Incredibly sweet juices dripped down his fur and he felt as if he might swoon with delight at any moment.

Dus looked down at him, his expression enigmatic. ‘Your knowledge of magic is rudimentary, goblin. Nobody in the four worlds can make something out of thin air. I drew on the powers of the four elements to bring that piece of fruit here.’

‘Whatever,’ Pod said impatiently. ‘What I’m trying to get at is, can you make anything?’


‘Of course.’

‘I think I’ve just found the perfect way to fill in time while we wait for those losers over there to settle down for the evening,’ Pod sighed, licking his paws. ‘And to think I thought the Crack was going to be nasty.’

‘But when are you going to get me that cub?’

Pod cocked his head, suddenly thoughtful. ‘How are you at producing clothing?’

‘Clothing?’ Dus replied doubtfully.

‘Well something along those lines might come in handy. We need some sugar to catch a nice, fat fly. Just in case I can’t get Colin, it always pays to have a backup plan . . .’
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‘Throw something at it,’ Bluebell bellowed in a voice a fishwife would have been proud of. ‘Brain the ghastly cow!’

Pyro glanced around at the limited availability of missiles with wild-eyed desperation. The two fairies were awkwardly jammed beneath one of the low overhangs of the massive stone building that was sheltering them, trying to avoid the raucous attack from a pair of harpies who had appeared so suddenly. ‘With what?’

‘Grrrrr!’ Bluebell groped at the crumbling stone around her feet and managed to break off a chunk. Ducking her head so that she could see, she hurled the missile, crowing with laughter when she clobbered one of the harpies on a dark wing, making the creature scream with fury.


Even in a place that spawned disgusting things, the harpies were near the top of the Ten Most Ugly list. Half eagle, half hag, their bedraggled green hair hung around cavernous faces in greasy hunks. Filthy rags covered their upper bodies, flapping as they wheeled and dived. From their backs a pair of powerful black wings sprouted, like hideous deformities. Their lower halves were covered with mottled blue-black feathers, and while their clawed feet were razor sharp, their bony fingers sported wickedly long nails that were almost as deadly, designed to tear at flesh from the luckless bodies of their victims.

The attack on the fairies had seemed to come from nowhere; the first Pyro had known about it was the sudden, rancid smell that polluted the air. He had been searching unsuccessfully for food, trailing into one empty building after another. When he’d emerged from yet another useless expedition Pyro had come to a stop, sniffing at the disgusting pong that had suddenly been wafting around him. An uneasy sense that he was no longer alone had made him look up to find the evil, grinning face of a harpy dropping towards him like a stone. He’d screamed and ducked, scrambling away from the ghastly sight while he’d dry-heaved, enfolded by a rank stench of rotting meat that settled like a noxious cloud.

He’d literally run into Bluebell who’d grabbed his arm to right herself. ‘Where the hell have you been? Get under cover!’

Unfortunately, now they were stuck, unable to run, unable to fly.


‘Maybe they’ll give up and go away,’ Pyro said hopefully.

‘And maybe the Nameless Ones will pop by and invite us to dinner,’ Bluebell grated in reply. ‘You’re such an idiot, Pyro. They want to kill us and they’re not going to leave until they do. I certainly wouldn’t.’

She seemed to be right. The harpies were making continual passes, diving down in a series of feints at the roof the two fairies were wedged beneath, screeching with rage and frustration when they couldn’t reach their quarry.

Pyro squinted out from beneath the protection of the stone eaves anxiously. ‘So what are we going to do?’

Bluebell had been investigating a little further along the roof line, her fingers picking along the cold stone, looking for more ammunition. What she found instead, near the apex, was a large gap. Twisting around uncomfortably, she grimaced as she discovered that being big had its drawbacks. If she’d still been standard fairy size, her current situation would be somewhat different. While there was no denying being four-centimetres tall could be tiresome, at that size you were hard to spot and if you were unlucky enough to attract unwanted attention, slipping away rarely proved to be a problem. Four centimetres meant a lot of cracks could accommodate you.

She and Pyro were perched on a ledge that was barely fourteen centimetres wide and it took a bit of manoeuvring to turn and find out what the gap in the stone gave onto. Sticking her head through the hole, she smiled at the sight of the crawl space. ‘I think I’ve found us a way out.’

‘Oh thank the stars,’ Pyro groaned. He was developing a cramp in his toes from trying to cling to the ledge. ‘Where does it go?’

‘Do we really care? Anywhere but here would be good.’

It took a lot of painful wriggling but they finally managed to squirm through, landing heavily on the other side, wings grazed and shins scraped. They peered around them in the dim half-light for a moment before Bluebell summoned more illumination with a harshly muttered charm. ‘Right,’ she said grimly, and began crawling forward on her hands and knees.

‘Where are we going?’ Pyro whispered.

‘We’re finding a way out of here.’

‘But those things are going to be waiting for us.’

Bluebell’s delicate little rosebud of a mouth pursed up in anticipation. She certainly hoped those disgusting creatures were going to be waiting because she had every intention of sorting them out. Nobody took a shot at Bluebell without serious repercussions. ‘Just try to keep up with me,’ she told Pyro grimly. ‘Think you can do that?’ Pyro remained prudently silent.

The crawl space led into the building next door through a series of ventilation grates. By dint of climbing from one to the other, the two fairies managed to work their way through the roof spaces until they came to the last one in the avenue. From there, Bluebell made her way down into the empty building below them and peeked out the window. The two harpies were still swooping around further along, waiting for the fairies to emerge.

‘Huh! They look like they’ll be at it all day.’

Pyro shuddered, peering at the ugly creatures. Fairies were not fond of birds; predatory ones occasionally swooped on them, possibly believing them to be succulent rodents. The harpies circled and dived exactly as an eagle or a hawk would do, eyes searching for a glimpse of their prey. ‘Is there another way out? A back door maybe?’

‘The rear entrance is covered with that grey stuff,’ Bluebell told him absently as she hunted around the place.

Pyro gave her a nervous look. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Looking for something to throw. Get back up into that roof.’ When her lieutenant continued to stare at her blankly, she narrowed her blue eyes at him. ‘That wasn’t a suggestion, Pyro!’

It took Bluebell ten minutes to get a suitable range of armaments up onto the gutter but she studied her collection with satisfaction. The Nameless Ones weren’t big on ornaments, or perhaps the only things that had survived the passing of the ages were the ones that had been made of stone, but her missiles were all heavy and designed to inflict maximum damage.

‘We could just try to sneak away –’ Pyro began, only to break off when Bluebell turned her laser-like glare on him.

‘I am not running away,’ she said, voice flat. ‘My magical abilities might have undergone a bit of a hiccup but that doesn’t mean I’m helpless and neither are you. We’re big, you moron! We’re more than a match for anyone, magic or no magic. Now pick up that statue and get ready to wallop those things. They’ll be sorry they ever thought to mess with me!’





C H A P T E R     E L E V E N

Curiosity Catches the Cat

Grieve’s group decided to make camp, eager to discover more about Oddfry Busternut and finish their earlier, interrupted meal.

‘I need to go to the . . . you know . . .’ Ashley fumbled to a stop. Announcing that she needed to go to the loo just seemed so wrong, somehow. Derry raised an eyebrow and Ashley sighed, dropping her voice to an embarrassed hiss. ‘I need to go to the toilet!’

‘Okay. I’ll come with you.’

‘No!’ Ashley was horrified. ‘I can’t go with somebody watching me!’

Derry grimaced. ‘Very well. But you stay close. No wandering too far from the camp. If you do,’ she added warningly, ‘I’ll come looking.’

Which was how Ashley came to be a short distance from the others when Pod appeared. Like most children, Ashley was as curious as a cat. And she had been extremely curious when a fat, rather adorable possum had popped out from behind a rock and spoken to her. In her experience, possums didn’t speak. This one not only spoke in a high-pitched but perfectly comprehensible voice, it also seemed to know her name.

‘Hello, Ashley!’

The girl stared at the creature, astonished. ‘W-what?’

‘I said hello. And in the usual course of events, you really should say hello back. It’s only polite.’

Ashley blinked. ‘Well hello, I suppose. You’re a . . .

a . . .’

‘Possum,’ Pod supplied helpfully. ‘Dead right I am. What do you reckon?’ He stood up on his hind legs and displayed his rather marvellous cream under-carriage. ‘Am I cute or what?’

Ashley continued to stare, although she didn’t understand why she should be so amazed. So many things had happened to her in the past week that nothing should have surprised her any more. Still . . . it knew her name. ‘How do you know who I am?’

‘I’ve been watching you,’ Pod admitted. ‘I don’t get to see many human females and I thought you looked like you could use a friend.’ As he said this he was really hoping that the others hadn’t mentioned him too frequently, or even at all. He needed this cub to be susceptible to a little charm and if they’d been bagging him it was going to make things a whole lot more difficult. He’d thought long and hard about how he was going to bring about the capture of one of the cubs and this opportunity might not come his way again. ‘So what are you doing down here? It’s not exactly a nice place for a holiday.’


Ashley hesitated. She’d needed to go to the loo and privacy had been a must. Derry had told her not to go too far and to hurry right back. Ashley had found no difficulty in obeying this request; there was something deeply scary about the Crack, a creeping sense that something nasty lurked just around the corner. The last thing Ashley had expected to see around the corner was a possum. Pod twitched his whiskers at her beguilingly.

‘I hope you won’t be offended, but you look a bit of a mess.’

Ashley flushed. Like she needed some dumb animal to tell her that! Her lack of clean clothing and a decent mirror was too painful to be reminded of. ‘Thanks for that.’

‘Settle down, I’m just making an observation,’ Pod said quickly. ‘Want to tell me what you’re doing down here?’

‘I’m on a . . . quest,’ Ashley muttered, feeling stupid for saying anything so silly.

‘You don’t look like you’re enjoying it much,’ Pod observed.

‘Enjoying it?’ Ashley looked at the possum in disgusted disbelief. ‘Why on earth would I be enjoying it?’

Pod looked at her quizzically. ‘Well, why don’t you just go home then?’

The girl scowled at him. ‘Oh right. I suppose I just need to catch the number 49 bus or something and quick as a flash I’ll be home again. I wish,’ she added forlornly. ‘I really miss my mum and dad.’

Pod waggled his ears at her. ‘I can see you do. So why don’t I show you my secret way? Something that’ll get you home, quick as a wink.’


Ashley stared at the creature doubtfully, hope and uncertainty waging war within. ‘Your secret way? What’s that then?’ Suddenly, she remembered Colin and the others talking about something called the chute and a tingle of excitement raced up her spine. ‘Is it the chute?’

‘My own special circle,’ Pod said softly. ‘It’ll have you home in a second and then you can see your mum, have a bath, get some new clothes . . .’

‘Yes!’ Ashley breathed. Never had she heard anything that sounded so wonderful.

While they’d been speaking, Pod had been casually edging backwards and Ashley had automatically followed. ‘Well then, this is your lucky day,’ Pod said amiably, ‘because there’s a chute circle just around here . . .’

Curious children occasionally have unfortunate things happen to them. Ashley wasn’t in the least bit dim and her brief time as an unwilling adventurer with Colin and Derry had made her a lot more wary than she used to be but even so, she didn’t really have a thought in her head as she followed Pod’s fluffy grey bottom, except to think how excited her mum would be to see her again. When Derry called her name, sounding quite close by, her steps faltered for a moment but she was only going to take a quick look at the chute circle and then she’d call out and tell the gnome what she was doing . . .

Poor Ashley had time to open her mouth but no time to scream after she’d seen the tall, hideously gangly creature with a face like a road map. He was waiting for her, looking for his opportunity and she didn’t get to utter a peep, enclosed in a bubble of silence that had been created especially for Ashley Jane Grubb, hovering on the Nameless One’s fingertips, waiting for release.

[image: image]

‘Friendly, Grieve . . . come with me. I can’t find Ashley,’ Derry snapped, returning to the makeshift camp they’d set up in the mouth of a shallow cave. Colin immediately rose to his feet but Derry shook her head at him. ‘You stay with the wizard. We don’t know what’s happened and we need to know where you are.’

‘But if Ashley’s in trouble I want to help,’ Colin said.

Ashley might be a prize pain at times, but she wasn’t that bad and he felt a little sick at the idea that something terrible might have happened to her. Grieve placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘We know you want to help but Derry’s right, if we all head off to look for her then we might all run into trouble. You and Busternut can be the back-up team.’

‘Maybe you could help me out by packing those pans back into my backpack,’ Friendly suggested. ‘We might need to move on pretty quickly.’

They headed off and Colin watched them disappear. He sat down and picked up the pot that they’d cooked dinner in, pouring a little water from one of the drink bottles and picking up some sand to scour it out, like he’d seen Friendly do a dozen times before, his movements automatic while his mind was busy. ‘She wasn’t supposed to go far,’ he muttered, more to himself than to Busternut, who was regarding him with concern. ‘Maybe she just got lost.’


‘There’s a lot of unpleasant things down here,’ the wizard said mournfully, shaking his head. ‘I’ve come across some very nasty creatures.’

‘You should probably try to say comforting things around about now,’ Colin said, without looking up from his scouring. ‘To make me feel better, you know?’

Busternut hesitated. Being more or less on his own for the past thirteen years had undoubtedly played havoc with his social skills, which hadn’t exactly been abundant to begin with. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, after a moment, ‘I’m sure your friend will be fine.’

Colin looked at Oddfry Busternut. ‘You survived down here, even with the nasty creatures. How did you manage that?’

Busternut sighed. ‘I used magic.’

Colin’s eyes widened. ‘Wow! You must be a really powerful magician!’

‘We-ll . . . I certainly don’t have any problem accessing the flow of universal magic,’ Busternut acknowledged. ‘It’s just that it doesn’t always work out exactly as I plan it. Not that I’ve ever had a plan,’ the wizard added glumly, ‘I’m more of a . . . react now, think later kind of fellow.’

Colin stared at Oddfry Busternut, trying to figure out what that meant but it was too hard, and besides, the boy was too preoccupied by the loss of Ashley to really pursue it. He switched his gaze back down to the pot once more and concentrated on it fiercely, while the rest of his brain focused outwards, listening for the sounds of his friends’ return.

[image: image]


Derry stood very still, her eyes shut, concentrating on something that was both all-pervasive and elusive at the same time. It was not a combination that put the gnome in a good mood. ‘Magic has taken place here in the past few minutes,’ she said quietly.

‘What kind of magic?’ Grieve demanded.

When Derry didn’t immediately answer, the two trolls exchanged a glance. Derry was the best tracker in all of the Uglum Shire. There wasn’t a lot that stumped those sensitive nostrils. ‘Ugh!’ she said after another long minute had passed.

‘Ugh?’ Friendly repeated.

Derry’s yellow eyes shot open. She looked exceedingly grim. ‘This is bad.’

‘Enough of the gloom-ridden soothsayer stuff, already,’ Grieve snapped. Like Friendly and Derry, he felt rotten about losing Ashley. As far as Grieve was concerned, Ashley had been one of his many responsibilities and he had a duty to return her to her parents more or less unscathed. ‘What do you smell?’

‘An old friend.’ Derry was worried enough to overlook the ‘soothsayer’ bit. Normally she would have considered decking the troll for a crack like that. ‘Pod was here and he’s not alone.’

Grieve sucked in a tense breath. Pod-the-traitorous-possum was undoubtedly one of the worst decisions he’d ever made. Grieve had honestly believed the lowlife changeling goblin might prove to be useful on their journey but the only outstanding ability Pod had shown was his ability to put away most of his own body weight in food. Grieve had been forced to acknowledge that, unless they ran into a particularly aggressive field of vegetables, Pod was going to be about as useful as a book on table etiquette would be to an ogre. ‘You said something was with him? Not Bluebell?’

‘N-ooo . . .’ Derry was turning her head this way and that, frowning as she attempted to isolate the peculiar scent that wasn’t quite a scent. ‘He’s teamed up with somebody,’ she said at last. ‘But I’m blowed if I know who – or what – it is. I’m only getting faint trails off the area and yet Ashley has only been gone for ten minutes and I had no trouble tracking her to here.’ She turned her anxious gaze on Grieve. ‘Whatever it is, it’s confounding the scent! We’re going to have to move fast if we’re to pick up anything at all.’

Grieve said a few very rude words. ‘Come on! Let’s go pack up camp. Looks like we’re going to have to move if we want to catch up with our old friend.’

‘I wonder where that witch has gotten to?’ Friendly said, glancing up at the far distant ceiling. ‘We haven’t seen her since she said she’d lead those rock-goblins off. We could use her around about now.’

‘Never rely on a witch for anything. They always have their own agenda,’ Grieve snapped. ‘Come on, you two. Let’s go find Ashley.’
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If Ashley’s former travelling companions had thought that she was packing a bit of an attitude, they would have been awed to see her with Pod and Dus. As soon as they had put some distance between the troll’s party, Dus had released the bubble of silence in which he had enclosed Ashley as it was tiring to maintain. But she soon gave him cause to regret releasing her tongue. If she didn’t shut up he was going to silence her again because, no matter how draining maintaining her silence proved to be, listening to her was a great deal worse.

The compulsion spell that Dus had placed on her had given her no choice but to go with them, her legs carrying her away from the campsite even while her head was suggesting otherwise. But she didn’t go easily.

‘Be quiet!’ Dus said finally, interrupting Ashley’s ten minute marathon rant.

She glared at him. Her initial sight of him had made her go weak at the knees because Dus was quite hideous with his yellow, sagging skin and badly corrugated face. Fear had flooded through her and for one terrible moment everything had gone to black and white, faintness threatening to overwhelm her. It had taken a few moments for the sensation to pass and then her only desire had been to turn and run from the monstrosity that stood before her.

That was when the second unpleasant surprise had hit her. She couldn’t move a muscle.

‘Do not try to escape,’ the creature had said, its voice deep and strangely hollow. ‘You have no choice but to do as I say.’ And he’d immediately proved this by marching her forward like a puppet on a string.

They had been moving ever since, Pod bouncing along chirpily, Dus seeming to glide, his legs (if they existed) hidden beneath the sweeping black robe that he wore and Ashley walking immediately behind them, drawn irresistibly forward. It was her lack of choice in the small matter of where she was going that saw her fear diminish and fury take its place. Now, after twenty minutes in their company, she was just plain mad.

‘Where are we going?’ she demanded through clenched teeth.

‘The Cradle of Beginnings,’ Dus answered, without looking around. He continued to stride ahead on long legs.

‘And how far away is that?’

‘It lies quite close by and yet it is far more distant than anyone could imagine.’

Ashley stared at the creature’s back in frustration. This answering a question with a riddle thing was driving her nuts. ‘Who are you?’ she wailed in a lather of frustration.

‘Can I tell her?’ Pod asked, bouncing up and down like a rubber ball. ‘Can I? Huh?’

Dus gave the possum an enigmatic look. ‘As you will.’

Pod skated around to look at Ashley. ‘He’s one of the Nameless Ones!’

If he’d been expecting jaw-dropping surprise he was disappointed, for Ashley looked unimpressed. ‘And?’

Pod stared at her for a moment, then gave a snort of disgust. Of all the eight races, he had to stumble across the one whose knowledge of the races could be stuck on the back of a postage stamp. ‘The first race, you lame-brain. The progenitors. The Nameless Ones. The Ulural.’ He shot a quick look up at Dus. ‘Can I say that without getting splattered?’


‘All things are possible in Erlendene.’

‘Right.’ Pod looked back at Ashley. ‘You might not realise it, but you’re mixed up in some history-changing events here.’

‘I don’t care,’ Ashley snapped. ‘I want to go back to Derry and Colin.’

‘Speaking of which,’ Pod paused and looked at Dus, ‘you do know that one of those losers back there is a tracker, don’t you? And she’s good.’

‘I have taken steps to conceal our scent,’ Dus replied. ‘Be at ease, possum.’

‘Derry will still find me,’ Ashley told them, although she didn’t have a clue if that was the case. She wasn’t too sure what kind of tracker Derry might be, but she was hoping it was something along the lines of a bloodhound.

‘Don’t get your hopes up, princess.’

‘But I don’t understand!’ Ashley felt tears of mingled rage and self pity form in her eyes. ‘What do you want me for?’

‘You’re going to carry the Shimmer again,’ Pod told her. ‘You’re the . . . uh . . . instrument.’

‘What do you mean, I’m an instrument? Why can’t you just make sense?’

‘You are to place the Shimmer in the Cradle of Beginnings, human. You are the instrument that is going to release my race so that we can take our rightful place in history once more.’

Ashley huffed out a breath. ‘That again. They talked about you back in the valley. If you take over things again, life is going to be absolutely horrid for the rest of us. That witch said that you were going to enslave us all.’ Ashley was fairly hazy as to what ‘enslave’ entailed, but she didn’t think it would have positive consequences for humankind. ‘I don’t want to help you. I don’t want to have anything to do with it.’

‘You have no choice,’ Dus replied indifferently. ‘You will place the stone in the Cradle. That is now your destiny, human.’

‘What happens after that?’ Pod inquired curiously.

Dus shrugged. ‘I have no idea. It is possible the creature that places the stone there will perish instantly. That is why I have no intention of being the one who performs the act.’

Ashley looked horrified. ‘But I could die!’

‘Quite possibly. Now be silent or I will silence you myself.’

The girl said nothing more, but tears slid down her cheeks. Why hadn’t she stayed with Derry and the others? And where were they now? She longed to take a look over her shoulder to see if she could catch a glimpse of a rescue party. They wouldn’t just give up on her, would they? Surely they’d come and save her.
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Bluebell was bleeding in several places, her bedraggled dress had so many tears it was fast approaching the status of rag and her left wing was slightly bent out of shape, but she felt fantastic. With a beatific smile of psychotic satisfaction firmly glued on her face, she watched the last harpy flutter limply off into the distance.


‘And if I’m this incredible now, just imagine how awesome I’m going to be when my magical abilities match my size,’ she commented to the air around her.

The fight had been short, ugly and, for Bluebell’s part, extremely vicious. Leaving the shelter of the roof, she had flown straight for one of the disgusting creatures, swooping down from behind so that the harpy had been taken by surprise, her attention focused on the spot the fairies had disappeared into earlier. Bluebell had opened hostilities by clobbering the creature over the back of the head with one of the heavy statuettes she had found. The harpy had shrieked with pain, spinning dizzily to try and discover what had hit her. As soon as the harpy spotted Bluebell her scream of predatory fury rang out. She leapt at her quarry, deadly talons extended. If the harpy had been on the offensive, however, she soon discovered that Bluebell had cornered the market. The fairy landed several painful hits with her ammunition, all of them connecting with the hideous creature’s unlovely head.

Predictably, Pyro hadn’t fared nearly as well. His harpy had swooped on him immediately and he’d spent most of the aerial fight trying to stay out of the way of anything that might impale him. He’d landed several blows by launching the missiles he’d brought along, but they were more in the nature of lucky hits.

Now he lay curled in an unhappy ball, moaning softly to himself. Despite his best efforts to protect himself, the harpy had seemed set to make a meal of him. It had been Bluebell who had finished the fight. Having satisfactorily brained her own opponent, she had zoomed across to attack the vile creature that looked set on making mincemeat out of her lieutenant.

Pyro was fairly sure he’d suffered a sprained wrist when the harpy had body-slammed him onto the roof and now he nursed his injury close to his body, dizzy with unfamiliar pain.

‘Oooo,’ he croaked. ‘I think I’m dying!’

Bluebell landed with a thump beside him and poked him with the toe of her slipper. ‘Sit up. They’re gone.’

Pyro sat up cautiously, knowing full well that he’d get no sympathy from his fearless leader. He felt his arm carefully and winced. Painful, but he supposed he’d survive.

Bluebell was looking up at the sky, then at the ground below them. ‘We’d better start looking for food again. And maybe somewhere to sleep for a few hours. That lousy troll still hasn’t turned up which means I might have to rethink things sometime soon. But obviously we’ll need to find a place with some shelter for a while. We can’t have things like those harpies taking us by surprise again.’

‘That’s true,’ Pyro smiled weakly. ‘Maybe the troll will turn up later on. This is the only city around so he’s sure to come here, right? I’ll bet he’s been delayed by something nasty like those harpies. If we just wait they’re sure to turn up.’

‘Well, somebody seems to have turned up,’ Bluebell said. Her tone was so strange that Pyro looked at her enquiringly. She was staring at something, so fixedly, her blue eyes narrowed.

Puzzled, Pyro looked in the direction of her stare but he could see nothing. ‘What?’ he asked nervously.


‘I saw Pod,’ she said flatly. ‘The little rodent obviously survived.’

‘Pod?’ Pyro repeated, scanning their surroundings. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Don’t ask stupid questions. Come on.’ Her wings buzzed into life and she rose in the air. ‘Let’s go and see what he’s doing here.’

‘But the food –?’

‘All in good time. If that traitorous little creep hasn’t got a satisfactory explanation as to why he’s here, we’ll spit-roast him.’
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‘Where are they?’ Madam Salamande muttered.

She’d been looking for the troll’s group for hours, her search hampered by the number of things that lurked in this huge, underground world. She’d discovered quite quickly that flying had its hazards when she encountered a pair of repulsive harpies. She’d been forced to land on a roof so she could focus on defending herself, and for a time the dull twilight had been lit up with colourful flashes of lavender and amber from the witch’s spells. When the harpies had finally given up, turning to fly away towards the distant city with their shrieks reverberating on the air, Madam Salamande had climbed wearily down the rocks to the ground, straightening her heavy black dress when she reached solid stone once more.

But the ground held its own threats.

Weaving through a series of narrow pathways, ochre spires of rock towering on either side of her, Salamande froze when she heard a strange, scraping noise from somewhere above her, the sound of nails on stone. A sudden sense of stomach-churning dread made her gasp and she’d looked up, directly into the yellow eyes of a wulf that was hovering about two metres above her. It had crouched low, every muscle tensed to spring and Madam Salamande’s mouth had gone dry at the sight.

There had been no time to think, only to react – and react she had in the same instant the beast had launched itself at her. She’d staggered backwards while flinging a fire spell at the creature. Universal magic had crackled like dry kindling in the narrow gully, sparks flying off the rocks, channelling upwards in a burst of green flames to singe the wulf’s shaggy black coat. The beast had growled, a chilling sound from deep in the back of its throat. Madam Salamande had loosed another volley of flame before fumbling onto her broom and performing the quickest of take-offs, her skirts scraping against the jagged rocks as she shot upwards like a rocket. She’d been very careful in selecting the next place she’d put down, wary of whatever might be around.

Now she was beginning to wonder if her companions had made it or if they had been eaten by something. It seemed entirely possible.

Salamande had hunted around until she’d found what seemed like a relatively secure place before taking a collection of things out of her bag. She’d made a fire and, when the wood had caught properly, had begun to cast various ingredients onto the flames, some of them rather unsavoury. Newt eyes, frog intestines and dragon blood were some of the nicer ones. The flames burned a lurid green-blue. Breathing deeply, Salamande focused all of her concentration on the small bundle of twigs she had bound with black thread. She began to chant softly, fingers moving in the air, producing something the Guild would have taken a very dim view of.

Madam Salamande had her own agenda, one that had nothing to do with the Guild or the return of the Shimmer to the portal. Salamande wanted the Shimmer, oh yes! But, like Bluebell, she had her own plans for the Creation Stone. For centuries the practice of the left arm of magic – also known as the Black Arts – had been banned by the Guild. The left arm drew on universal magic, because all magic originated from the same source, but its rewards were far more tangible. Madam Salamande, along with a few other select visionaries, foresaw a different future for magic and for the ordering of the eight races. For a long time, she and others like her had believed that power should be distributed on a far more select basis, bestowed upon the wizards and witches whose profession it was to make a lifelong study of it. The other races were all very well, but they did not devote their lives to looking into the mysteries. And very few understood what could be achieved – the raw power available – from utilising the darker side of magic. They had far too many prejudices.

But Salamande understood.

When the Guild had been selecting their own rescue team to try to recover the Shimmer, she had been quick to offer her services. Her purpose had been twofold; delay any other attempts to recover the Shimmer and take hold of it herself. No matter that she could not touch it. Like that fool of a troll, she had every intention of using one of the cubs to carry it for her.

She hadn’t counted on becoming separated from the others. When she had offered to distract the rock-goblins she had been trying to foster a better relationship. That cow of a gnome was openly hostile and none of them seemed to trust her, despite the fact that she was supposed to represent the Guild.

Still, she would find them and then she would see her plan through to the end. Her abilities in the darker side of magic, so long disguised, would be more than a match for any of them, for her study of the hidden arts had given her powers that far exceeded most magical practitioners.

After a minute or so, when all was ready, she picked up the bundled twigs and cast them into the flames. The twigs exploded in a shower of multi-coloured sparks. When they cleared something remained, a shadow that seemed to blot out a patch of the light.

Madam Salamande considered it for a moment. ‘Find them for me,’ she instructed the shadow softly and, with a final finger charm to bind the creature of smoke to her, she set it free. It disappeared quickly but she could feel it and, simply by closing her eyes, she could see exactly what it saw.

The witch smiled.

Her creature would find Grievous Pepperpot’s group, she had no doubt. Dark magic had never failed her before. Scooping up some dirt, she dropped it onto the flames and gathered up her things, setting off after her newly created servant.





C H A P T E R     T W E L V E

Derry Takes a Wrong Turn

The group of travellers moved quickly, following an elusive scent that seemed to fade increasingly with every passing moment.

‘This sucks,’ Derry growled when they paused once again so that she could try to pick up the scent.

‘Totally,’ Grieve agreed. ‘Is it still there?’

‘Just. I wish I knew what kind of creature we’re following.’

‘Imagine Pod being down here,’ Colin murmured. ‘I didn’t think I’d ever see him again after Craic Anoo.’

‘I hoped I’d never see him again,’ Derry said through gritted teeth. ‘That goblin is like the proverbial bad penny. I should have known the little rodent would turn up.’

Busternut, hurrying along with them, was trying to keep up with more than just the pace. As a newcomer, he was trying to work out what was going on. ‘Who is this Pod person?’


‘A goblin who was shape shifted into a possum,’ Friendly explained. ‘He’s so low, he’d sell his own mother to a necromancer.’

‘Right,’ Busternut muttered. With his new friends’ current emergency, he hesitated to ask questions but his curiosity was rampant. In all of his thirteen years wandering the Crack, keeping his head down and trying to stay out of trouble, he’d never met another group from the surface. And never in his wildest imaginings had he anticipated encountering one that contained humans, a couple of trolls and a gnome!

It was a good hour before Derry gave up. She stopped abruptly, hands curling into fists of frustration, staring around her. ‘I can’t do it,’ she said flatly. ‘I’ve totally lost direction.’

Grieve hesitated, damping down his urge to tell her to keep trying. He knew Derry. He knew exactly how much she’d been trying. Nothing but a completely cold trail would make her give in. ‘Okay,’ he said, scrubbing his fingers through his wiry hair. ‘Right. Let’s have a think. Where would Pod be taking Ashley? Why would Pod – and whoever is with her – be taking Ashley?’

‘I think I’ve worked that one out,’ Colin said quietly. ‘It’s the Shimmer. Somebody wants her to carry the Shimmer.’

‘But that can’t be right,’ Busternut objected. ‘As I understand the situation, the only one who could have removed the stone from Craic Anoo was one of the Nameless Ones who can touch it at will. They wouldn’t need a human to carry it. No, I think they wanted your friend for quite a different reason.’


Everybody looked at him. ‘Such as?’ Derry demanded.

‘Well, there’s always been a lot of speculation about what would happen if the Shimmer ever made contact with the Cradle of Beginnings.’

‘Why would anyone speculate about that?’ Grieve asked.

‘It’s what wizards and witches do,’ Busternut explained. ‘Speculate. And one of the things that almost everybody agreed would happen if that unfortunate circumstance were to ever come to pass was that there would be an enormous release of energy.’

Everybody thought about this. ‘So . . .’ Friendly muttered.

‘So it seems likely that the Nameless One knows that there might be unfortunate consequences for anybody who lays the Shimmer in the Cradle,’ Busternut continued. ‘He wants somebody else to place themselves in danger.’

Derry cursed softly. It seemed to sum up what most of them were feeling. They all started walking again, making their way grimly through the eerie twilight of this cavernous world.

‘So do you know anything about this Cradle thing?’ Derry demanded of Busternut after a time.

‘A little,’ Busternut admitted. ‘I used to do a lot of work for the historian Grizzell Flubbett. We were loaned the documents relating to the second prophecy when Wizard Flubbett wished to study them for his book on the History of Everything.’

‘Then maybe you can give us an idea of how to get there,’ Derry sighed, ‘because it seems to me that’s where Ashley is heading and without anything to guide us we’re going to be . . . Hang on,’ she stopped abruptly. ‘Is that a chute circle over there?’

Suddenly, all sorts of possibilities opened up before the gnome. Used correctly, a chute circle could transport them anywhere. As a tracker it came in rather useful – it was her favourite mode of travel.

Busternut glanced absently at the distinctive circle of stones. ‘Yes, it is. I must say, under the circumstances it seems remarkable that the Guild only sent such a small group to recover the Shimmer. Not that I doubt your abilities,’ he added hastily, anxious not to offend. ‘I’m sure you’re all very competent. But there are no wizards, no witches –’

‘There is a witch,’ Friendly told him. ‘Madam Salamande accompanied us. We’ve been wondering where she got to. She was with a contingent of witches and wizards that set out to recover the Shimmer but Salamande was the only one who joined us. We said goodbye to them back in Craic Anoo. It seems that fate decrees that it’s us who gets the Shimmer back.’

‘But what’s a chute circle doing down here?’ Derry demanded, pursuing her own line of enquiry. She felt a tingling in her toes and fingers and had a sudden urge to step into the ring of smooth, flat stones. Apart from the fact that these portal markers were a peculiar greenish colour and the circle was considerably bigger than you’d find on the surface, it looked just like any other chute circle she had ever seen.

‘Still, to send so small a group,’ Busternut marvelled, ‘you must be incredibly powerful to have the confidence of the Guild!’

Before anybody could comment on this patently ridiculous statement, Derry seized Busternut’s shoulder, swinging the startled magician around. ‘Why didn’t you tell me there were chute circles down here?!’

Busternut blinked at her in mild alarm. ‘I didn’t realise you’d want to know.’

‘Where does it go?’ the gnome demanded. Maybe they didn’t have to hoof it all over the Crack after all. If she could work the chutes down here then there might be a possibility of finding this Cradle in record time and getting out of there with their skins still intact.

‘They go all over the place,’ Busternut told her uncomfortably. ‘I mean, all over the place. Best not to use them, really.’

Grieve was looking at Derry uneasily. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘I’m thinking that we might be able to move more easily around the Crack than I’d been anticipating,’ she said, unable to hide her excitement. ‘This could be important, Grieve.’

‘Right,’ the troll sighed. He hated chute circles but if Derry believed that they might help them navigate the mess they were in, then maybe now would not be the time to tell her that he’d prefer to have all the teeth pulled out of his head rather than be sucked into the nauseous vortex of anti-reality. It just didn’t seem to be the team-player thing to do.

‘Right?’ Derry repeated. ‘What does “right” mean?’


‘It means that if it will help to get Ashley back then we have to use them,’ Grieve replied grimly.

‘Just like that? No list of gripes about how they make you feel all queasy inside?’ she demanded.

Grieve rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t make a production out of it, gnome!’

Derry turned her attention to the chute circle once more, approaching it carefully. It looked to those watching her like she was sniffing the air, as if trying to pick up an elusive scent. Colin and Grieve exchanged a look. ‘Are they safe?’ Colin whispered.

Grieve hesitated, knowing he possibly wasn’t the best person to ask about the chutes. The very idea of being transported – almost instantly – from one location to another made him feel like he might heave, never mind actually doing it. ‘People use them all the time,’ he admitted grudgingly. ‘I’ve never heard of anybody actually dying when they use them.’

Colin’s lips twitched at the expression on Grieve’s face. ‘And a human can use them?’

‘Absolutely.’ It was Friendly who reassured Colin on that point. He was staring at Derry who had circled the chute several times. ‘I suppose she knows what she’s doing. I mean, she’s a tracker. Right?’

‘Right,’ Grieve agreed, deadpan.

‘I reckon I can do this,’ Derry said after a moment. ‘I reckon I can move us from one place to another.’ She stepped into the stone circle and looked at the others. ‘Would everybody agree, at this stage, that our first priority is finding Ashley?’


‘Absolutely,’ Friendly agreed. ‘If Busternut is right, she’s in real danger.’

‘Then these chute circles might just be the way to do it. We could trek all over this place for a month of Sundays and never bump into her. It’s huge down here and the Nameless One seems to have disguised their scent so I can’t depend on my tracking abilities.’

‘So you think that the chute will let us find her more quickly?’ Colin said hopefully.

‘Not Ashley, no. But it might help us find the Cradle. We know where she’s going. We just have to make sure we get there before she does.’

Grieve, Friendly, Colin and Busternut all regarded her with varying degrees of uncertainty. ‘Are you sure about this?’ Grieve demanded.

Derry stuck her hands on her hips. ‘Look, I’m good at chutes. It’s what I do. And this one smells pretty much like any other chute I’ve ever used so we’re going to try. Any objections?’

Grieve could think of about twenty off the top of his head but Colin had never been in a chute and he had to admit to feeling both scared and excited. ‘You’re sure it’s not going to turn my insides out?’ the boy demanded. ‘I mean, I’m human. No magic.’

Derry gave him a reassuring grin. ‘Just because you don’t have any magic doesn’t mean you can’t channel it through you. Just hold on to me and you’ll be fine.’ She paused, glancing at Busternut who was looking really unhappy with the proceedings. ‘Well?’

‘You’re . . . ah . . . good at this, then?’ the wizard said.


‘I am. I’m a tracker. We use chutes all the time. We even use offshoots of the chutes. Right now, I think we’ll just use a basic finger charm. No need to get too ambitious.’

Busternut didn’t move. ‘I think I need to tell you something.’

Derry sighed. ‘Well?’

‘The thing is, my magic works in a very peculiar manner. When I’ve tried to use the chute before, odd things have resulted.’

‘Odd? What’s that supposed to mean?’ the gnome demanded.

‘I never end up where I expect to,’ Busternut told her unhappily. ‘My magic always works in reverse, so I daresay that’s where I go wrong.’

‘In reverse?’ Colin repeated, puzzled. ‘How’s that?’

Busternut hesitated. ‘Well, take a fire spell, for example. When I try to do a fire spell the wood goes damp. Sometimes it even rains. Once I was included in a wizards’ collective. We went to Dorking Fry to put on a surprise fireworks display for Madam Cabriolotta’s four hundredth birthday celebration. It was supposed to be huge; a gala event.’

‘Well?’ Derry demanded. ‘What happened?’

‘I was supposed to help with the dragon creations. It was a perfectly clear night, not a cloud to be seen. But when I began to weave the spell the wind started up. Within a minute the sky over the party – just over the party, you understand – was filled with boiling black rainclouds. Really big rainclouds. The sky opened up and dumped bucketloads on everybody. Madam Cabriolotta caught a cold and had to take to her bed for a week,’ he added gloomily.

‘Well, maybe it wasn’t you,’ Friendly suggested. ‘I mean, if there was a lot of wizards there –’

‘Oh, it was me all right. My uncle got me the job because he thought I needed a bit of field experience, something to help me untangle my magical abilities, so to speak.’ Busternut gave them a wan smile. ‘To be honest, I think the expedition I was sent on was a last-ditch effort to get my talents happening. Or to get rid of me. I suspect I was becoming a bit of an embarrassment to the family.’

‘Well that’s not fair,’ Colin objected. It’s not your fault your – uh – talents are all tangled up. It’s like picking on somebody for having dyslexia or . . . or a stutter.’

‘While I agree, what I really need to know is can you manage a simple chute charm?’ Derry enquired wearily.

‘I’m not awfully sure. I mean, I’ve used the chutes before,’ the wizard looked apologetic, ‘but they rarely work out well for me.’

‘So, cutting to the chase, your magic mucks up the spell. Is that right?’ Derry inquired.

‘Correct.’

‘Well you’ll simply have to tag along on my charm.’ When the wizard continued to hesitate, she added, ‘Unless you’d prefer to stay here –’

‘Oh no! I’m more than happy to go along with the Guild’s chosen representatives,’ Busternut said hastily.

‘Well, now that we’ve got that sorted, go and grab hold of Friendly. We’re all going to do this together.’

‘Aren’t we forgetting something?’ Grieve demanded.


Derry frowned. ‘What?’

‘Madam Salamande. If we go through the chute she’s got no way of knowing where we are.’

Derry shrugged. ‘I’m good with that. She can make her own way to the Cradle. If you believe everything she says, she’s more than capable.’

‘True.’ Grieve looked around at the small group. ‘Anyone have a problem with leaving Madam S to her own devices?’

Nobody had. ‘Right,’ Derry said briskly, ‘everybody know the correct finger charm?’

Friendly raised an eyebrow at her. ‘And that would be?’

Derry pondered for a moment. ‘It’s a generic one. You remember when you were at school, the charm they taught you to move distances, not place?’

Friendly pursed his lips. ‘We’re going distances?’

‘Yup. We’ll play it safe.’ Derry scratched her nose, thinking. ‘If we move about a kilometre to sort of test it out then we’ll know we’re on the right track. If that goes okay, we can think about getting a bit more ambitious. If the chutes are fairly frequent down here, we shouldn’t have any trouble popping up in the one nearest to us.’

‘Oh, there’s plenty of them, all right,’ Busternut interjected glumly. ‘They’re all over the place.’ He didn’t seem too happy about it.

‘A kilometre,’ Grieve muttered. ‘Sounds survivable.’

‘Come on, Busternut! Don’t just hang about there,’ Derry said impatiently. ‘Just hold onto Friendly’s back and we can be off. Colin, you come stand with me.’


The wizard looked relieved, moving into the chute circle smartly. ‘Great!’

Colin went to stand in the reassuring warmth of Derry’s arms. For some reason the gnome smelt vaguely of cinnamon and fresh air, scents that couldn’t really be summed up in so many words but just were, clean and solid.

Busternut stood behind Derry. ‘Um . . . the chutes down here . . .’ he began, rather diffidently.

‘Well?’ Derry said, already mentally going through the charm she was about to wiggle out of her fingers.

‘They go places,’ Busternut said, adding in a rush, ‘places you don’t expect. I mean, you’re obviously really well trained in magic or else you wouldn’t be here, and I expect it won’t be a problem for you but . . . but I just thought I’d mention that the chutes really don’t work as you’d expect them to.’

‘Oh for the four heavens’ sake,’ Derry muttered, and began to weave her fingers into an intricate pattern.

Friendly and Grieve did the same and Colin shut his eyes because Grieve had mentioned that leaving them open when you passed through the chute gave you a serious case of the heaves afterwards. He pressed his face into the semi-yielding solidarity of Derry’s sleeveless vest while the ground seemed to shift beneath his feet in the strangest way. For a moment it was as if he was suspended in absolutely nothing, his body dangling in the air – but it was only for a moment. Then he was moving, plunging, diving through something that simply couldn’t be described. He felt hollow inside, like he would on a roller-coaster, and there was a curious sensation of pressure in his ears.

It all happened in a long, drawn-out moment and then it was over. Suddenly there was solid ground beneath his feet again and he felt much as he always did. He raised his face from Derry’s vest but didn’t open his eyes, just in case. ‘Are we there yet?’

‘What the . . . ?’ Derry sounded strange, her voice half-strangled.

Colin opened his eyes to discover that the world had changed in a quite radical way. The strange, eerie twilight of the massive cavern had disappeared and now they stood in a garden, exquisitely green and formal. The chute circle lay on a stone terrace around which stood statues, tall and beautiful, although it was a terrible kind of beauty, not the sort that you could happily admire from close up because then they were a bit too real for comfort. The statues stood like sentinels and all of the group could feel a watchfulness about them. It wasn’t at all nice.

‘Not good,’ Busternut sighed, after a long, confused moment while they tried to take things in. ‘Not good at all.’

‘But . . . where are we? This can’t be only a kilometre from where we were,’ Derry protested.

‘No. It’s quite a lot further than that,’ Busternut agreed.

‘You know this place?’ Friendly asked, looking around him nervously.

‘Oh yes, I’ve been here before. And I’m sorry to say that we’re probably in a lot of trouble.’





C H A P T E R     T H I R T E E N

Attack of the Ghastly Guardians

‘I feel like their eyes are following me,’ Colin muttered, as they slowly paced around the smooth, pearlescent tiles that made up the broad expanse of terrace they’d materialised on.

‘I believe they are,’ Busternut murmured. They appeared to be stranded, the chute circle that had brought them here now was utterly unresponsive. It seemed more and more as if they’d taken a one-way ride. No matter how many times Derry tried to wiggle them out of there, their surroundings remained stubbornly the same. ‘They’re some kind of guardians.’

‘Of what?’ Derry demanded.

Busternut shrugged. ‘My guess is, whatever that thing is in there,’ he said, nodding towards what lay spread out beyond the terrace. ‘To be honest, last time I didn’t have the opportunity to stay here long enough to find out.’


‘Yes, but somehow you managed to leave.’

Busternut’s inability to explain how he’d escaped this place was driving the gnome nuts. Unfortunately, his only memory of his previous visit to this place was hazy.

Directly in front of them, ten wide stairs descended onto a blanket of green lawn, which in turn led to an extraordinary sight. Stretched out before them, as far as the eye could see, was an enormous stone maze. Its pale, tawny walls seemed to go on forever with the endless avenues twisting this way and that in a complex succession of pathways. The stone was etched with a intricate pattern of indecipherable symbols. Away in the distance they could see something poking up above the tops of the walls; a structure of some kind. A golden luminescence radiated from it, staining the air with colour.

Grieve surveyed the great stone avenues and shook his head. ‘Hands up who doesn’t want to go into that little lot,’ he muttered, much to Colin’s relief. The maze looked ancient and awesome and, while it didn’t exude any particular kind of malevolence, he could sense an agelessness that made him decidedly nervous.

Friendly, sitting cross-legged on the tiled floor, was a picture of domesticity and appeared completely out of place in the strange, cold grandeur of his surroundings. He was making the most of the quiet to organise food because, even though they’d only eaten some hours before, he was hungry again. So were his companions. Curiosity about their surroundings aside, they found themselves gravitating towards the fire and the scent of Friendly’s cookpot. ‘The food situation is pretty good,’ he observed cheerfully. ‘We’ve got enough ingredients for at least another three days’ worth of meals. And the dwarvish flatbread is keeping well.’

‘Like cockroaches, dwarvish flatbread will outlast us all,’ Derry observed.

If the atmosphere back in the cavern had been a little tense, the atmosphere in this place could have been cut with a knife. It was, Grieve reflected uneasily, the sense of waiting that seemed to permeate the very air itself.

They ate in silence, their eyes continually straying back to the statues. The prickling sensation of being watched refused to go away. There were four statues, spaced evenly around the terrace. Each was vaguely humanoid in shape, but taller and more slender than a real human. Alabaster white, they rose up almost three metres in height and all four appeared to be on the brink of movement, as if they were moments away from stepping down from their heavy stone pedestals. All four were dressed in long gowns or robes. Their faces were vague, as if the sculptor hadn’t finished them off properly.

‘Who do you think made them? They look . . . they look kind of like mannequins or something. Like someone was trying to figure out how people were meant to look but hadn’t quite got it right,’ Colin said quietly. The lack of proper faces was disturbing; something encountered in a nightmare.

Busternut grimaced. ‘Perhaps you’re right. This place is unimaginably old, so old that it’s entirely possible the guardians they created were prototypes as to how people were supposed to look.’


‘Certain people, maybe,’ Derry grunted, mopping up the gravy with her bread. ‘Not gnomes or trolls or any of the other races.’

‘True,’ Busternut agreed.

After they’d finished, Colin rose to his feet and walked across to peer down at the extraordinary maze, wondering what kind of creatures would have designed something like that?

‘Don’t go too far, Colin,’ Grieve said from behind him.

But there was no danger of that; Colin’s curiosity fell well short of exploring such an alien landscape. Despite the fact that the sky overhead was an almost dazzling blue, he still felt as if they were enclosed in some kind of inner world. He had no sense of being out of doors. It was almost as if this place was another underground cavern of vast proportions, completely sheltered from anything as boringly normal as Hag’s End, or even Grumble.

Colin blinked. He’d never felt so far from home and a sense of desolation rose up within him as he thought of his dad. He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to find Friendly standing there.

‘Worried?’ the troll murmured.

Colin was always amazed that a troll’s face, which was so very different from a human’s, could be so understanding. Pointed tufted ears and eyes like shiny black marbles shouldn’t be so comforting. The boy smiled.

‘A bit.’

‘Me too. We’re an awfully long way from Grumble.’


‘Just what I was thinking. I wonder where Ashley is,’ Colin sighed. ‘You know, I think she was getting better.’

‘Definitely,’ Friendly agreed. ‘She was coming along nicely. Before too long she’d have been cracking jokes.’

Colin laughed. ‘Yeah, right!’ He sobered abruptly. ‘I hope she’s all right, Friendly. I’m really worried about her.’

‘She will be. Whatever’s taken her wants her to put the Shimmer into the Cradle. They’re not going to hurt her.’

‘Right,’ Colin agreed, relieved to hear Friendly say the words, even though he’d more or less been thinking the same thing himself. Ashley would be fine; they just had to find her. They walked across to stand at the top of the stairs, eyeing the complex network of stone corridors that, even from where they were standing, twisted this way and that.

‘I wonder what’s in the middle?’ Friendly mused.

Colin was staring at the maze, eyes troubled, wondering what came next. What if they couldn’t get the chute circle to work? Would they be forced to explore this place, searching for an exit sign? He sighed and sat down on the top step of the stairs.

This turned out to be a big mistake. There came a sound, as if a wind had started up some distance away but was heading towards them. The very air around them seemed to become brittle while close by came a very loud crack. Bewildered, Colin and Friendly half-turned before Grieve’s panicked voice rang out like a whiplash.

‘The statues! Colin, Friendly, get back here now!’


Colin lurched to his feet and turned, his eyes widening incredulously because . . . the statues had come to life. No, he realised quickly, not the statues themselves, because the tall, alabaster figures remained where they were. However, something inside the statues had come to life and were now standing beside them – tall, frightening apparitions dressed from head to toe in black. Colin’s mind grappled to find a way to describe them and finally spat out the word ghost. He could see right through them and yet they were strangely dense, evil shadows whose midnight robes seemed to absorb the light. One thing they had in common with the stone figures that had spawned them, however . . . their misty faces were just as unfinished. On the statues it had been disturbing. On these shadowy ghosts it was downright terrifying.

For a moment the four figures stood quite still as they surveyed the intruders.

Then they moved with incredible speed.

Friendly reached behind him and seized Colin’s arm as he stumbled towards the others. Busternut took a few hesitant paces forward, his face registering alarmed dismay, and raised his shaking hands. ‘Oh dear, oh dear . . . I really hoped this wouldn’t happen again. Quick, get behind me and I’ll try to hold them back with a spell,’ he quavered.

Colin glanced around, trying to see where the ghost statues were and let out a startled yell as one swooped past him. Flew past him . . . Oh great, they could fly, he thought hysterically, then chastised himself because of course ghosts could fly! He flung himself at Grieve and Derry just as Busternut’s spell whooshed from his fingers. Derry and Grieve were standing back to back, swinging their packs like bludgeons at two of the guardians who were taking turns to dive at them and Friendly snatched up another of the packs and joined in. Fortunately, even though the creatures looked like ghosts, they were substantial enough to belt with something because a well-placed blow from Friendly turned one of the swooping figures away. Colin turned to see if Busternut’s spell had improved the situation and was startled by a loud clap of thunder that made his ears ring.

‘Thunder?’ Derry yelled incredulously. ‘What are you trying to do? Deafen them?’

‘I was trying for lightning!’

‘Well keep trying!’

The two ghost-guardians continued to dive at the small, uneven circle of defenders. Colin grabbed a pack and, like his three friends, wrapped his hand around a strap and started swinging wildly at their attackers. In a coordinated effort, the two ghosts descended at the same time, keening as they hurled themselves at Derry, Friendly and Grieve, who met the attack grimly, swinging their makeshift cudgels so that they connected with the ghosts’ faces with satisfying simultaneous thwacks. It didn’t appear to hurt them any but the creatures let out spine-tingling shrieks and veered off in different directions, zooming up into the air again where they hovered menacingly.

Grieve shook his head. ‘Keep whopping them. I’m going to try to make some kind of shield for us.’


Busternut was halfway through his next incantation when two guardians swept down behind him and, hooking long talons into his robe, lifted him into the air. The wizard let out a panic-stricken squeal as the ground receded away.

The two creatures soared upwards with Busternut dangling helplessly between them. Colin stared up at the rapidly diminishing figure in horror. Before the wizard had disappeared entirely, however, the guardians released him and he hurtled back towards earth, robe flying around him like a black crow in a nosedive.

‘He’ll conjure something to break his fall,’ Friendly gasped, belting another ghost on the side of its head, so that it changed course abruptly. Colin glanced at Grieve but the troll’s eyes were shut and he was mumbling something rapidly beneath his breath while his fingers danced in a complex series of patterns. The second guardian was diving at Derry, who was a little late with her defence. She gasped as one razor-like talon sliced through the tough material of her jerkin, slipping through to pierce the skin beneath. It was a glancing blow that didn’t penetrate too deeply but a shaft of numbing cold gripped her with such ferocious intensity that the gnome sucked in a quick, shocked breath, swearing as she feinted to the left and slammed the heavy pack into the creature’s face with as much force as she could manage. It shuddered beneath the blow and once again let out a blood-curdling cry, a hideous screech that raised great clumps of goosebumps on Colin’s skin.

Colin turned his eyes back to the plummeting wizard. By now, they’d seen a sample of Busternut’s magical abilities and the boy wasn’t at all confident that he could get himself out of trouble. Suddenly, a small two-wheel cart appeared from out of nowhere, its shafts resting on the ground. It took a moment for Colin to realise that it was a haycart. It took a moment longer for him to realise that it didn’t contain any hay.

Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the haycart popped out of sight and in its place appeared a giant blacksmith’s anvil, which flickered into a bed of nails, which, in turn, transformed into an enormous boulder. ‘Oh no!’

Colin couldn’t look. He closed his eyes and turned his head away, unable to stand the sight of poor Busternut being busted over a rock. There was a sudden, unexpected noise, the sound of cracking and rustling and the boy’s eyes flew open again. He gaped at the extraordinary sight in front of him. The rock was gone and in its place was a tree, a large, bushy tree with spreading boughs covered with glossy green leaves. At the base of the tree, his dreadlocks full of twiglets, sat Busternut leaning heavily against the trunk and wearing an expression of wild-eyed hysteria.

‘Wow!’ Colin breathed. ‘That was awesome!’

‘That was tragic,’ Derry replied breathlessly. ‘I’ve never seen a more messed up bunch of magic in my life, although I’ve got to say, old Busternut over there has got an awful lot of potential. Grieve, how’s that shield coming along? Because frankly, my arm feels like it’s about to fall off!’

‘Grab my hands,’ Grieve gasped.

Friendly and Derry immediately dropped their backpacks and snatched a hand each. Colin gasped as a silvery dome suddenly shimmered into life over their heads. It wavered for a moment, but seemed to solidify when Derry and Friendly added their collective magical weight behind it.

‘Nice one,’ Friendly muttered. ‘Now what?’

‘I wish I knew.’ Grieve sounded strained. ‘Throwing this over the lot of us isn’t exactly easy to maintain. We’ll have to think of something fast!’

‘Let’s try the chute again,’ Derry suggested. ‘Maybe I can get it to work this time.’ It was a long shot and they all knew it, but it was the best they could do.

Like a group of scuttling crabs, the four of them scrambled sideways towards the chute circle. ‘What about Busternut?’ Colin demanded.

Derry glanced across at the wizard. He’d left the tree where it was and was crouched beneath it, hurling all manner of bizarre apparitions at their attackers from the sheltering protection of its branches, although what he was trying to achieve was hard to imagine. At a wave of his highly eccentric fingers, several small grey clouds had formed and rain was falling briskly on the luckless wizard’s head.

‘Fire,’ Derry muttered. The next moment, small grey mice appeared in plague proportions and proceeded to run everywhere, up the tree and over the startled wizard. ‘Hmm,’ the gnome murmured, ‘I’m guessing he tried for a tiger or a lion of some sort.’

There came a rattling shower of small white pellets, dropping out of nowhere and bouncing on the hard stone terrace. Colin bent to pick one up. He sniffed at it before slipping it into his mouth. ‘Peppermint drops!’

Derry hesitated, but she couldn’t think of anything that would have resulted in peppermint drops. Grieve’s face was screwed up tight in an effort to keep their shield in place. Strangely, since they’d entered the chute circle the guardians seemed to have lost interest in them. Instead, all four had focused on the hapless wizard.

‘Uh, Grieve, I think you can release the spell now,’ Derry said, staring at Busternut.

Grieve cracked open an eye. ‘Why?’ he panted. ‘Have you figured out a way to get us out of here?’

‘Not exactly. But those things don’t seem to like the chute very much. Either that, or they’re so annoyed with Busternut that they’ve decided to finish him off once and for all. Maybe they don’t fancy peppermint drops.’

With a shudder of relief, Grieve released the spell. The shield above them evaporated. ‘Huh?’

‘I’ve been watching Busternut over there; he’s a one-man band!’ Derry raised her voice. ‘Oy, Busternut. I think you’d better come over here.’

Busternut glanced across at them, his round face wearing an expression of almost comical alarm. He rose awkwardly to his feet and prepared to break cover. ‘Hang on,’ he yelled, ‘I’ll try to throw out a spell to give me some cover.’

‘Heavens help us,’ Derry murmured.

They watched the wizard make a mighty effort. He seemed to swell as he drew his arms back before launching a spell that sizzled green flame from his fingertips. It began to snow.

‘Bloody hell,’ Grieve breathed, watching the wizard stumble upright and run through the flurries towards them.

‘He was probably trying for a wall of flame,’ Derry observed, moving a little to one side to make room for Busternut, who landed at her feet in a confused tangle of arms and legs.

The guardian that was immediately behind the wizard was almost upon him and had no time to pull up. Instead it hurled into the chute circle behind Busternut. The sound the creature made changed from predatory shriek to one of alarm. It plummeted into the circle head first, scattering Grieve, Colin, Derry and Friendly. Busternut rolled to one side and buried his face in his arms. Rather than attacking the terrified wizard, however, the most extraordinary thing happened. The shadowy black figure seemed to be seized by some invisible force. Suddenly, the guardian began to spin around and around, so fast that it became a black blur. Faster and faster it went, spinning around and around until, abruptly, it disappeared altogether, to all appearances sucked out of sight.

There was a stunned pause. ‘Quick!’ Grieve snapped. ‘Everybody back in the circle.’

The four of them sprinted back into the protection of the stones. ‘That was excellent,’ Colin said in awe. ‘It got sucked away exactly like water down a drain. The same swirly motion and everything.’


At least now they knew why the guardians were shy about approaching the chute circle.

Busternut raised his head. ‘I’m not dead. Amazing! That,’ he groaned, sitting up, ‘was really unpleasant. Where did it go?’

‘We’re not sure.’ Derry shook her head at him. ‘What was with those spells you were letting off? You’re a circus just looking for a tent to perform in.’

‘I told you I wasn’t very good,’ Busternut said sadly.

Derry glanced at him incredulously. ‘You have got to be kidding! You’ve got more magical ability than Marvello on a good day. You just don’t seem to be able to control it,’ she added, with a shake of the head. She slapped Friendly on the shoulder. ‘Everybody in one piece then?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Friendly said ruefully, rubbing at his aching arm. ‘I haven’t checked all my pieces yet. It looks like we’ve got a way of dealing with those creatures though.’

The five of them sat in the protection of the chute and watched the guardians swoop and circle above them. It was obvious that the creatures were unwilling to approach the stone circle and, having seen what happened to their companion, none of Grieve’s group were at all surprised. The remaining guardians continued to hover, clearly frustrated, periodically rending the air with ear-battering screams.

‘They sound a tad tetchy, don’t they?’ Derry said musingly.

‘So, who’s going to be the first one to offer to be a decoy?’ Grieve demanded.


Colin rose to his feet. ‘I reckon I could do that.’

‘Forget it,’ Grieve told him firmly.

‘I’ll go,’ Friendly said. He looked at his brother. ‘I’ll run really close to the circle. All you have to do is grab it as it goes by.’

‘Cream-puff, trust us,’ Derry grinned. Now that there was a tangible solution to the guardians, she was far more cheerful. ‘Would we get you torn limb from limb?’

Friendly rolled his eyes, then took off at a dead run, just as fast as he could, heading towards Busternut’s tree. He heard a series of terrifying shrieks from above but didn’t look up. ‘There’s one coming at you, Friendly,’ Grieve bellowed urgently. ‘When I tell you to, turn around and head back.’

Friendly nodded. He knew exactly what was needed. It all came down to timing. These things were fast so there wasn’t going to be any room for error.

‘Turn now, Friendly!’ his brother yelled and the troll wheeled around and sprinted back towards the chute. It was a frightening couple of seconds. Friendly could hear the flapping of the creature’s robe and was sure he could feel a breeze against the back of his neck. Instead of heading into the chute circle he sped to the left of it, just far enough away, with any luck, to entice the ghost-guardian close enough to the circle for Friendly and Derry to grab hold of it on the way past. Friendly put his head down and ran as fast as he could. There was a confused jumble of voices. Friendly turned around. Inside the circle there was no sign of the guardian, just four happy looking travellers.


Friendly hurried back. ‘Did it happen again?’

Colin nodded. ‘Straight through the floor on spin cycle!’

Friendly blew out a breath. ‘Excellent!’

They all looked up at the two that were flying back and forth above them. ‘Okay then,’ Grieve observed softly. ‘Let’s see who’s going to be next . . .’





C H A P T E R     F O U R T E E N

When Old Friends Meet . . .

Pod felt pleasantly fat for the first time in days. He rolled onto his back and belched, a good trick for a possum as they weren’t really a belching kind of animal. Ashley regarded him in much the same way as she’d regard a pile of fresh cow droppings. ‘You’re disgusting!’

‘Thanks. I try.’

‘You ate practically everything on the table,’ she shook her head incredulously. ‘Where on earth did you stick it all?’

Pod opened a lazy dark eye and regarded her through the benevolent haze of a superabundant belly. ‘I have hidden depths. If there’s food around, I can find a home for it.’ The possum gave a delicate yawn, displaying sharp little white teeth. ‘I wish Dus would get back here. I need a nap.’

They had reached the empty, haunted city of Erlendene half an hour earlier and Ashley had been more than happy to sit down and rest in one of the empty rooms. At Pod’s prompting, Dus had created a meal for them of quite sumptuous proportions. At first, Ashley had refused to eat but there was only so long a girl could say no to roast chicken and apple pie, especially when she hadn’t eaten in a while. Not that she’d put away even a tenth of what Pod had managed. The creature was a bottomless pit.

Dus had left Pod in charge of Ashley, disappearing on his own mysterious errand. Ashley was still in thrall, however, unable to move the lower part of her body. It was the most peculiar sensation – as if she didn’t exist from the hips down.

‘Where did he go, anyway?’ she asked fretfully.

‘Dunno. Probably looking for the right road to take us to the Cradle of Beginnings.’

Ashley stared at the rotund body of the possum, spread across the table like a furry centrepiece. ‘Why are you doing this? Why are you helping that ugly thing?’

‘Because that ugly thing is going to be the most powerful being on the planets in the not too distant future,’ Pod said, without looking up. ‘He’s one of the Ulural, which is the first race to you ignorant humans. And when you pop the Shimmer back in the Cradle thingy, all of the power that he used to have will come flooding back. If I were you,’ Pod added, opening a sleepy dark eye to stare at her, ‘I’d be nice to him.’

‘I don’t want to be nice to him,’ she retorted. ‘He’s going to take over the world and make slaves out of everybody.’

‘Which is why now would be a good time to suck up to him. If you play your cards right, maybe you could save the little people you care about from a lifetime of waiting tables.’

Ashley remained silent, staring down at the remains of her meal, trying very hard not to cry.

Pod caught a sudden, unpleasantly familiar scent and sat up abruptly. ‘Oh! Oh no!’ he said in trepidation.

Jolted out of her miserable abstraction, the girl stared at him. ‘What?’

He didn’t reply. Instead he stood up and stared about him nervously. ‘Surely I couldn’t be that unlucky . . .’

Suddenly a pair of hands seized him roughly from behind and he gave a squeal of terror. Without any warning, he found himself upside down, held aloft by his tail. ‘Of course you could be that unlucky,’ a much hated voice said in his ear. ‘Let’s face it, if you were unlucky enough to get changed into a possum, anything could happen. And I think perhaps it will!’ With which Bluebell slammed Pod down onto the table-top so hard his teeth rattled.

‘Let me up, let me up,’ he chittered, terrified. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Enjoying myself. I’ve had a rough couple of days, possum, and I feel like taking it out on somebody.’ The fairy glanced at Ashley who sat rooted to her seat, unable to move, too petrified to make a peep. Bluebell gave her a nasty smile. ‘Don’t go anywhere, Grubb. You’re next!’

‘You can’t do this,’ Pod squeaked. ‘I’m not alone.’

‘No, you’re with a pathetic human,’ Bluebell agreed. ‘Don’t think I’m not happy to see her, let me tell you. She’s definitely on my list of things to do. But first . . . where is the Shimmer?’ She was looming over the wretched marsupial, all six foot of her, and she looked seriously scary. Picking up a stone plate, Bluebell cracked in on the side of the table, breaking it in two. She held one piece to Pod’s furry neck. ‘Talk, you little rodent.’

Pyro had sidled forward. As entertaining as the scene unfolding before him was, all he was really fixated on was the food that remained on the table. Dus had provided in abundance and Pod had been unable to finish off all of it. His hand shot out and grabbed a piece of chicken which he proceeded to devour in record time.

Pod’s round brown eyes bulged up at Bluebell. ‘You’ll be sorry if you don’t let go of me.’

‘I won’t, you know,’ Bluebell objected. ‘I plan on carving you up like a barbequed butterfly. Now then, where’s the Shimmer?’

‘I haven’t got it –’

‘Well of course you haven’t got it. Idiot goblins can’t carry it, even if they are masquerading as possums. Does she have it?’ Bluebell raised her clear blue eyes and looked at Ashley.

The girl found her voice in a rush. ‘I haven’t got it! The N-Nameless One has. He wants me to carry it to some Cradle thingy.’ Ashley’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Please, Bluebell . . . won’t you help me?’

The fairy continued to hold Pod down, but she was frowning. ‘What cradle? What are you talking about?’

‘The Cradle of Beginnings.’ A voice spoke, rusted with time. ‘Release my servant, fairy.’

Bluebell looked up quickly and stared at Dus, her eyes narrowing. ‘Is it you?’ she said incredulously.


Dus inclined his head. Bluebell straightened, releasing Pod in the process and the possum shot up and backed away rapidly, breathing fast. ‘You are one nasty cow,’ he hissed, smoothing his ruffled fur with slightly hysterical paws.

‘Well, well, well,’ Bluebell considered the Nameless One before her, ‘if it isn’t the Old One from back in the forest.’ Her eyes ran over him derisively and she jerked her chin towards one of the smaller frescoes that decorated the room, depicting the Nameless Ones in party mode, and smirked. ‘You must have paid those engravers an awful lot of gold to make you look like that. You look like a bag of washing that’s been hung out on the line to dry.’

‘You’re not exactly looking your best either,’ Dus observed.

It was true that Bluebell’s appearance was hardly pristine. Her satin dress looked like it had been through a shredder, she had one black (but still quite lovely) eye and her glorious mass of golden hair gave the suggestion that a family of woodland animals had taken up residence in it.

‘Nice shiner,’ Pod glowered.

‘This?’ Bluebell touched her eye. ‘I had a fight with a couple of harpies. Guess who won?’

‘Wow, who’d imagine that you could run into relatives all the way down here,’ the possum muttered.

Bluebell was looking at Dus. ‘So you’re a Nameless One. Hardly impressive.’

‘My appearance is deceptive. This body is not my true form.’


‘Sure it isn’t,’ Bluebell said disbelievingly. ‘And Queen Titania doesn’t use sparrow eggwhite to lighten up that “naturally blonde” hair of hers. I think you’ve got something that belongs to me, Grandpa.’

The Nameless One stared at her. ‘I think not.’

‘Oh yes you do. The Shimmer. I went through four hells to get my hands on that and now I want it back.’

Dus gave a small smile and reached into his pocket. ‘You wish to see the Shimmer? Certainly, I have it right –’

‘No!’ Bluebell flung up a hand. ‘Dammit, that’s not what I meant! I mean, it is what I meant, but we both know that I can’t touch it so just . . . leave it where it is for the moment.’

‘As you wish. But as you pointed out, you can’t touch it. Which I think concludes our conversation.’

‘Not likely. I got the Shimmer out of the portal. Well, that cub did but I organised her. That stone is mine!’

Dus shook his head pityingly. ‘You were an instrument, just as this human is an instrument. I used you to orchestrate the future. You should be honoured that you were involved in such a momentous event.’

Bluebell blew a raspberry. ‘Get off the waterlily leaves! You and your kind are the past. I am the future. If anybody is going to rule, it’s going to be me. What’s this cradle that stupid cub was talking about?’

‘It is the heart of the worlds. The beginning of everything.’

‘And why do you have to go there?’ Bluebell demanded.


‘I don’t think you need to know anything further.’ Dus remembered all too clearly why he had found the fairy so difficult to deal with. Her enormously illogical leaps would make any intelligent creature’s head ache. He turned to Ashley. ‘It is time to leave.’

Once again, the girl’s legs responded to a command that had absolutely nothing to do with her. The complete lack of control was infuriating. ‘I wish you wouldn’t do that!’

Bluebell was frowning at the Nameless One’s back. He had obviously dismissed her and she felt her blood boil at his casual disregard. She would make him sorry he’d ever messed with a fairy!

Still, the question was what did she do now? He had control of the cub and the cub was necessary to transport the Shimmer. For a moment she contemplated hitting Dus over the head with the nearest heavy object but she couldn’t be sure it would break the spell that he’d placed on Ashley. Pod was eyeing her malevolently, obviously convinced that she was beaten.

Don’t bet on it, fur face, she thought viciously. I’m not going anywhere. ‘Come on, Pyro,’ she said abruptly, as Ashley marched ahead of the Nameless One.

Pyro had demolished every crumb he could find and was licking his fingers for strays. He looked at her enquiringly, a finger in his mouth. ‘Umm?’

‘We’re going to the Cradle of Beginnings.’

‘We are?’ Pyro said, rising to his feet. ‘With . . . with him?’

‘Exactly right.’

‘But is it safe to follow them?’


‘I don’t care, Pyro. My job is talking, your job is listening. And doing, when I say so. Got it?’

Pyro nodded miserably and fell into line.
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Pod had had some vague idea that Dus would head away from the city but instead he led them on through the silent streets, moving towards the centre of the city. The possum peered around him with interest. He’d never given any thought to the Nameless One’s city – possibly because he’d never heard of it before – but staring around at the ancient, grandiose architecture he found that it was pretty much what he would have expected a city of the first race to look like. Scrambling for the right phrase to describe it, he finally came up with majestic. It was a word his mum had applied to the oh-so-swish houses of certain wizards who had lived in close proximity to Centaur Hill. That stylishness was here, but multiplied a hundredfold. The buildings, the atmosphere . . . everything about the place was totally posh.

After some time, Pod bounced up beside Dus. ‘You do know that loony fairy is following us, right?’

Dus glanced back over his shoulder. ‘Apparently so.’

‘Aren’t you going to whammy her or something?’

‘It is unnecessary. The fairy is of no interest to me.’

‘All righty, then.’ Pod had to admit to feeling a little disappointed. He would have thoroughly enjoyed seeing some kind of hex being put on the nasty cow, especially after that attack on him. ‘So what is the Crack, anyway? Is it just this city?’


‘Hardly. Most of the races believe that the Crack was named because the entrance to this place is exactly that, but actually the Crack is a time-space anomaly that was created at the beginning of our universe.’

Pod thought about it a minute but whatever Dus had just said didn’t get any clearer on examination. ‘Huh?’

Dus glanced at him. ‘It’s complicated. And to be honest, goblin, you really don’t need to know.’

‘So the entrance to the Cradle is actually in the city?’ Pod asked.

‘Indeed. There are two ways that can be travelled. The Way Between or a portal.’

‘A portal?’ Pod, scampering at the Ulural’s feet, looked up quizzically. ‘As in . . . a chute circle?’

‘Correct.’

‘Well, why don’t we take one of them?’ Pod demanded. To his way of thinking, taking the chute would not only get them there immediately, it would also get rid of the pesky fairies that were dogging their footsteps. Fairies couldn’t use portals.

‘There are none within the city itself.’

He heard Bluebell’s muttered curse behind him at the mention of the portals and smiled to himself.

‘Pyro,’ Bluebell hissed, ‘remind me to make sure I have all of those wretched chute circles closed off when I’m in charge.’

‘Why?’ Pyro asked uncertainly.

‘Because if I can’t travel that way, I’m going to make damn sure nobody else can. I’m the one who’s going to be in power. Why should anybody be able to do something I can’t?’


Pod overheard her and grimaced. While he might have his reservations about the Nameless Ones taking over control of the four worlds again, the idea of Bluebell ever being in charge made him feel ill. If life ever got that grim, he was migrating. He didn’t know where, but there had to be somewhere far enough away.

Dus had directed a silent Ashley onwards and she walked with blind obedience. She felt furious and afraid in just about equal proportions, and wished, desperately, that Colin or Derry were about. She wished that she had let Derry accompany her on her toilet run instead of insisting the gnome stay back at the camp. Two days ago she would have been utterly incredulous at the idea of missing Colin Bundle. Now, all she could think about was how much she longed to see his open, cheerful face.

They continued on to a building that stood off by itself. It was all but consumed by the rock that was spreading over the city; only the doorway, flanked by twin columns of some kind of black obsidian, remained clear of the encroachment. They paused at the foot of the steps. Everybody, even the Ulural, looked dubious.

‘Up there?’ Pyro said doubtfully.

‘It is the entrance to the Way Between,’ Dus informed him.

The Nameless One stared up at the impressive double doors that led into the building called Temple Gate for some moments. When the city had still been alive only the temple attendants had come here. It had a reputation of being unsettling. And while everybody knew that it gave access to the Way Between, nobody he had ever met had actually used it. Dus sighed. So much time had passed and so much now rested on his shoulders. He strode up the steps. He was the Ulural and once his kind had lived in Erlendene, a magnificent city that had been the centre of everything. He would do what he must, no matter how difficult.

Inside it was dark. Dus held his hand aloft and murmured a single word. Light immediately sprang out from the tips of his fingers in the form of a brightly flaring orange flame. Pyro stared at it longingly. He hadn’t seen fire that bright since he’d set fire to the travelling circus tents at Ickley Snoog.

Dus motioned for Ashley to fall behind him and led the way himself. It was profoundly quiet inside the empty building, the sound of their footfalls loud on the sand-strewn stone floor. Dus wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking for but assumed the gateway would call to him. Sure enough, in the central room he found what he was looking for.

Twin statues stood on either side of the wide doorway. Pod peered up at them. They were weird, like humans but with half-finished faces and he found that it was hard to look at them for any length of time. Each held a long sword in their hand, the tips which were resting on the pedestals they were standing on.

‘Nice,’ he muttered.

‘Guardians,’ Dus explained. ‘They stand at the beginning of all the paths that lead to the Cradle. They won’t trouble us. The way was made long ago for the Ulural to pass through. As long as I’m with you, they will remain inanimate.’


‘Meaning if it was just us they’d wake up?’ Pod squeaked. ‘What would they do to us?’

‘Kill you,’ Dus told him simply. ‘They are here to protect the Way Between.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Pod hissed. ‘Why is everything around here a life or death situation?’

The room seemed to be empty. One by one they stepped over the threshold and looked around them. A thin breeze blew, scattering the grains of sand on the floor. ‘There’s nothing here,’ Ashley pointed out.

‘Wait.’ Dus walked slowly across to the centre of the room. Into the floor had been worked the shape of a star in a contrasting stone, its outline pale gold against the darkness of the surrounding floor. He hesitated for a moment before moving forward to stand in the middle of it. When nothing crushed, burned or mutilated him, he did a quick mental review of the words that he had learned so many years before, the words that each of the Ulural were taught when young. Words that would open the secret passageway that led to the Cradle. Drawing a deep breath, Dus opened his mouth and began, hoping that a wrong word here or there wouldn’t see him zapped to a far-flung part of the universe or turned into some kind of small, furry rodent.

For a few moments the sonorous words were the only sound in the chamber. Then came the slow, deep grinding noise of stone moving against stone. Bluebell, Pyro and Pod instinctively moved closer together. In front of the chanting Ulural, a massive slab of the floor was sliding back, revealing a dark, gaping aperture. Dus, as startled as the rest of them, faltered for a moment but continued to chant. When the incantation was done he fell silent.

Pod cleared his throat. ‘Were you expecting that?’

‘Of course,’ Dus lied. ‘The way is now open to us.’ And he stepped towards the hole.

Bluebell waited until Dus’ head had disappeared down the stairway before darting across the threshold, Pyro in tow, and tiptoeing in the Nameless One’s wake.
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The dark spirit moved unerringly onwards, heading towards its quarry. Grieve felt it when it came, felt the touch of something cold and deadly brush his mind but it was gone so quickly that he had no chance to look any closer. A moment later, Madam Salamande sprang into being within the chute circle.

The witch stared at the mess on the expanse of terrace with startled eyes. A rather battered looking tree took pride of place, apparently sprouting out of the tiles themselves, bits of branches and leaves scattered everywhere. Water was puddled beneath her feet, making the small white balls – peppermint drops – unpleasantly sticky and walking perilous.

Stepping out of the chute circle, she turned to regard the maze that stretched out beyond the terrace. ‘Great galloping Gods!’

‘And just where have you been?’ Derry asked irritably. If she was in any way thrilled that the witch had rejoined them, she was hiding it brilliantly. ‘“I’ll just go lead the rock-goblins off and meet up with you later,” you said. Good plan!’


‘The Crack is a dangerous place,’ Salamande retorted. ‘I had some difficulty saving my skin, if you must know. It took me some time to find you.’

‘We’ve been having a bit of a time of it ourselves.’

Busternut had turned around and was regarding Madam Salamande with a touch of shyness. She moved forward to give him the once-over. ‘And who might you be?’

‘Oddfry Busternut, at your service,’ he introduced himself tentatively. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Busternut?’ Salamande was frowning. ‘Busternut?’

‘Oddfry Busternut.’

‘Didn’t you set off with old Silvergroat’s expedition back in the Fractured Tortoise?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Good grief! So whatever happened to old Silvergroat? The Guild have always been curious.’

‘I’m not entirely sure,’ Busternut said carefully, ‘but I think he had a run-in with some rock-goblins.’

‘Dear me.’ Salamande continued to regard him for a moment longer before turning her attention to the rest of the group. ‘What happened to the other cub?’

‘She was kidnapped,’ Grieve said briefly. ‘We were trying to find her when we ended up here.’

‘She’s gone? Ah well, I daresay we’ll be all the faster without her. All she did was whine.’

‘Excuse me,’ Derry snapped, ‘Ashley could be in serious danger! We have to find her.’

‘Waste of time,’ Salamande retorted.

Derry glowered at the witch for a moment before turning on her heel and striding away. Madam Salamande watched her for a moment, then shrugged. ‘So . . . what happened here?’ she demanded, gesturing towards the mess around her.

‘We were attacked by guardians,’ Grieve explained. ‘They emerged out of those statues there.’

‘Obviously you survived.’

Grieve lifted an eyebrow at the witch’s incredulous tone. She really did typify everything he’d always disliked most about witches and wizards. Like Derry, he was incensed by the witch’s callous disregard for the fate of Ashley. Maybe it was because witches and wizards spent their lives devoted to researching magic, but quite a few of them seemed to think they were a cut above the other races. ‘We’re not completely useless,’ he grunted. ‘Busternut was a big help.’

‘So your plans are?’ Salamande demanded.

This was the sixty-four thousand dollar question, no doubt about it. Before Salamande’s arrival, they had been discussing this very issue. ‘We can’t return through the chute,’ Friendly said slowly. ‘We’ve tried.’

Salamande nodded. ‘Do you all know what lies at the heart of this maze?’

‘I think I do,’ Busternut said quietly. ‘I believe it to be the Cradle of Beginnings.’

Once again, he was subjected to a long stare that made the wizard twitch like a naughty schoolboy. He’d had a witch like Madam Salamande for his early years of Magical Preparation and she’d always frightened the lights out of him. ‘And what do you base that on?’ she asked now, rather acerbically.


‘I studied the scroll relating to the second prophecy,’ Busternut explained, a little timidly.

‘I see. So you intend to travel to the Cradle of Beginnings?’

‘It’s where Ashley must go,’ Colin pointed out, giving the witch an unfriendly look. That she was so willing to abandon Ashley to whatever horrible fate might be in store for her had really upset the boy. ‘And it’s where the Shimmer is going to be. Right, Grieve?’

‘Right,’ Grieve agreed. ‘So it seems that you’ve rejoined us just in time to make the journey, Madam Salamande.’ Which was a real pity. Travelling without Madam Salamande held a lot of appeal.

‘As I told you back in Craic Anoo,’ Salamande said crisply, ‘my task is to remain by your sides and assist you in any way possible.’

‘Misery loves company,’ Friendly muttered.

Once again, they all turned to consider the maze.





C H A P T E R     F I F T E E N

The Monstrous Maze

‘I do not believe it!’ Derry said through clenched teeth. She’d been talking through her teeth for some time now. Friendly and Colin had shared several unhappy looks. ‘You’ve got four directions, right? And when you choose one, that’s the direction that you’re supposed to head in, right?’

‘Everybody gets lost sometime,’ Madam Salamande said sarcastically. ‘Even the best trackers. Don’t blame yourself, gnome, for failing to find a way.’

Derry swung around to glare at the witch while everybody held their breath in anticipation of a possible explosion. Madam Salamande was doing nothing to help an already fraught situation. If anything, her continual needling of Derry looked very much like it might precipitate a crisis. Grieve silently cursed the witch, wishing that she’d just shut up. ‘It’s not your fault, Derry,’ he said quickly. ‘Busternut says the magical vibrations in here are nuts.’

Derry closed her eyes for a moment. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Right. Let’s work out what’s going on. Anybody have any ideas?’

They were in the maze. The stone passageways were not particularly wide and the walls, too high for anyone to see over the top of, were engraved with peculiar symbols that refused to be studied for any length of time. Colin had discovered that if he tried to look at them too closely his head swam unpleasantly.

‘They’re not meant to be read by us,’ Busternut explained, his eyes still rolling from his attempt to do just that. ‘I believe they’re ancient rune words.’

‘Rune words? What exactly are rune words?’ Friendly demanded ‘Who built this place, anyway?’

‘Who can say? Rune words contain the essence of creation magic. They are words of power. This place is very old and anyone can sense that it’s redolent with magic.’ Busternut peered around him, his expression an interesting mixture of anxiety and curiosity. ‘Old magic. I mean, really old magic. I’m sure the Guild would be terribly keen to learn something about it. Nothing in our history has ever mentioned a maze, not even the very early scrolls.’

‘Well, when you get back I guess you can tell them all about it, right? You’ll probably become a real celebrity,’ Colin suggested.

The wizard’s face lit up with a sudden smile. ‘I don’t know about that but . . . getting back . . . oh my, yes. I’m really quite looking forward to seeing dear old Squidlington again. I’ve got a nice little place out the back of the Alchemist’s Hall. Not a lot of light and the explosions can be quite startling, but I like it.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘I suppose they’ve leased it out to somebody else by now.’

‘After thirteen years I expect they would have, yes,’ Friendly agreed. ‘Never mind. I’m sure you can find something else you like just as much.’

‘Perhaps our best bet would be to have Madam Salamande guide us via the air,’ Grieve suggested. If Derry couldn’t guide them through the maze, then they might spend forever wandering around in here and they didn’t have forever. Who knew where the Shimmer was now? For all Grieve knew, the Nameless One who had Ashley might be preparing to place it in the Cradle even as he spoke. ‘What about it?’ he asked the witch. ‘Up for a bit of reconnaissance flying?’

‘Of course,’ she said, with a arch smile at Derry. ‘I am happy to be of assistance.’

They watched as she pulled her broomstick out of her bag once again and expanded it to its full length. Throwing a leg over, she focused on rising into the air. After some moments it became apparent that her feet were destined to stay firmly planted on the earth beneath them. Madam Salamande blinked and tried again, straining with the familiar spell that was second nature to her and would see her trusty old besom rise upwards. Instead of soaring aloft, however, it did an excellent impression of a broom looking for a pile of dust to sweep up.

‘Did you run out of hot air?’ Derry inquired mockingly.


Salamande cursed out loud. ‘I can’t get airborne!’ She sent a bolt of power from her fingertips towards the stone paving at her feet. Nothing happened. It seemed the maze was a no-magic, no-flight zone. She climbed off the broom and folded it up with a snap. ‘Looks like I’ll have to hoof it like the rest of you.’

‘Never mind,’ Derry told her sweetly. ‘Even the best witches fail to take off sometimes!’

Madam Salamande gave her a look that would have curdled custard.

They continued on, considerably subdued and with a growing sense of unease. What if they couldn’t find the way to the centre of the maze? Or worse still, what if they couldn’t find a way out at all?

They’d been walking for an hour or so when Derry, slightly ahead of the rest, felt the first touch of something different, a tingle of static against her skin. Almost immediately she found herself falling, dropping through the air . . .

. . . until she landed face first on something soft and damp and very, very cold.

She was about to push herself up when a heavy object landed square in the middle of her back. ‘Ooof!’ The air erupted out of her lungs and the next thing she knew she was coughing, snorting freezing powder up her broad nostrils. Derry struggled frantically but the pressure on her back lasted only a moment. Within seconds she was being hauled up, sneezing the powdery substance out of her nose in explosive bursts. She blinked, trying to focus, wondering what had happened. It took her brain a moment to catch up with what her eyes were telling her. Snow. Around her was a veritable winter wonderland. Soft white drifts mounded over everything, creating smooth hillocks of white wherever she looked.

‘What the –?’

‘It must be like an alternate reality pocket,’ Busternut decided, brushing the snow off his face.

Derry looked across at him. ‘Oh, that explains everything,’ she snarled.

They were all piled around in various stages of disarray. Friendly and Colin were jumbled together in a tangle of arms and legs but, apart from four interlocking limbs, seemed relatively unscathed. Grieve was on his feet, dusting off a snowy covering of powder, his round black eyes like twin saucers of surprise. It had been Grieve who had landed in the middle of Derry’s back. Busternut was half buried in a snowdrift, entombed up to his waist in white, his long boots sticking up like a couple of periscopes, while Madam Salamande, with her purple bloomers on display, had landed upside down, a position that left a serious dint in her dignity.

‘Where are we?’ Friendly muttered, thoroughly unnerved.

‘No idea,’ Busternut confessed, wobbling to his feet. ‘But I’d say the hole back into the maze won’t be far away. We got here via a doorway so there must be a way –’ He paused when something small zinged briskly over his head, spearing his scraggly wizard’s hat on the way and flipping it neatly off his head into the base of the tree behind him. Turning around, Busternut regarded his damaged hat with an air of startled bafflement. ‘Oh my!’


‘Find some cover,’ Derry snapped. ‘Colin, Friendly, now might be a good time to move it!’

Colin and Friendly staggered upright, lurching forward as quickly as the deep snowdrifts would allow, following Grieve who was already searching out a suitably defensive position. Busternut hurried to help right Salamande and together they all scrambled awkwardly towards the nearby stand of trees, crouching down behind the flimsy shelter of the narrow trunks while several more little arrows thudded into the boles. Derry, Friendly and Grieve, heads low, tried to spot who was taking pot shots at them.

‘Can you see anything?’ Derry hissed.

‘Snow, and lots of it,’ Grieve replied grimly. ‘They’re very little arrows, aren’t they? Maybe I should go and take a look.’

‘If we knew where to look that would be a plan. Little arrows can do you quite a lot of damage if they hit you in the right place. And while the idea of you getting drilled like a colander is entertaining, I think we’ll skip it until we’ve got more to go on than a bunch of snow and a loony with a bow and arrow, even if they do look like they belong to a dwarf cub.’

‘You know, I definitely think you’re warming to trolls,’ Friendly said, turning his head to grin at her. ‘Once you’d have been more than happy to have Grieve punctured like a pin cushion.’

‘I’m biding my time until I can use him as a shield,’ Derry replied. ‘He’s a nice, solid target.’ She glanced at Colin. The cub’s teeth were chattering. They couldn’t afford to stay still for too long or he’d probably freeze to death. Even Madam Salamande, her white hair still liberally dusted with powdery snow, was looking a little blue, crumpled in an ungainly heap. ‘Busternut! You said something about a way out earlier?’

Busternut nodded. ‘Up there.’ He nodded towards the air above them. ‘I spotted the doorway just now.’

Everybody peered in the direction he had indicated. ‘I can’t see a thing,’ Colin said after a moment.

‘It’s not easy to locate. If you squint up your eyes a little you’ll see a kind of blur in the air. That’s the doorway back into the maze,’ Busternut explained.

‘How far up?’ Friendly asked, leaning forward and squeezing his eyes together in an effort to see. He discovered it all of a sudden. It was exactly as Busternut had described it, a hazy blur in the air, about three metres off the ground. ‘I see it! Blimey . . . how in the four worlds are we supposed to get up there?’ Another tiny arrow whizzed by, grazing the tip of his nose. Friendly yelped, falling back. ‘Hey. They got me!’

Grieve leaned forward to peer at his injury. ‘Just a scratch. Keep your head in, you idiot, before you lose something important.’

They all fell silent, considering their plight. Friendly took Colin’s hands in his own to dispel some of the frigid cold that was creeping through the human’s body and Colin felt the familiar, comforting warmth seeping through him, banishing the numbing chill that had been spreading through his arms and legs. He smiled his gratitude.

‘Maybe you should hold Madam Salamande’s hand,’ Grieve suggested to Derry in a whisper.


‘And maybe you should put a sock in it,’ she replied with a growl. ‘Try to focus on the here and now, would you. Somebody is trying to kill us.’

‘Yes, well considering the size of the arrows they’re using, it could take a while,’ Grieve retorted.

Just the same, Derry did have a point. They were pinned down by at least one invisible assailant who seemed to have a good supply of arrows, even if they were of the miniature variety. Their exit out of this winter wonderland was a fair distance above their heads. Even if they performed some kind of circus act and stood on each other’s shoulders to boost somebody up, the boostees were likely to get a free body piercing or two for their troubles.

‘We’ll have to get rid of whoever is shooting at us,’ Derry decided. ‘Busternut, Madam Salamande, do you have any spells you might want to try around about now? We need a distraction.’

‘Really?’ Friendly muttered. His nose was stinging from its close encounter with the arrow tip.

‘But does magic work in this place? It didn’t in the maze,’ Busternut pointed out.

Derry clicked her fingers and a small flame danced in the air for a moment. ‘I think we have a winner. Madam Salamande?’

Madam Salamande’s eyes remained firmly closed. ‘I couldn’t possibly! I think I’ve damaged something.’

‘You’ve hurt yourself?’ Friendly asked with concern.

‘Quite probably. It was a nasty fall.’

‘If it’s not immediately fatal, perhaps we can take a look at whatever ails Madam Salamande later,’ Derry suggested coolly, turning to look at Busternut. ‘How about you? A few creative spells might come in handy.’

The wizard looked nervous. ‘What . . . like ones that work?’

‘That would be the general idea, yes.’

‘You saw how hopeless I am,’ Busternut protested. ‘Anything I do is likely to land us in worse trouble.’

‘Stop being so negative,’ Colin admonished. ‘My dad says that if you think you can’t do it, you just stop yourself from succeeding.’

Busternut shook his head glumly. ‘He’s never seen my rain spell.’

‘They haven’t shot at us for a while,’ Friendly pointed out. ‘Maybe they went away?’

Everybody looked at each other. ‘And we test this theory . . . how?’ Grieve enquired delicately.

‘Stick your bum out,’ Derry suggested. ‘Anything holding a bow and arrow wouldn’t be able to resist a target like that!’

‘Very funny!’ Grieve dug into his pack and produced a bright red hanky. Scrabbling around in the snow, he unearthed a stick and tied the hanky on the end then cautiously edged it out from behind the trunk. A flurry of arrows shot out immediately, several actually sailing through the flimsy red fabric, reducing it to a rag in no time at all. Grieve looked at it ruefully. ‘I’m sensing they’re still around. At least we know there’s more than one.’

‘Like I said, Busternut, we need a distraction and you’re just the wizard for the job. I’ve never seen anything more distracting than your magic,’ Derry said, slapping poor Busternut between the shoulder-blades. ‘I want you to send a few spells over in their direction. Keep their attention on you long enough for Grieve and I to go and take a look at what we’re up against.’

Busternut looked appalled. ‘Do you think that’s wise?’

‘You betcha. Just wiggle those fingers,’ Friendly said encouragingly.

The wizard sighed and cast a hopeful look at Salamande. ‘Of course, if you’d prefer to take over . . .’

The witch didn’t even open her eyes. ‘No.’

‘Right. Well, if you all think it’ll help.’ He poked an eye around the tree trunk and thought for a moment. Clearing his throat, he began a finger charm.

Colin found himself holding his breath. He didn’t doubt that Busternut would produce something. He just didn’t have a clue what it might be. Suddenly, green sparks hissed and sizzled from the tips of Busternut’s fingers. Everybody peered cautiously around the tree trunk, curious to see what might appear. ‘What the –?’ Colin whispered, puzzled.

Busternut’s creation was a pair of very large black gumboots. Except for their unusual size, they were much like the gumboots in Colin’s garden shed back home, the ones that his dad always wore when he was mucking about in the flower beds. For a moment they just sat on the snow, looking as out of place as Beethoven at a rock concert. Then all of a sudden, they began to move. First one, then the other leapt up in the air. Before long both were leaping about performing what looked like a chirpy jig to some unheard music. There was an astonished pause, then a rain of tiny arrows showered down on the merrily dancing footwear. Madam Salamande had her eyes open now and was studying Busternut’s efforts with incredulity.

‘Weird, but effective,’ Grieve muttered. ‘Keep at it, Busternut. Dazzle them with your . . . ah . . . talents! Friendly, you stay here and keep Colin warm.’ Then he and Derry, crawling flat on their bellies, noses half buried in the snow, slid soundlessly away.

Colin heard Busternut sigh but he continued to move his fingers. The colours of the sparks that flew from the tips changed occasionally, Colin noted. Purple and red and yellow showers added to the wizard’s fireworks but he didn’t slow down for a moment. A couple of pairs of slippers appeared – a pink, fluffy pair and a boring old pair of comfy carpet slippers. They joined in the dance, along with an elegant pair of alligator-skin high-heeled pumps and some rather ratty looking runners whose laces trailed to either side. Together they performed a syncopated dance routine, tapping and bouncing and spinning on the snow.

‘That is seriously strange,’ Friendly observed, his voice full of admiration.

He was right. Colin had never seen anything like the ballet that was being performed and, apparently, neither had their assailants because arrows continued to zing through the air, the occasional one spearing a dancer who simply danced on, seemingly unaffected by the attack.

Busternut wasn’t content to rest on his laurels, however. Despite the cold, he was beginning to sweat a little as his fingers moved, digits weaving even faster than his troupe of performing shoes. Before Colin and Friendly’s startled eyes there appeared several walking sticks, two brightly striped umbrellas and a red feather boa that sailed sinuously through the air like a fat, fluffy snake. Sticks, umbrellas and the boa all joined in the silent dance and the act continued, moving to some mysterious routine with hypnotic precision.

‘Great balls of fire,’ Salamande muttered, ‘I’ve never seen anything like it!’

So absorbing was the spectacle that it was several minutes before anyone noticed that the arrows had stopped.

Grieve’s shout brought Colin and Friendly scurrying out from behind the tree and Madam Salamande rose slowly to her feet. Busternut stopped with relief, although his creations continued to jig on with happy abandon. The four of them looked up and saw the troll standing on top of a small rise thirty metres away. In his hands he held two small, struggling figures. Derry appeared at his shoulder, both hands holding more of their squirming assailants.

‘What on earth?’ Salamande demanded.

Colin’s stomach flip-flopped at the sight of the creatures. Even from this distance he recognised them. ‘Pixies!’ The sight of the squirming pests brought back all kinds of unpleasant memories. He had come awfully close to ending up as the main course at a pixie banquet on his journey through a very unpleasant forest some days before.

Grieve and Derry marched down the hillside. Between them they carried five pixies, each of whom wore a look of scowling fury. These little fiends were subtly different to the ones that Colin had encountered in the forest. They had all carried wicked looking blowpipes with nasty little darts but these were armed with miniature bows, although the quivers on their backs were empty now. All five of the nasty specimens were dressed in grubby animal skins in cream and white and their little, stubby limbs flailed at their captors, doing their best to kick or punch.

‘We couldn’t find any more,’ Derry said, giving the three that she was holding an irritable shake. ‘But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any about the place. Let’s tie them up and get out of here before more arrive.’

‘You bigguns are going to be might sorry you messed with us, yessum you are,’ one of the creatures growled, generating a chorus of gruff agreement from its companions.

‘I’m quivering with terror,’ Derry told it coldly. ‘Now shut up and stop wriggling or I’ll shake the lot of you like maracas!’

Salamande stared at the pixies, nose wrinkled in disgust. ‘Vile creatures,’ she snapped. ‘Like horrid little rodents.’

‘Hard to believe that they’re cousins to the fairies,’ Friendly said ruefully. ‘Although I suppose they do have the same homicidal outlook on life.’

The pixies leered at him evilly. ‘Oh now, don’t be like that! We poor little pixies are nothing like those sneaky fairies, no we’re not,’ one that Grieve was clutching said with an oily grin, then tilted its head in Colin’s direction. ‘What’s this, then? A human cub? Ho there, cub, tell this biggun to set us down and we’ll show you how cute we can be, yes we will.’

Colin shook his head at it. ‘Don’t bother. I’ve met you lot before.’

Between the five of them – Madam Salamande refused to assist, claiming she still felt horribly shaken from the fall – they tied the five pixies together, using a length of sturdy twine from Friendly’s pack. Bundled securely, they looked like a rather large, dirty snowball. The five little creatures sat and glowered at their captors sullenly.

‘We’d better get out of here as quickly as possible,’ Derry said, glancing uneasily at the low hills that surrounded them. Five pixies were one thing but she had no real desire to fight off fifty of the little beggars. ‘Busternut, can you find that doorway again?’

‘Right up there.’ Once again, all five of them peered upwards and were rewarded with a smudgy blot on the skyscape.

‘How are we going to get up there?’ Colin inquired.

‘Good question. Our best bet is to lift you up and you can then throw down a rope,’ Grieve decided. Bending over, he dug around in his backpack for a moment before producing a sturdy length of rope. He handed it to the boy. ‘You’ll have to find something solid to tie it to so we can climb up.’

Colin took the rope, then looked back up at the indistinct blur above them. It was still a good three metres off the ground. ‘And how am I supposed to get up there?’

‘We’ll help you,’ Friendly assured him. He glanced at Derry and his brother. ‘Shall we?’


Derry nodded. ‘Lucky you’re not a great lump of a cub,’ she observed. ‘Now then, brace yourself. It’s going to be a stretch, even with the three of us doing it together. Unless Madam Salamande cares to assist?’

Salamande shook her head irritably. ‘I told you –’

‘Okay. Ready, guys?’

Colin didn’t have a clue what they had in mind but he didn’t have to wait long to find out. In less than a minute he began to experience the most extraordinary sensation. ‘Hey!’

‘Relax,’ Busternut said reassuringly. ‘It’s a simple levitation spell.’

‘U-u-um . . .’ It was the weirdest feeling, floating off the ground and up into the air. He felt like he should be doing something with his legs but there wasn’t much to do, apart from tread air. He looked down and saw Friendly, Derry and Grieve busily doing their finger thing, Busternut’s encouraging face and Madam Salamande looking very much as if she’d swallowed a lemon.

‘This is hard,’ Derry gasped, when Colin was still a good metre from the doorway. ‘Busternut, give us a boost.’

The wizard hesitated. ‘I suppose . . .’

Colin went from floating gently upwards to being rocket-propelled through the gap in the sky, the sudden burst of energy that Busternut released when he joined his magic with Derry, Grieve and Friendly sending him shooting upwards like the cork out of a bottle. He gave a shriek of surprise, disappearing from sight.

Busternut flushed with embarrassment. ‘I’m so sorry!’


Before anyone could say anything, Colin stuck his head through the hole and looked down at them, face still looking as if he’d gone on one of the scarier rides at the local theme park. He made a very peculiar sight as the rest of his body seemed to have been cut off at the neck. ‘I’m here!’

‘You okay?’ Grieve called.

‘My stomach is still down around my toes, but I seem to be alive. What do I do now?’

‘Tie that rope to something solid and let it down. We’ll be with you in a minute.’

‘And then we’d better have a chat about a few things,’ Friendly murmured, ‘because falling into an entirely separate world deserves a bit of conversation.’





C H A P T E R     S I X T E E N

Traps & Snares

‘Where is this place?’ Pod queried, more to break the silence than because he expected a reasonable answer. He half suspected that Dus wasn’t too sure where they were either. They had climbed down the steep stairs that had appeared while Dus had chanted a magical invocation. Almost immediately, each of them had experienced a prickly feeling – like static – after going only a few paces along the tunnel that lay at the foot of the stairs. The world had seemed to shift, somehow, and then they were in this place, wherever this place might be. All they really knew was that it was dark, the way lit by the chilly light of a distant silver-blue moon. Occasionally, a shooting star blazed its way across the profound darkness of the sky. The fact that they appeared to be beneath a real sky once again had been disconcerting, but nobody believed for a moment that they were back in the world that they knew. This place was alien, far removed from anything that any of them knew to be familiar.

‘It is the Way Between worlds,’ Dus replied sternly. He’d always known about it, of course. The existence of this path had been taught for centuries as part of the Ulural’s traditions. The Way Between interconnected all four worlds and it also gave access to the most ancient part of the universe, the Cradle of Beginnings. ‘Most people don’t come this way. They use one of the portals – what you call “chutes” – to go between.’

‘Ruddy portals,’ Bluebell muttered sourly.

She and Pyro were trailing behind Ashley, Pod and Dus, making no attempt to disguise their presence. Bluebell considered that she had every right to be there. She had no idea what was going to happen when the cub placed the Shimmer in the Cradle of Beginnings but then, she figured, nobody else knew either. One way or another, she intended to wrest power from this situation. Nothing – and nobody – was going to stop her.

They were walking on what appeared to be black stone but their footsteps sounded muffled, despite the open sky above them. On either side stretched featureless black rock. In fact, as scenery went it didn’t have much to recommend it at all.

‘How long is it going to take to get there?’ Bluebell demanded, closing the gap with long, impatient strides.

Dus glanced at her. ‘I’ve never been here before but it was written in the traditional scrolls that it is no more than a four-hour journey. But time moves differently in this place.’


Or so the traditional scrolls seemed to intimate. They were wretchedly hard to read and it had been a long time since he had looked at them. He might have got it wrong. He recalled that the wording, particularly the bit with the directions, had made his head ache but he’d gathered time, as he knew it, was different when one entered the Way Between.

The fairy snorted. ‘You don’t actually have a clue, do you? For one of the Nameless Ones, you don’t seem to know all that much. Maybe they should have called you the Brainless Ones!’

‘Oy!’ Pod said indignantly, then turned to Dus. ‘You don’t have to take that, you know. Chuck a spell on her. Turn her into a . . . a slug or something.’

‘She is powerless to do anything,’ Dus said coldly. ‘Ignore her.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ Bluebell snarled.

Dus turned his flat black eyes upon her and spoke softly. ‘Oh, but you are powerless, Child of the Air. That is why I find your presence acceptable. It will be a great pleasure to have you witness the return of the Ulural to the four worlds.’

Pod listened with interest. So that was why the Nameless One hadn’t objected to the fairies coming along. He wondered just how much Bluebell had annoyed Dus during their previous association. Quite a lot, it would seem!

Bluebell glared at the Nameless One. ‘Don’t count your fireflies before they burn, old man!’

The Ulural drew a deep breath and smiled inwardly. Soon, he thought grimly, soon I will make her pay for every single word and insult. Just as soon as the stone is placed in the Cradle.

He could hardly wait.

Bluebell was having a few homicidal thoughts of her own, which was not unheard of. She averaged at least one homicidal thought every five minutes in the normal course of her day. These thoughts were very specific, however. She could not touch the Nameless One yet because he held the Shimmer. But she intended to stick to him like honey, waiting for her chance, because there would be one, she was convinced of it. Soon, she thought coldly. I’ll wait until we’re at this Cradle thing and for my opportunity to come and then I’ll take the power for myself. And then I’ll kill him because, frankly, I don’t need the competition.

She was really looking forward to it.

The path came to an abrupt end when the ground simply stopped, replaced by a chasm so deep that none of them could see the bottom. In this place of shadows that wasn’t really so surprising. It could have been no more than a couple of metres down – in the uncertain light, it was impossible to tell – but it felt like a yawning chasm and it stretched on for perhaps a hundred metres. Across it was strung a rickety rope bridge that gave every appearance of being in need of some serious maintenance. There was a horrified pause while they all stared at it.

‘Is it safe?’ Pod asked Dus doubtfully.

‘It looks like it’s about to fall down,’ Bluebell snapped. ‘What do you think, you stupid twit!’

For once Dus was inclined to agree with the fairy. Some of the wooden slats were missing, leaving ominous holes, and the rope itself sagged in places. The bridge looked like it should have been closed for repairs years ago. ‘I have no idea,’ he admitted. ‘But it does seem to be the only way across.’

‘Not for us,’ Bluebell said smugly. ‘Pyro and I can fly.’ And she unfurled her wings, stretching them out on either side of her. Pyro did the same, but the expressions on both fairies’ faces changed when the wings refused to cooperate. Instead of the usual rapid buzzing that preceded fairy flight, they remained immobile. Bluebell and Pyro looked at each other in confusion.

‘Why don’t my wings work?’ Pyro demanded anxiously. Bluebell shot a narrow-eyed look at Dus who shrugged.

‘I have no idea.’

Bluebell strained to make her gossamery attachments move, face flushing with the effort. She glared at the Ulural angrily. ‘This is your fault!’

‘I would be fascinated to hear why you think so,’ Dus said dryly. ‘I have no idea why your wings won’t work. The Way Between is eons old. Anything could be possible in a place such as this.’

His words cut no ice with Bluebell. She felt helpless without the ability to fly and helpless was not a nice sensation. It left her wanting somebody to blame. She glared around her with impotent fury. If only she had full sized magic she’d tear this whole, horrible place down, or at least rearrange it into something a damn sight more fairy friendly.

‘So how are we going to get across there?’ Pod said, staring at the bridge unenthusiastically. There was a long silence and the possum looked around inquiringly. Everybody was staring at him. ‘Oh no,’ he shook his head vigorously. ‘No way am I going across that bridge.’

‘You must,’ Dus said quietly. ‘We need to see if the bridge will hold.’

‘So send the cub!’ Pod said indignantly.

‘No way am I going on that thing,’ Ashley declared.

‘The cub is too valuable,’ Dus said. He looked squarely at Pod. ‘How much do you want to return to your true form, goblin?’

Pod stared up at the Nameless One sullenly. ‘Not enough to die!’

‘But we have no choice but to go forward. There is no way back.’

‘Sure there is,’ Pod snapped. ‘We’ll just hightail it back to the city and find a chute circle. End of problem.’

‘We cannot go back,’ Dus repeated, ‘only forward.’

‘You mean this is a one-way trip?’ the possum squeaked.

‘Precisely that. You are the lightest of us all, Pod Habernutley. I have already promised you your transformation back into a goblin. If, however, you assist me further, I can promise you great wealth.’

Bluebell gave a snort of disgust. ‘As if that little twerp is ever going to amount to anything!’

Pod scratched his belly while he thought about it. Dus wasn’t actually forcing him across the bridge, which seemed to make the whole deal much sweeter. And if there was no way back, where could you go but forward? ‘Great wealth?’ he said, after a moment.

‘Whatever you wish.’


Pod swallowed and walked up to the bridge. It hung in a long, graceful arc, dipping down towards infinity in the middle. To Pod’s eyes, it looked about ten kilometres long and for the first time in his gluttonous life he wished he hadn’t eaten as much as he had before they’d left Erlendene. This bridge looked as if an obese pigeon landing on it would send it into oblivion. He was a lot more obese than any pigeon might aspire to be.

Setting his front paws on the first slat, he tested it cautiously. The entire bridge quivered beneath his weight, swaying perilously over the gap. Pod winced. Not good. He climbed up, wondering if he should trust his weight to the timber or try clinging to the rope. Neither exactly inspired confidence.

The first board creaked alarmingly but withstood the pressure of his eight kilos. Pod crept along, testing first one paw, then another.

‘Move it along, lard butt. We haven’t got all day,’ Bluebell said from behind.

The concussive shock of her voice almost made him jump, which could have been fatal under the circumstances. He cursed beneath his breath. Fairies were supposed to have soft, musical voices that chimed delicately. Bluebell’s sounded like a chainsaw on full throttle. The music obviously changed to heavy metal when a fairy ended up being a couple of metres tall. He ignored her, continuing to creep cautiously along, knowing full well the fairy wouldn’t set so much as a toe on the bridge until he was safely over.

It seemed to take forever. He had several scares: once, when one of the boards cracked beneath his weight, giving him a glimpse of the black shades of nothingness below; and once, when Bluebell’s irritable shaking of one of the rope handrails saw him lose his footing and caused his fat rear end to swing towards the edge of the wooden slat he was clawing at. When he finally crawled off the other end he lay for some moments, hugging the cold stone with heartfelt affection. On a scale of one to ten in the terror stakes, what he’d just been through rated a very BIG eleven.

Turning, he peered at the four figures on the other side of the bridge. ‘Okay,’ he called. ‘At least we know this thing can take my weight. If I were you, Dus, I’d let our hangers-on go next. Let’s see how it goes with super-sized fairies!’

Pyro flinched. He’d watched every gut wrenching step the possum had made and he wasn’t looking forward to following him one little bit. Feeling Bluebell’s eyes on him, he took a deep breath. Faced with the bridge or Bluebell, there seemed very little choice.
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The thing that gave warning of the entrance to another world – which seemed to be liberally seeded throughout the maze – was the prickling sensation on the skin that always preceded a doorway. It had been Derry, leading the way, who had dropped into a couple more of these worlds before she’d cottoned onto the fact. After that, she stayed a good three metres ahead of the others, with a rope attached to her. If she fell into an alternate world the rest of them just dragged her out again. After a time, it was a relatively simple matter to avoid these pitfalls but it usually meant doubling back and choosing an alternate route.

The gnome was still having endless problems with her sense of direction, however, and that was not good news for anyone. Her natural senses, usually so reliable, seemed to be utterly scrambled in the peculiar environment of the maze. With Madam Salamande temporarily grounded, the only indication to be had of the centre of the place was when Friendly or Colin balanced on Grieve’s shoulders and took note of the position of the glowing heart that they instinctively knew they should be heading towards. Busternut was convinced it was the Cradle of Beginnings.

‘We could be wandering around this place forever,’ Derry said, when they’d doubled back yet again to avoid another entrance to an alternate world. ‘This is ridiculous!’

‘I’m open to suggestions,’ Grieve said wearily. But suggestions were few and far between.

It wasn’t until they’d been inside the maze for a good few hours that they discovered the alternate worlds were not the only pitfalls that the maze had to offer, and certainly not the most dangerous. Derry, marching grimly forward, turned a corner, only to find herself falling, a sensation which was becoming unpleasantly familiar by now. Before she fell too far, however, the rope that was tied around her waist pulled her up short and she stopped so abruptly that the air whooshed out of her lungs. It took her a moment to realise how precarious her position was because beneath her were a lethal array of extremely pointy stone spikes, which she was creeping towards as the others caught up to her.

‘Hold it,’ Derry had bellowed immediately. ‘There’s a ruddy great hole here. Pull me up!’

Her warning was timely. Grieve and the others stopped abruptly. ‘Okay,’ Grieve said to the others. ‘Let’s back it up.’

Derry was hoisted slowly aloft again. As soon as she regained her feet, the others came forward to look. Friendly peered down into the pit. ‘Blimey,’ he breathed. ‘That’s nasty.’

‘Oh, you think?’ The gnome looked shaken but mercifully unpunctured.

Grieve gave her an anxious look. ‘You okay?’ he asked.

‘Brilliant! Have I told you how much I hate this place?’

‘Not in the last five minutes,’ he grinned at her. ‘But then, you’ve had other things on your mind.’

The pit proved to be more of a problem than just a danger to their health. It seemed to offer the only way forward because investigation of alternate passageways came up with dead ends. ‘We can either turn around and go back the way we’ve already come,’ Grieve said after a thorough search, ‘or we can try to get over the pit.’

They all stared at it, a yawning hole that stretched before them. ‘I might be able to jump it,’ Friendly said thoughtfully.

‘And you might not,’ his brother retorted. ‘It’s a bit late to realise that you’re going to come up short when you’re in mid-air.’


‘How about the wall?’ Busternut suggested.

Tall as it was, Grieve and Friendly had been taking turns to boost each other up so they could see over the top. It was the only method they had to navigate. By looking over the walls they could estimate directions, trying to find the right path that would bring them to the centre of the maze.

The pale stone was over two metres high. ‘Friendly?’ Grieve murmured. ‘Want to give it a shot?’

‘You bet.’

Grieve hoisted his brother onto his shoulders and Friendly pulled himself up onto the wall. ‘It’s not very wide,’ he said. ‘I reckon I can skate across on my bum.’

‘With a bum as big as yours it should be a breeze,’ Derry agreed.

‘And exactly how am I supposed to get up there?’ Madam Salamande demanded. ‘Or Wizard Busternut, for that matter? He’s not exactly of modest proportions.’

‘One thing at a time, if you don’t mind,’ Grieve replied, his eyes on Friendly. ‘Let’s just see if Friendly makes it in one piece.’

He did. Sliding along the wall on his bottom, legs dangling on either side of the wall, he balanced himself with his arms and scooted along until he was past the pit. Then he dropped down and cocked his head at them. ‘Degree of difficulty . . . none!’

‘Show-off,’ Grieve teased, feeling a touch more optimistic. He turned to Salamande and Busternut. ‘I guess we’d better concentrate on getting you two big lumps up there.’


‘Like I said,’ Salamande growled, ‘just how are you planning on doing that?’

‘A foot on mine and Derry’s shoulders should do the trick, I should think.’ Grieve looked at Derry who made a face.

‘Or we could just leave her on this side of the pit,’ the gnome suggested.

‘Be nice.’

‘That was the nice version!’

Elevating Madam Salamande wasn’t easy and she complained constantly, but they managed it in the end. Derry watched with almost indecent eagerness as the witch inched awkwardly along the wall and Grieve gave her a nudge. ‘Like I said . . .’

‘No,’ Derry said, shaking her head, ‘I’ll be blowed if I’m going to be nice. She’s an evil old cow and her attitude gives me the hump. I won’t cheer if she falls off that wall but I’m not going to be overly cut up about it, either.’

‘Righteo then! Busternut, you’re next.’

Despite the fact that the wizard was well rounded, he proved to be far less trouble to get up on the wall and was surprisingly agile when he was aloft. Grieve had looked at Derry. ‘Ready?’

‘You’re going across with Colin?’ Derry asked.

Grieve gave Colin a smile. ‘He’s going to make sure I don’t fall down. I’ve no head for heights.’

‘Of course not. Although as one of the more successful thieves in Grumble I can see how that might be a bit of a liability,’ the gnome commented dryly.


It didn’t take many minutes before they were all standing on the other side of the pit. ‘At least we learned something,’ Busternut observed. ‘We can use the wall if we have to and we need to be a lot more careful about what lies ahead from now on.’

‘Too true,’ Friendly agreed. ‘If that pit was anything to go by, there are a lot worse things that can happen to us in here than just falling into the occasional alternate world.’

So it proved to be when they encountered another of the snares that lay within the maze. It was only Busternut’s quick thinking that saved them from the darts. His fascination with the etchings on the walls caused him to move ahead of the others a little way. He paused when he saw the peculiar indents in the wall, unlike anything he’d noticed so far. Recessed into the stone were a dozen holes of varying heights. ‘Oh,’ he murmured, touching a finger to one thoughtfully. His eyes drifted down and he frowned when he observed a wire, so fine it was almost invisible, running across the passage. He stared at it blankly for a moment, before the realisation hit him. ‘Oh! Everybody? Stop right where you are.’

His warning didn’t come a moment too soon because Derry was about to pass him. She froze on the spot. ‘What?’

‘Trip-wire,’ Busternut explained. Derry moved back hastily. ‘And I think . . .’

Moving back himself, he took a small rock and tossed it at the wire. There was a strange whirring noise and the swish of something moving fast as a giant crescent-shaped blade erupted from a narrow groove in the ground and sliced an enormous arc through the air. It behaved like an inverted pendulum, swinging back and forth, the blade making ever decreasing arcs until finally, it had come to rest.

Colin swallowed heavily. ‘Whoa!’

Grieve released his breath. ‘Busternut? I think you’ve just been promoted to wall scout!’

Busternut’s smile was a little strained. ‘A pleasure to be of service!’

The next trap, when it came, was far more subtle than the previous ones. After an uneventful, but cautious, twenty minutes they encountered a small, glowing light. It hovered about a metre off the ground in the very middle of the passage, radiating an intensely golden glow.

‘What do you think it is?’ Friendly whispered.

‘It can’t be the centre of the maze,’ Salamande suggested. ‘We only checked our position a few minutes ago and we were still some distance away.’ Regular checks had reassured them that they were gradually drawing closer to the heart of the place.

‘I suspect another trap.’ Busternut lowered his voice as well.

‘Would that be because everything else we’ve encountered so far has turned out to be one?’ Derry inquired sarcastically.

They all edged closer but nothing lethal sprang out at them. Colin stared at the glowing ball of light. It’s so beautiful, he thought. Surely nothing bad could come from something so beautiful? And then, incredibly, he saw something within the light. It was a door; just a normal, wooden door. It opened slowly and Colin gasped because there was his backyard, as clear as clear could be. Sunlight fell over the old kiddie swing that was too small for him, the collection of garden pots that were jumbled by the shed wall, the paved path that led to the clothesline. There was the washing basket, half full, and Colin gasped when he saw his mum . . . his mum! . . . pegging out wet shirts.

She was so close! All he had to do was take a couple of steps forward and he’d be through the door, he’d be home and his mum would take him inside and make him hot chocolate, like she always did after school, and later his dad would come home from work and they’d watch telly and have dinner . . .

But Mum’s dead, a voice inside reminded him bleakly. She died last year and the world has been a little bit wrong ever since . . .

But he wanted to believe! He wanted it desperately. If he could just believe then he could have his life back, his family back. He took another step forward, then another, closer to the world he’d missed for so long. But then something was touching him, poking him hard in the back and the vision struggled to remain intact before it shivered away into nothingness and once again he was confronted by the glowing ball of golden light. He was a lot closer to it now, no more than a few metres away. Something jabbed him hard in the back again and he turned, bewildered, to find Madam Salamande swatting at him with her broom.


‘Come away, cub,’ she growled. ‘Come back from that thing!’

Colin stared at her blankly for a moment before his brain kicked in. He looked around him and was dismayed to find that his companions were also moving towards the ball of light, their faces wearing strangely rapt expressions, as if each of them could see something quite marvellous. Just like he had, he thought in horror, realising how close he had come to surrendering to that deliciously seductive vision. He grabbed Derry, who was closest and shook her fiercely. ‘Derry, no! Snap out of it!’

‘Leave them, cub,’ Madam Salamande snapped. ‘Come back before it takes you again.’

But Colin had no intention of leaving anybody. He continued to shake Derry, while reaching out to seize hold of Grieve’s sleeve. ‘Derry! Grieve! Wake up!’

To his intense relief Derry blinked, the abstracted expression slowly disappearing, replaced by one of confusion. Colin didn’t wait but moved onto Friendly, Grieve and Busternut, shaking and slapping them, pulling them back, away from the light. He looked around for Madam Salamande. ‘Want to give me a little help?’

She hesitated, then moved forward to seize the back of Busternut’s robe, dragging him back unceremoniously. ‘Come on, you idiot,’ she muttered. ‘Get back here!’

Colin continued to shake his friends to ensure that they were no longer in peril but they all seemed to have thown off whatever had held them in thrall and were backing away from the light.


‘What happened?’ Derry croaked. She looked a little ill.

‘That thing . . .’ Colin hesitated, ‘it was pulling us towards it somehow. I . . . I saw my mum. It all looked so real! Like I could touch it.’

Friendly stared at him. ‘And I saw a feast! So much food and all of it so tasty looking. But I couldn’t just see it. I could smell it, as well. In fact, I was in the room with it.’

‘And I saw my little rooms in Squidlington, just like I’d left them,’ Busternut said sadly.

They all looked at each other. ‘How did you wake up?’ Grieve asked Colin.

‘Madam Salamande poked me in the back with her broom. Otherwise I guess I’d have kept walking. What do you think would have happened if we’d gone too close?’

Grieve shook his head. ‘Nothing pleasant, I’ll wager.’ He turned to look at Madam Salamande. ‘How is it you weren’t affected?’

‘I suppose I was too far back. Luckily. If it wasn’t for me you’d have all fallen victim to whatever that thing is.’

‘True enough,’ Grieve admitted. ‘And for that, we thank you.’

Colin frowned, but he didn’t say anything. It was all very well to say thanks, but Madam Salamande hadn’t seemed at all keen to save the rest of them. Still, she had saved him. He thought back to the vision he had seen, the image of his mum still clear in his mind, and he felt his heart grow heavy with sadness. His family the way it once was? If only . . .


‘Come on,’ Derry said abruptly. ‘Let’s work out how to get around that thing.’

They all turned back to the light.
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‘You tried to kill me!’ Bluebell accused Dus.

Dus stared at the fairy. ‘Why would I bother to kill you? You are immaterial.’

They were all now safely across the swing bridge, which had lived up to its name by swinging precariously whenever anyone actually moved on it, making the journey across nauseatingly unpleasant. Pyro had come very close to ending his career as Bluebell’s sidekick when his foot had gone straight through one of the brittle boards about two metres from the safety of the other side and he had plunged through, feet first. He had saved himself by grabbing hold of the rope support and from there he had hung on desperately, oblivion waiting beneath his satin shod feet.

‘Help me!’ he’d squealed, his voice high with terror.

Pod had shaken his head. ‘Don’t look at me! Anyone that hangs about with Little Miss Nasty over there deserves to be dropped from a great height.’

Dus had raised an eyebrow at Bluebell. ‘Aren’t you going to do anything?’

Bluebell had curled her lip at him. ‘No.’

In the end, it had been Pyro who had saved himself, pulling himself up far enough to hook his feet around the rope and drag his body upwards. He’d joined Pod, shaking like an autumn leaf while the possum had

smirked at him. ‘That can’t have been at all nice.’

‘It was horrible!’

‘Still, you do a great impression of a monkey!’ Pod found it hard to generate any sympathy. He had thoroughly enjoyed every minute of the fairy’s journey. The only thing he would have enjoyed more was if it had happened to Bluebell. But while Bluebell had crossed the bridge in white-faced discomfort, she’d remained stubbornly alive.

When it had come to Ashley’s turn, the girl had flatly refused. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I won’t do it.’

Dus had marched her towards the bridge on traitorous feet and she had started screaming, her hands flailing at the ropes. She caught one and had clung on grimly, refusing to let go. It was an interesting sight; her feet moving ahead of her blithely, while her hands held her back, gripping the tatty rope in white-knuckled terror. To get her across, Dus had been forced to pick her up and throw her over his shoulder. It appeared to be the only way he could get the human over the rocking bridge.

‘Do not struggle,’ he had warned her grimly. ‘Your struggles will see us down in the depths of that abyss. If you value your life, stay still.’

Ashley had become very still indeed, terror seeping through her at the dual horrors presented by the prospect of falling and being so close to the Nameless One. She had turned her face, trying not to inhale the scent of dust and cold earth that seemed to cling to the dark robe beneath her cheek.


Despite his height and apparent solidity, Dus was curiously light and Pod, not at all eager to have his new employer plunge to his death, thereby negating their contract and leaving Pod in the company of two loony fairies, had watched the two figures creep across anxiously.

Dus had sighed upon reaching the other side and placed Ashley on her feet. ‘And so we continue on.’

‘Not fast enough for me,’ Bluebell had grunted.

Pod had shaken his head. ‘Pity she didn’t come across last,’ he muttered. ‘It would have been such fun to cut the rope!’





C H A P T E R     S E V E N T E E N

The End of the Maze

They set up a makeshift camp when hunger became a serious issue. Everybody felt weary, on edge for anything else that might happen unexpectedly. There was no hope of a fire because there wasn’t a scrap of wood to be had, so Friendly assembled the best meal he could and they ate berries, cold stew and the last of the bread.

Afterwards, they all sat around, propped against their backpacks or each other. Colin gave a huge yawn.

‘You should get some kip,’ Grieve advised. ‘We could all do with some rest.’

The glowing centre of the maze was much closer now. If they’d been able to move towards it in a straight line, Grieve figured it would be no more than a kilometre away. Unfortunately, nothing in the maze was straight. They moved forward circuitously, but were nonetheless gaining steadily on their destination. If they didn’t succumb to any of the pitfalls, Grieve figured there was a good chance that they would be there in another four hours or so, although nothing was certain in this place.

Colin had curled up next to Grieve in a bedroll and was just drifting off when he remembered something he’d meant to mention earlier, something he’d been thinking about as they’d walked. It was probably nothing. Well, maybe it was nothing. But it troubled him.

Colin had been asking himself why Madam Salamande had seemed intent only on waking only him up. If her broomstick had reached him, it would have reached any of them, but it had been Colin she had chosen to bump back to reality.

The puzzle bothered the boy. He could remember all too clearly that glazed, abstracted look on his friends’ faces when he’d come too. If he hadn’t done something there and then, there would have been nothing to stop them from walking into that light. Perhaps the witch had panicked?

Try as he could to sort it out in his head, Colin thought Salamande’s behaviour a little strange. He opened his eyes and peeped across at the witch who was rummaging about in her bag, head bent, silver hair hiding her face. He poked Grieve on the nearest leg and the troll looked down at him enquiringly. ‘Can’t sleep?’

Colin sat up and moved a little closer. ‘I was thinking back to that ball of light thing –’

Grieve touched Colin’s shoulder sympathetically. ‘I’m sorry you saw your mum. That must have been rough.’


Colin blinked and nodded. It had been rough. But in retrospect, it had also been a little bit wonderful because it felt like forever since he’d seen his mum. Less than a year, he knew, but it felt much longer. He dropped his voice. ‘Thanks. But . . . when that happened, Madam Salamande woke me up by jabbing me in the back with her broomstick, but when I went to wake the rest of you up she told me not to. And she didn’t jab anyone but me.’

Grieve paused. He shot a quick glance at the witch. She was leaning back against the wall now, her eyes closed, but it was impossible to say if she was asleep or not. ‘But she did wake you up?’

The boy nodded. ‘Definitely. I mean, without her I would have just kept on going. It was when I went to wake the rest of you up, she told me to come away. She might have thought she was doing the right thing,’ he added. ‘She said whatever it was would grab me again if I didn’t come back. Mind, that still doesn’t explain why she didn’t try to wake up the rest of you.’

‘No, it doesn’t,’ Grieve muttered, puzzled.

‘What do you think it means?’ Colin whispered anxiously.

Grieve shook his head. ‘I don’t know. But you did the right thing, telling me. Now try to get some rest. You’ve got nothing to worry about. Friendly or Derry or I will take turns to be on watch.’ Colin nodded and wriggled down again, closing his eyes after another humungous yawn.

Grieve tried to sort out what was going on. Worries swirled around his brain like so many dark tides. There were so many of them that he barely knew which one to focus on first. Would they make it to the Cradle of Beginnings in time? And, more to the point, in time for what? He didn’t even know what was supposed to happen there. He fervently hoped that Ashley was safe. The thought of the cub in the hands of who-knew-what was dead scary and no mistake. He’d been trying not to dwell on it but she was in the back of his mind constantly. They had to rescue Ashley Jane Grubb, there was no two ways about it!

And what of the Nameless One? What in the worlds could they expect from that quarter? As for the possible duplicity of Salamande, a representative of the Guild who had sent them here . . . Grieve suppressed a groan. When Derry came to sit beside him he stared at her gloomily.

‘You look like you swallowed a lump of coal.’

‘I don’t know what I’m doing, Derry. I haven’t a clue if we can pull any of this off.’

‘Well, we’re trying, right? And trying seems like the only plan that’s available at the moment.’ The gnome dug him in the ribs. ‘Stop sitting here worrying. One way or another we’ll get Ashley back. And the Shimmer. We’ve come too far to fail now.’

The troll cocked an eyebrow at her. ‘Is this a pep talk?’

‘Something like that. I couldn’t stand to see that dying duck look on your face any longer.’

Grieve couldn’t stop himself from smiling a little at that. ‘You’ve been a brick through this whole thing, Derry.’


‘Oh stop it,’ she retorted. ‘If you’re going to get soppy I’m going to start slapping you around a bit.’

‘Anybody fancy more tea?’ Friendly asked.

‘It’s cold, Friendly,’ his brother replied. ‘Cold tea just doesn’t do it for me.’

‘It’s a pity magic doesn’t work here,’ Busternut piped up. ‘I could have done a freeze spell and warmed it up for you.’

‘Does it really work like that? You just do the opposite of whatever you want to happen?’ Friendly demanded, dropping his voice so as not to disturb Colin and Salamande, who appeared to have fallen asleep.

‘Oh my, yes,’ Busternut shook his head mournfully. ‘It’s been that way ever since I came into my magical powers as a boy.’

‘One thing I don’t understand about this reverse thing,’ Grieve said, ‘back in the land of the snow pixies, you did this . . . uh . . . interesting spell with footwear. Want to talk me through that? What was that supposed to be the reverse of?’

‘Nothing,’ Busternut admitted. ‘It was just a general, make something up spell. Usually, I chuck out a charm and something or other happens. Unfortunately, I can never tell what it’s going to be. It used to drive my uncle mad.’

‘But the reverse stuff?’ Friendly asked, bemused.

‘Well now that happens when I get specific. Like this hot–cold thing. And back on the terrace, when I was trying to create something soft to land on. I suppose you all saw the results of that.’


‘So why didn’t you try to conjure something hard?’ Derry demanded. ‘You’d have probably ended up with a feather mattress!’

‘I never think of it,’ Busternut admitted. ‘I tend to panic and just start throwing things out there.’

‘But you’ve got so much power,’ Derry reflected, ‘it’s not that you can’t perform magic. You can, we’ve all seen that. I reckon we can harness all that power by getting you to do the opposite.’

Grieve considered the wizard thoughtfully. ‘That could be very useful.’

‘But you don’t need me,’ Busternut protested. ‘With a fully qualified witch like Madam Salamande along, you have a much more reliable source of traditional magic. Quite apart from all the things you can do yourselves.’

‘Yes, well.’ Grieve decided to wait for a more opportune time to relate what Colin had told him. There was no saying how ‘asleep’ the witch was and if there was something suspicious about her, he preferred that she believed him to be ignorant of the fact. ‘It’s always handy to know that we’ve got back-up.’

‘Why do you think we can’t perform any magic in here?’ Friendly asked.

Busternut shook his head. ‘There must be some kind of dampening field on the place.’

‘Well, hopefully we won’t be in here for too much longer. As soon as Colin has grabbed a couple of hours’ rest, we’ll move on again. Why don’t you lot settle down and do the same. I’ll wake you up, Friendly, if I want a kip.’


‘Make sure you do,’ his brother said with a yawn as he pulled out his bedroll to use as a pillow, ‘because everybody knows, you get mighty grumpy when you’re tired!’
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Madam Salamande was not asleep.

Instead she was listening to the conversation that was going on around her while her head was busy with many thoughts, the nature of which would have been quite interesting to her companions, had they been privy to them.

Grieve had one thing pegged, did he but know it. Salamande was merely biding her time, waiting for an opportunity to get the Shimmer. She was well aware that this might not be easy, especially if she didn’t have access to her powers. She required a human, which was why she had saved Colin back at that light, because she couldn’t afford to lose him. Unfortunately he had saved the others, which had been inconvenient but unavoidable. Without her magic, she was helpless to control anybody and she needed the cub’s cooperation to handle the Shimmer. Even though one of the Nameless Ones seemed to have absconded with it (for who else could have spirited it from Craic Anoo?) she fully intended to retrieve it and use it as she saw fit.

The inability to use her powers was frustrating. With her destination in sight, she had intended to deal with anybody unnecessary to her plans (that would have been everybody but Colin) within the maze. Under normal circumstances she could have dealt with any of them; she certainly could sort out that klutz of a wizard. Now she was stuck with accompanying them to the very end of this wretched place.

The witch’s fingers curled into angry talons but she straightened them hastily, aware that suspicious eyes might be upon her even now. Damn that Grievous Pepperpot! He should have failed by now. If there had been any logic to this affair, he would have failed and there would have been one less idiot to concern her.

As it was, there would be much to deal with at the end of this miserable journey.

The Cradle of Beginnings would change the fate of the eight races forever.
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Grieve had remained on watch, sleepless and thoughtful. To be honest, he was rather enjoying the quiet because very little of it had come his way of late. His reflections had been sombre. There were portentous events taking place – the sort of stuff that makes history sit up and take notice. The kind of stuff that people sit around fires recounting in years to come. Assuming that life went on and fires were still an option. Grieve wanted no part in such portentous doings. He simply wasn’t the kind of fellow who made for a good character in a fireside story and he hated that he’d inadvertently been dragged into Great Events.

Fate was messing with him big time.

After three hours he stirred. It was time to get moving. He shook Colin awake gently and the boy opened sleepy blue eyes, giving him a vague smile. ‘I was dreaming.’

‘Nice dreams?’

‘I think so. Is it time to go?’

‘Uh-huh. Let’s get out of this maze and go find Ashley.’

‘And find the Shimmer and go home?’

‘You bet. I reckon we can have this whole thing wrapped up by dinner time.’

Within fifteen minutes they were on their feet once again, packed and ready to go. Friendly climbed onto Grieve’s shoulders and peered towards the glowing heart that was so tantilisingly close now. ‘We’re getting there,’ Friendly told them. ‘We need to keep veering to the right.’

‘Come on, then,’ Derry grimaced. ‘I’m so sick of stone walls!’

They continued on, Friendly checking their progress every ten minutes or so, drawing ever closer to the heart of the maze. After two hours the walls seemed to rise even higher, which was odd, the pale stone towering above their heads. At the same time, the choice of passages grew less. Now there seemed to be just one place to go, straight ahead, and while it still twisted this way and that, they all sensed that the end was in sight.

‘What do we do when we get there?’ Friendly asked, his voice tense.

Grieve shrugged. ‘Depends on what we find.’

‘What do you think we’ll find?’

‘I hate it when you play twenty questions,’ his brother said irritably. ‘How do I know what we’ll find? You think I hang out in enchanted mazes on a regular basis?’

They had been moving cautiously, ever alert for some new trap but there had been no unpleasant surprises for some time. It was as if, having come so far, they were being allowed to go the rest of the way without interference. Grieve wondered if this was a good thing, or if it meant that they were now so far inside the trap there was no way they could escape when it was sprung.

Busternut was the first to notice another interesting occurrence. He’d been walking a little way behind the others, rehearsing spells in his head to pass the time while running his fingers through a charm (he felt he could do with the practice), when he accidentally set fire to the bottom of his robe. It wasn’t a major catastrophe because the fizzle that came from the end of his fingers was somewhat lacklustre but even so it frightened the life out of him.

‘Hey,’ he said, dancing around with excitement while trying to put himself out. ‘My magic is back. Well, it’s sort of back.’

They all paused. Madam Salamande whipped out her broom and expanded it, flinging a leg over. She managed to rise a metre or so off the ground but could go no further. Grieve flicked a small flame to life on the end of his finger where it glowered dully. ‘Hmm. It seems the closer we get to the end of the maze, the more the dampening field on this place weakens.’

‘Thank the four elements for that,’ Madam Salamande muttered.

They continued on, but with more hope in their hearts. When they rounded one last corner, they all stopped dead, staring in astonishment at what lay before them. It was an enormous wooden door, banded in black iron with a huge handle sitting dead centre. The door was rounded, set into stone and rather gave the appearance of a plug stuck squarely in a sink hole.

‘Blimey!’ Colin breathed. ‘Look at that!’

‘I’m thinking this is the end of the road. Either that, or they’re getting really tough on us.’ Grieve walked forward and peered up at the handle. There would be no getting up on the walls and dropping down the other side here. Even if Friendly stood on his shoulders and Derry stood on Friendly’s shoulders, they’d have trouble reaching the top of the walls now. As it was, Grieve’s fingers barely reach the handle. ‘Busternut? Want to come and tug on this for me?’

Busternut came forward and seized the handle, giving it a decent pull. It came as no surprise to anyone when nothing budged.

‘Right,’ Friendly sighed. ‘Well, that figures, I guess. Just for once, wouldn’t it be lovely to have something actually do what you want it to? I mean, without us having to do handstands or juggling fruit or anything.’

‘Stop babbling,’ Derry said absently, staring at the door. Beneath the handle was an enormous keyhole. Naturally, there was no key in sight. ‘Grieve, how are you at picking locks?’

Grieve had been peering at the lock with much the same thought in mind. ‘Normally, the ones I tackle are a little smaller,’ he admitted, ‘but the principle should be the same. Er . . . anyone got a really big lock pick?’


‘Strangely, that’s not something most of us carry in our bags,’ Derry observed dryly. ‘What could you use instead?’

Grieve frowned at the keyhole, tapping a stubby finger to his nose while he considered it. Reaching behind him, he extracted the knife he carried in his belt. ‘I’m going to need a boost.’

Friendly trotted forward obligingly and the brothers did their usual balancing trick, but this time Grieve sat on Friendly’s shoulders. He slipped the knife into the keyhole and began to probe around delicately. The blade was quite slender – perhaps too slender, Grieve mused – but it was worth a shot.

Grieve focused on the feel of the blade as it slipped lightly around the keyhole, his eyes half closed, every sense attuned to what he was feeling through his fingers. The locks he had tackled upon occasion back home had been far more amenable to persuasion but he’d yet to come across one that had been able to resist him.

This was hard, though. Something so large was somehow alien and felt all wrong. It’s just a lock, Grieve, he told himself firmly, and what lock isn’t made to be broken?

He shut his eyes and concentrated. Beneath him, Friendly tried not to move a muscle. Busternut and Colin exchanged a look. ‘He’s a good thief,’ Colin confided. ‘Isn’t he, Derry?’

‘Nothing is safe while Grievous Pepperpot is about,’ Derry agreed softly. ‘I’ve never met a more competent scoundrel in my life.’


‘I heard that,’ Grieve said from above.

‘Hey, I’m one of your fan club.’

‘Yeah, right.’ There came a loud click. ‘Ahhh . . .’

‘Like I said,’ Derry smiled with satisfaction, ‘a very competent scoundrel!’

Grieve slid off his brother’s shoulders and the little group stood around, staring at the door. ‘Is anybody going to open it?’ Madam Salamande demanded finally.

‘Absolutely,’ Grieve said, but still nobody made a move to pull open the great round door.

‘What do you suppose is on the other side?’ Busternut said finally.

‘If we don’t get a move on, I suppose we’ll never find out,’ Derry sighed. ‘Give it a yank, would you, Busternut?’

‘Right.’ Busternut walked up to the door and seized the handle. He heaved and this time it budged, moving slowly but inexorably open. Everybody skated back a few steps, craning their necks to see what lay behind the gently swinging door.

The gap grew wider and Grieve swallowed heavily, his eyes widening to two astonished saucers. ‘Oh!’ he whispered. ‘What have we run into now?’





C H A P T E R     E I G H T E E N

The Final Guardian

‘Are we there yet?’ Pod asked wearily. His paws were hurting from walking on the black stone of the Way Between. It was a particularly unforgiving substance, with a glassy surface that radiated a deathly chill.

Nobody had spoken much since the bridge and a sullen kind of silence lay thick as day-old porridge.

‘I don’t know how much further it is,’ Dus replied. ‘How many times must I tell you? I’ve never been here before.’

‘All right, all right, keep your shirt on,’ Pod muttered. He should have been feeling optimistic. His transformation back to goblin was in sight, the thing he had been longing for since the night Balderax had changed him into a possum. Instead he felt strangely tired and lethargic, as if the atmosphere in this strange, silent world was sapping the strength out of him. The unchanging scenery was depressing, as was the pale, inhuman light of that chilly blue moon. All of them walked in silence, each occupied by their own thoughts.

It was not a happy group of travellers that was making its way to the Cradle of Beginnings.
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It was enormous. No, it was gargantuan!

The travellers crept slowly through the door and gaped at the creature that lay slumbering in a gigantic heap, snout half buried beneath the glittering green scales of a long tail.

‘That would be a dragon, then?’ Colin whispered.

‘Indeed it would,’ Grieve replied softly. ‘Unfortunately.’

Even more unfortunately, the massive, sleeping dragon was blocking the way into the golden, dome-like structure directly behind which, all things considered, was quite likely the Cradle of Beginnings. ‘Can we go around it?’ Madam Salamande asked doubtfully.

‘Let’s find out,’ Grieve muttered and tiptoed up one side of the huge beast to try to see past it. Through the narrowest of gaps, he could see a soft radiance but nothing more. One giant green haunch rose up like the overhang of a mountain, casting the tight passageway into darkness. All five of his companions watched him disappear.

‘The Dragon of Time,’ Busternut breathed.

Friendly looked at him sharply. ‘Huh?’

‘The Dragon of Time. In the scroll of the second prophecy, it mentions something about the final gateway being guarded by a beast.’


‘And you didn’t think to mention this sooner?’ Derry demanded incredulously.

Busternut flushed. ‘Actually, I thought it was a metaphor.’

The gnome stared at him. ‘You’re kidding!’

‘No.’ The wizard sounded defensive. ‘Wizard Flubbutt said it was a metaphor and . . . well, I saw no reason to disbelieve him. It made sense at the t–’ He broke off as the dragon stirred into life.

‘That was supposed to be a metaphor?’ Madam Salamande demanded, pointing at the dragon. ‘Flubbutt was an idiot!’

‘Did the scroll say anything else?’ Friendly asked. ‘Anything that might tell us how to get past this thing?’

‘Ah . . . no.’ Busternut shook his head. ‘Sorry.’

Grieve appeared, moving fast. ‘I tried to slip past but slipping wasn’t an option. I think I woke it up,’ he gasped. They all peered upwards and were shaken to see one enormous golden eye had opened and was peering over its tail, surveying the new arrivals.

‘I think you might be right,’ Derry whispered.

They all watched the dragon nervously.

It raised its massive head with ponderous slowness and yawned, its mouth cracking open like a cavern to display fangs that were as long as Colin’s entire body, the serpentine forked tongue flicking out as if to taste the air. They could smell a nasty stink as the creature huffed small puffs of wind out of its giant nostrils. Head up, the dragon towered over them, a mountain of green scaled terror. It peered down its nose at them for a long moment.


‘Is this the bit where we run?’ Friendly whispered.

‘It might be a bit late for that,’ Derry replied faintly. ‘Oh blimey!’

Quite unexpectedly, the dragon spoke, its voice a low-pitched rumble that each of them felt jar their very bones. Twin trails of smoke drifted lazily up from its large nostrils. ‘Who dares disturb the sleep of Agadrin, guardian of the final gateway?’

There was a somewhat stunned pause. For some reason, nobody had expected the dragon to speak. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem any too pleased at being woken up. Grieve shook himself and found his tongue. ‘Um . . . hello. We’re sorry to disturb your . . . uh . . . sleep –’

‘What do you want, puny mortal?’

Well, if he was going to be calling people names . . . Grieve shot a look behind him, estimating the distance to the door of the maze. Considering your basic dragon could spout flame for a good fifteen metres (and this fellow was by no means basic) then he didn’t much fancy their chances of a timely retreat. He cleared his throat, trying for a happy combination of non-threatening (not all that difficult under the circumstances) and reassuring (very difficult, all things considered). ‘We’re here for the Cradle of Beginnings, Agadrin. Have we come to the right place?’

‘It lies beyond the door behind me. But I decide who may enter and who may not.’

‘Yes, I rather thought you might.’ Grieve hesitated. What was the best way of phrasing this? ‘Would it be all right with you if we went inside?’


‘You seek entrance to this place?’ Agadrin demanded.

‘We do,’ Grieve agreed, although privately he thought such a request put him right up there with old Clusterbeak, the village lunatic.

The dragon stared at him for a long moment before shifting its gaze to Grieve’s companions. They all wriggled uncomfortably beneath the intensity of the creature’s scrutiny. The silence seemed to stretch on forever.

‘The human child may pass,’ Agadrin said finally. ‘His heart is pure.’ Colin let out a breath, suddenly limp with relief. ‘And the creatures who are trolls, both of them. They have embarked on a higher mission that transcends their baser instincts.’

Friendly’s face split in an enormous grin. ‘All right!’

‘The gnome too, may pass. Her heart is proud but her intentions cannot be faulted.’

Grieve waggled his eyebrows at Derry. ‘Lucked that one in, didn’t you?’

‘Shut up, twerp!’

Agadrin paused, sweeping Busternut with its all-encompassing eyes. Busternut went pale. Grieve sincerely hoped he would not faint. ‘The wizard . . .’ There was a long pause, then, ‘You may pass, wizard, although your ilk is no friend to dragonkind. Still, I have looked into your essence and seen what lies there. You are free to enter the Cradle.’

Busternut let out an explosive breath. ‘Thank you!’ he gasped. ‘It’s a big honour. Really! And I’m sorry you don’t consider wizards to be your friends but perhaps it was different in your day. I mean, we’re really not that bad, actually and –’


‘Ah, Busternut?’ Friendly advised. ‘Try to remember to take in some oxygen. It’ll help.’

Agadrin’s eyes rested on Madam Salamande. The twin spouts of smoke that had been idly drifting up from his great snout suddenly turned into twin torches of crimson fire as two small gouts escaped. ‘She may not pass,’ he said, the deep rumble reverberating through the very ground itself. ‘Her intentions are not honourable.’

As one, five people turned to stare at the witch. She ignored them, staring up at the mighty dragon with narrowed eyes. ‘And what can you know about my intentions?’ she demanded coldly. ‘What can an ancient creature like you know of the world, shut away in here? Things have changed. My intentions are my own affair. You shall not judge me!’

‘I am the guardian of the final gateway. I may judge all who seek to enter here.’

Madam Salamande glared at the great serpent. ‘So you’d let these pathetic creatures past and yet you would not allow a true practitioner of magic? Forbid these puny fools if you will, but I intend to enter into the Cradle of Beginnings.’

‘You really have tickets on yourself, don’t you, lady?’ Grieve snapped, thoroughly incensed. ‘Pathetic creatures, are we? Well the Guild sent us so we can’t be all that shabby. We’re going to tell the Guild exactly what you’ve been up to when we get back to Grumble!’

‘It will come as no surprise to some of them,’ sneered Salamande. ‘Do you think I’m acting alone?’

Grieve blinked. ‘Are you saying that the Guild are as corrupt as you?’


‘Oh, not all of them,’ she admitted, curling her lip. ‘Not all of them have the vision that I possess and some are as hidebound in their thinking as poor fools like you. But if you do survive this adventure, Grievous Pepperpot, I would be careful who I trusted back in your precious Grumble.’

‘Why?’ Grieve demanded. ‘If we’re all beneath your contempt, why did you come at all?’

‘For the Shimmer!’ the witch hissed. ‘Oh, not to return it to the Portal! For myself and those who are like me. Do you think I’ve enjoyed sharing the company of such an inferior bunch of halfwits? How any of you have survived until now is beyond me. If it wasn’t for my orders –’ Abruptly, she broke off.

‘Your orders?’ Derry asked quietly. ‘Do tell us, Madam Salamande, who gives you your orders?’ She glared at them but it was obvious she had no intention of saying anything more.

‘Knock it off, you lot,’ Friendly said urgently. ‘We can get in and she can’t. Let’s go and see if we can end this adventure. We’ll worry about whoever else needs to have their butts kicked when we get back.’

Grieve hesitated, then turned on his heel, walking away, his heart sorely troubled. He had lived in Grumble all his life and he had always trusted the Guild to guide wisely in matters of magic. That somebody in such a position of power was actually acting against the greater good of the people was a really depressing – and somewhat scary – thought. Suddenly his fingertips started to tingle, the familiar warmth of magic flooding through him. At the same moment Busternut shouted a warning and Grieve flung himself forward instinctively, just as the rock that he had been standing on exploded into fragments beneath his feet. Grieve looked around dazedly to find Salamande grinning like a loon.

‘Well now, guess what’s working again! It seems that my magic has been considerably revitalised since we’ve left the maze behind,’ she exclaimed triumphantly. ‘Now I can finish what I intended to do some time ago.’

Busternut surged forward. ‘How dare you!’ he said indignantly. ‘It’s witches like you that give the rest of us a bad name.’

Salamande gave a crack of laughter. ‘It’s wizards like you that should have been drowned when people realised how hopeless you are at your craft! I told your uncle that you were useless years ago but of course the man wouldn’t listen. Good old Filibert, that man made watching grass grow look interesting. Pity about his accident. How a man his age came to be wandering around in the middle of the night so close to a dangerous cliff . . . Well, it was a tragedy.’

Busternut gasped. ‘You killed my uncle?’

‘Oh!’ she looked at him in mock sympathy. ‘Didn’t you know? Sooo sorry about that. Yes, he had a tragic accident three years ago. The old coot was sticking his long nose into matters that didn’t concern him.’

Busternut stared at her, quivering with anger. ‘You fiend!’ he ground out, voice hoarse.

The witch gave a derisive snort. ‘Oh wake up and smell the deadly nightshade, you moron. Your uncle couldn’t see the sense in the Guild taking on more responsibility for magical regulations. Witches and wizards give their lives to the study of magic and yet we must share power with inferior races such as the likes of gnomes.’ She spat the name out, glaring malevolently at Derry. ‘And dwarves and trolls. I mean, how ridiculous!’

‘You’ve lost, Salamande,’ Grieve told her coldly. ‘We can go inside but you . . . well, you’ve got to go back to Grumble and tell your evil friends that you couldn’t get your hands on the – yikes!’ Grieve broke off as a magical nimbus of bilious green hit him, shooting up in the air, like a cork out of a bottle.

‘Oy!’ Derry snarled, taking a threatening step towards Salamande while Friendly flung himself headfirst at the witch.

Without looking towards either of them, Salamande’s left hand released a similar blast of power and they both rose into the air. Trapped in a containment spell, Derry, Friendly and Grieve writhed in a paroxysm of pain, their faces twisting with anguish and fear. ‘Plenty of time,’ she bellowed happily. ‘You can all get a chance to see what real magic can do and that includes you, you stupid wizard!’

‘Busternut!’ Colin shouted. ‘Stop her!’

The wizard pointed one long, quivering finger at Salamande. ‘Put them down!’

She laughed at him. ‘As if! You’re not a proper wizard,’ she sneered. ‘You’re useless, Busternut. Even your precious Uncle Filibert thought you were hopeless which is why he agreed to send you off on Silvergroat’s ridiculous expedition. How appropriate that you met up with this pathetic little troupe. They never had a chance of succeeding and you’ve never mastered anything in your life.’

Busternut paled. ‘Uh . . .’

‘Don’t listen to her!’ Colin said desperately. ‘Remember what we said, Busternut. Everything in reverse, right?’

The wizard blinked at Colin, then nodded, squaring his shoulders. ‘All right.’

He turned back to Salamande. She had entrapped Grieve, Friendly and Derry in a powerful spell, intent on inflicting a bit of pain for all the hardship they’d put her through before she had them explode with satisfying thoroughness, scattering their bits to the winds. Magic such as that had been outlawed by the Guild for hundreds of years but Salamande wasn’t fussed. The opportunity to practise her darker powers didn’t come along all that often.

Busternut was muttering to himself. ‘What do I want to happen?’ he mumbled. ‘Well obviously, I want Madam Salamande to put Grieve, Friendly and Derry down. But how to bring that about . . .?’

Colin was searching around desperately, looking for ammunition. He swung around to look up at Agadrin, who was watching the proceedings impassively.

‘You said she wasn’t honourable!’ Colin yelled. ‘Can’t you squash her or something?’

‘I care nothing for the fate of mortals,’ the dragon rumbled. ‘I guard the final entrance and destroy any who proves to be unworthy if they attempt to enter.’

‘Well, you’re a great help!’ Colin snapped and turned away.


Busternut was working on a quiet bit of revenge. ‘I want her to go away,’ he reasoned, ‘so to do that I’d have to . . .’ He began to mutter, fingers getting busy as they wove a seriously powerful charm. Taking a deep breath, he sent a small prayer up to the heavens, hoping like anything he’d got it right, then let loose. It hit Madam Salamande with all the force of an avalanche, the magical impact slicing through her shield like a hot knife through ice-cream. She staggered and Grieve, Derry and Friendly fell to the ground, where they lay groaning.

Colin stared at Salamande. The witch was standing quite still, expression puzzled. She looked at Busternut, then down at herself. ‘I . . . I feel most peculiar,’ she muttered. ‘What have you done to me, you horrible little twerp?’

Colin glanced at Busternut, who seemed to be holding his breath. ‘What did you do?’

‘I made her big,’ Busternut whispered.

Colin frowned. ‘Big? What good will that do?’ The idea of an enormous Madam Salamande was totally creepy. She was nasty enough at her current size.

‘No, you don’t understand.’ Busternut sounded hoarse. ‘I made her big!’

Colin opened his mouth, but closed it again abruptly when Salamande shrieked. He turned and was astonished to find that she appeared considerably smaller than she had a moment before. In fact, she seemed to be shrinking before their very eyes. ‘What’s happeninggggggg . . .’ the witch squealed, her voice becoming tinier as she did.


Smaller and smaller she grew, diminishing before the incredulous eyes of Colin and Busternut. Within less than a minute she had gone from the size of a dwarf to that of an infant, to the size of a bird, then a butterfly then . . . to absolutely nothing at all. With a last, faint, high-pitched squeal, Madam Salamande popped out of sight.

‘Oh!’ Colin said wonderingly, looking at Busternut. ‘You created a spell to make her big!’

Busternut nodded happily. ‘And it worked. A bit late to help my uncle Filibert but better late than never, I always say.’

Colin shook his head. ‘Busternut? You rock!’ He ran across to Friendly, Grieve and Derry. They were all groaning. ‘You okay?’

‘Well, apart from the fact that my brain feels like it’s been pulled out through my nostrils, I suppose I’m okay.’ Derry winced. She held out a hand. ‘Help me up, there’s a good cub.’

Colin helped a still dizzy Derry to her feet. Grieve and Friendly were also recovering, holding their heads as if they were made of eggshells and opening their eyes as if they expected the world to jump out of nowhere and beat them up.

‘What happened?’ Derry demanded.

‘Busternut shrank Madam Salamande down to nothing,’ Colin said proudly. ‘See? His magic is excellent.’

Busternut blushed. He wasn’t used to praise. It hadn’t been a big feature in his life, up until now.

‘Right,’ the gnome said weakly, giving Busternut a small smile. ‘We’re grateful to you. We’ll probably be even more grateful to you when we stop feeling like chopped liver.’

Grieve and Friendly had also managed to regain their feet. Colin filled them in on the sudden (but far from unwelcome) demise of Madam Salamande. ‘It was brilliant,’ the boy finished up. ‘She just shrank out of existence.’

Grieve shook his head. ‘I told you you’d come in handy,’ he said to Busternut with a grin. ‘Now, then. Where were we . . .’

And they all turned back to Agadrin and the Cradle of Beginnings.
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‘This is it, then?’ Pod murmured. He didn’t know whether to be awestruck or not. Nothing in his relatively short life had really prepared him for the concept of confronting the starting point of the universe.

‘This,’ Dus agreed, voice strained, ‘is most assuredly it.’

They were standing in a place that was filled with light. It was the warm, honeyed light of liquid amber and it filled every corner of the chamber. They had come to the end of the Way Between quite unexpectedly; one minute all was cold shadow and a general feeling of gloom and the next they were once again experiencing that staticky feeling they had encountered at the start of the tunnel back in Erlendene. Everybody had stopped dead, blinking at their sudden change of circumstances.

The Cradle of Beginnings was a surprisingly small room for a place which was supposed to contain some serious universe-creating clout. To Pod, there was a sense that nothing was really there, even though he could clearly see everything around him. As if their surroundings existed in more than once place, at more than one time. It was a disconcerting sensation that left a kind of roiling sense of nausea in the pit of his stomach.

About four metres away from them rose steps, three of them, leading up to a rectangular stone square. Whatever was giving the room its glorious radiance was coming from that stone.

Dus dug a hand into his pocket. His hand was shaking so much that it took him several attempts to grasp it and then he hesitated, glancing at the possum. ‘It might be as well if you found shelter beyond this room so that the stone does not take hold of you, Pod Habernutley.’ Pod looked blank for a moment, then nodded. He was feeling a little woozy anyway, although Dus was yet to bring the Shimmer from out of his pocket. Bluebell and Pyro backed away, although Bluebell lingered, unable to give up on her plan for power.

When Pod had run into the antechamber, Dus took the Shimmer from his pocket. ‘Take it,’ Dus croaked, handing it to Ashley. The girl accepted the stone reluctantly.

As soon as she touched it the light in the chamber changed, the gold suddenly shot through with a rainbow of colours that pulsated rhythmically. The Shimmer glowed like the rarest of jewels in her hand.

‘What’s with the light?’ Ashley demanded nervously. She felt confused, the strange vibrations that pulsed through the extraordinary room playing on ancient emotions humans hadn’t even known they possessed for many, many years.

‘The Cradle recognises the presence of the Creation Stone,’ Dus said, his voice sounding strangled. As soon as he’d set foot in the chamber he’d discovered why it was strongly recommended that the Ulural never drop by this place. He was struggling to breathe, his body shuddering with a kind of elemental distress that felt as if it might shake his teeth free. There was no way he could have ever crossed the room to put the stone in the Cradle. ‘Go . . . and place the two . . . of them together! Hurry!’

Compelled to obey, Ashley strode across to mount the steps. Nearer the source, she could see something extraordinary in the fathomless black depths of the stone and she blinked, looking closer. A thousand galaxies swirled in the inky darkness of the surface, the tails of spiral nebulae glittering with the silver light of millions of suns, their smoky hearts tinted in purples, blues and radiant gold. It was a window onto the universe and the girl blew out an astonished breath at the vast, limitless beauty of it. ‘Wow . . .’

Ashley focused all of her energy on standing still and for a moment she did, resisting the drag of her blindly obedient legs. The effort was exhausting and sweat broke out on her forehead while she waged war against her unruly limbs. ‘No!’ she gasped, ‘I . . . don’t . . . want . . . to . . . do . . . this!’

However, Dus’ magic was stronger than her ability to resist. Her legs fought against her and won, moving relentlessly forward. They took her on, and mounting the last step she finally saw the Cradle itself. It appeared as a piece of living light, a swirling pool that swam with glorious incandescence. Ashley closed her eyes, the Shimmer hovering in her hand. She took a deep breath and held it and the universe paused, seeming to hold it with her.

Then, unable to stop herself, she placed the Shimmer into the pool.





C H A P T E R     N I N E T E E N

The Cradle of Beginnings

‘This is an awfully long corridor,’ Derry said, voice grim.

‘But at least there’s only one direction to go in. Straight ahead,’ Friendly observed.

Once Salamande had been dealt with, the dragon had risen ponderously to its feet. ‘You may pass,’ he’d rumbled. ‘Stay pure of heart.’

They’d peered ahead of him. Apparently ‘passing’ meant travelling beneath the beast to the door on the other side. It had been rather alarming, moving beneath the mountainous dragon, its legs like massive tree trunks, and they’d hurried along as quickly as they could, terrified Agadrin would sit down before they’d reached the other side of him.

One by one, they had passed beneath the beast and had paused at the door. It had glowed like burnished copper and had opened without a sound. They had all stood on the threshold. Before them had stretched a long corridor lined with doors on either side. All of the doors were shut. Friendly had walked back to the dragon, poking it on one enormous haunch.

‘Hey!’

Agadrin had swung his head to look over his shoulder. ‘Well?’

‘Do you happen to know what direction we’re supposed to go in?’

‘Continue along the corridor until you reach the end. Do not go through any of the doors.’

‘What happens if we go through a door?’ Friendly had inquired curiously.

Agadrin’s golden eyes had glinted down at him. ‘Nothing as unpleasant as what will happen to you if you ask me one more question,’ he’d rumbled dangerously.

‘You’re the limit, you know that?’ his brother had said, shaking his head.

The long, long corridor was strangely featureless, with nothing to indicate that it was the most important place in the universe. They all paused when, in the distance, they were confronted up ahead by a glowing arch of brilliant light. They hurried forward, suddenly imbued with a greater sense of urgency.

‘What is it, do you think?’ Friendly puffed.

‘No idea but at least we’re getting warm,’ Derry replied. ‘Hands up who thinks the Cradle of Beginnings lies dead ahead?’

‘Yes, but where’s the Shimmer?’ Colin asked. ‘Perhaps it never made it –’ he broke off as the building seemed to shiver and shudder around them, the floor beneath their feet quivering as if the stone had suddenly become a living thing.

‘Spoke too soon!’ Grieve groaned. ‘I have a feeling that we’ve just missed an important reunion!’

They all broke into a sprint as the walls rippled like silk drapes in a breeze. The light ahead suddenly flared with bursts of an even greater brilliance while sounds began to reach them; loud cracks, as if the stone itself were being ripped asunder, followed by a series of dull explosions.

‘Are we sure we’re running in the right direction?’ Derry panted. ‘Because it seems to me that something nasty is taking place up ahead!’

She proved to be correct. They slowed to a cautious crawl as they neared the archway, moving instinctively to huddle next to the wall and stick their heads around, peering through the opening. An alarming sight met their eyes.

Bluebell and a tall, magnificent specimen of rather god-like proportions, presumably one of the Nameless Ones, were locked in some kind of magical battle. They circled each other as contestants in a Roman arena must have once done and the dismayed observers could see the nimbus that surrounded each of them, sizzling and hissing like an electrical storm. The chamber that housed the Cradle was looking a bit worse for wear. Great scorch marks blackened the floor and the Nameless One was actually smoking from Bluebell’s last magical attack.

‘What’s happened to Bluebell?’ Derry demanded.


‘She must have been in there when the Shimmer went into the Cradle.’ Busternut had to raise his voice to be heard over the noise of the magical bursts that the two combatants were making. ‘She seems to have absorbed a massive charge of universal magic and it has transformed her abilities.’

‘Lucky us.’ Grieve was peering around the chamber, taking in the ebony stone altar, looking for Ashley. It was Colin however who saw her first, lying as still as death at the foot of the altar. He gripped Grieve’s arm tightly. ‘Look! Oh Grieve, is she dead?’

Their hearts sank. They had no way of knowing if the girl was alive or not but none of them liked the way she lay so still, as if all the vitality had been drained away. Friendly caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to look at Pyro huddled on the floor, his arms over his head, obviously expecting the ceiling to come down at any moment. Then Friendly saw the familiar figure of Pod who was peering into the chamber from the other side of the archway, his expression intent.

Grieve looked around the chamber uneasily, noting the way it refused to stay solid. The floor and walls seemed to be strangely transparent and beyond lay a disturbing vision of shifting landscapes. He moved his eyes to the more solid – but no less disturbing – sight of the fairy and the tall man in a sweeping black robe. His features were chiselled, his hair black and curling . . . well, he was the most handsome male the troll had ever seen, the spitting image of the Nameless Ones Grieve had seen in the murals at Erlendene.


This extraordinary creature and Bluebell, fully restored to gorgeousness since becoming infused with a hefty dose of universal magic, were utterly absorbed in each other, totally focused on inflicting maximum damage.

‘I’m amazed she survived,’ Busternut breathed, watching the fairy as she circled the Nameless One.

‘You can’t help bad luck,’ Grieve said grimly. ‘Let’s get Ashley and get out of here.’

‘But Grieve, they’ve done it!’ Friendly said, voice despairing. ‘They’ve put the Shimmer back in the Cradle. What are we going to do now?’

‘How many times do I have to tell you, Friendly? One disaster at a time. Let’s get that cub!’

‘And the Shimmer?’ Colin whispered.

Good question. Grieve looked back towards the Cradle, then at the boy. ‘This is dangerous. I mean, really dangerous, Col.’

‘But I’m the only one who can get it,’ Colin pointed out. ‘Come on, Grieve; you know I have to go in there with you.’

Grieve did know. He just didn’t like it. ‘Okay, but we need to stay low and move fast. Think you can do that?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Great. I’ll grab Ashley, you grab the stone and then we hop it. Right?’ He could only pray that the Shimmer was still safe for Colin to touch.

‘Hang on!’ Derry snapped. ‘Why are we getting the Shimmer? It’s too late, Grieve.’

‘We’re getting the Shimmer because that’s why we’re here,’ Grieve told her grimly. ‘Okay, so we’re too late and the damage is done. But we’re still getting that ruddy stone! Then maybe, just maybe, we can figure out how to undo what’s been done.’

Friendly opened his mouth to protest but then thought the better of it. ‘Well, hurry up. I don’t suppose those two maniacs in there are going to keep it up all day. Oh, and watch out for Pod. He’s lurking over there.’

‘Wait a minute.’ Derry held up a hand. ‘It’s the Shimmer. As soon as Colin picks it up we’re all going to go a little crazy. What can we carry it in?’

Colin glanced at Ashley and saw that she was still wearing her small backpack. ‘I think the pouch Ashley carried it in originally is in her bag.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ Friendly said anxiously. ‘If it isn’t, you’re going to have to stop the rest of us touching the Shimmer.’

‘No problem. Leave it to me.’

Grieve and Colin slid around the wall carefully, Grieve leading the way and Colin following in his wake, padding along the perimeter while Bluebell and the Nameless One continued trying to fry each other.

‘Stand still, you nasty piece of goat’s vomit, while I barbeque you!’ Bluebell screamed, releasing another charge of power that seared the eyeballs.

‘It’s you that’s going to die, you hideous abomination!’ the Nameless One shouted back. ‘Prepare to be blasted into eternity!’ And he flung a ball of fire at Bluebell that made her hair stand on end.

Grieve and Colin scuttled forward quickly, anxious not to be zapped in the crossfire. The troll leapt nimbly up the steps and knelt down to look at Ashley. He was inordinately relieved to see the slow rise and fall of her chest. He shot Colin a quick, reassuring grin. ‘She’s alive!’ Quickly, he opened her backpack and fished around inside. The pouch was in the front flap and he produced it triumphantly, handing it to Colin. ‘Here we go.’

Relief flooded the boy. ‘Great. Grieve, when Ashley wakes up is she going to be like her?’ he asked, jerking his head towards the demented Bluebell. ‘She was in here too.’

‘She’s a human, Col. She can’t retain magic.’ He bent down, scooping the girl up. ‘Now let’s grab the Shimmer and go.’

Colin nodded. He moved to peer into the pool of light, the heart of the universe, the Cradle itself. Allowing himself a brief moment of astonished awe, Colin scooped up the Shimmer and thrust it into the pouch, then stowed it in one of the inner pockets of his vest. As soon as the stone left its resting place, the light lost its rainbow of colours and something like a great sigh rippled through the chamber.

Colin and Grieve took off towards the opening where the white faces of their companions were peeking at them anxiously. Then something leapt out at them. ‘You!’ Pod squeaked indignantly. ‘What are you lot doing here? And where do you think you’re going with the Shimmer?’

‘Trying to save the four worlds!’ Grieve snarled, bolting past him carrying Ashley, with Colin in tow. ‘And getting the heck out of here! I hope the roof falls down on your head, you little git!’


Pod gave a shrill squeal and spun round to look at Dus. ‘Oy! We’ve got intruders and they’ve got the Shimmer!’

Distracted, Bluebell looked around, a bolt of lightning leaving her fingertips as she did so. Pod ducked as it whizzed over his head, the heat of it searing the tips of his fur as it passed by, and slammed straight into Pyro who had been unwise enough to stagger to his feet. The fairy exploded spectacularly in a ball of blue-green flame. He made a blaze he would have been proud of.

‘Blimey!’ Pod muttered, backing away from the smouldering remains of the luckless Pyro. ‘That was nasty even for her!’

Pod rolled his eyes and cast an undecided look back in the Cradle’s chamber. The problem, as far as he could tell, was that both Dus and Bluebell were fairly evenly matched. But suddenly the air within the chamber seemed to be filled with swirling motes of light, dancing and weaving like a swarm of demented fireflies. Pod squinted as it became increasingly hard to see, then he gasped. Within the chamber, figures were forming, taking shape, gaining substance. They looked like Dus, tall, proud and beautiful.

‘Oh dear!’ Pod breathed. ‘Looks like the boss has reinforcements arriving. I guess he succeeded in breaking them free . . .’

Grieve and his crew hadn’t stopped running. Still out to it, Ashley was draped across Grieve’s shoulder, her head bouncing as he ran.

‘Is she all right?’ Derry bellowed.


‘Unconscious but alive,’ Grieve replied.

They continued on, running down the endless corridor.

The building itself seemed to be shuddering beneath their feet which was seriously alarming. ‘How long d’you reckon this corridor is?’ Friendly panted.

‘About a million kilometres,’ Derry winced, staggering slightly as another ripple shook the floor beneath them. ‘Or maybe it only feels like that. What in the worlds is happening?’

‘Too much magic being thrown around,’ replied Busternut who, despite his girth, was managing to keep up. ‘I daresay it’s affecting the magical foundations. I don’t know if you noticed the room that housed the Cradle, back there? How it seemed to be here, and yet not here?’

‘It did stand out a bit, yes,’ Grieve wheezed.

‘Well, when something exists in more than one dimension, it tends to become unstable if magic is used indiscriminately around it. Hence the shaking we’re currently experiencing.’

‘The things they teach you in wizard school,’ Friendly marvelled. ‘Amazing!’

A noise from behind them, growing ever louder, caught their attention. They turned around and were horrified by the sight of Bluebell, winging her way towards them rapidly. The closer she came, the more they could see that she was rather the worse for wear; even at a distance she looked like she’d gone a couple of rounds with a bonfire, scorched and slightly sooty, her dress more bedraggled than ever.


‘YOU!?’ she shrieked, catching sight of them. ‘Come back here!’

Derry stared at her in horror. ‘Run!’ she yelled, and they all turned and began pelting down the corridor. It quickly became obvious they could never outrun her. Wings beat legs any day. She drew ever nearer, shrieking insanely, hurling volleys of spells, while behind them walls splintered and shattered.

‘Quickly,’ Derry commanded, ‘through a door!’ She threw open a door and they all tumbled into a chamber, similar to the one that had housed the Cradle but slightly smaller and without the black stone altar. And then they spotted something incredibly welcome.

‘A chute circle!’ Derry gasped. ‘All right!’

‘Should we use it?’ Busternut gasped, grasping his chest as if he was trying to contain his thundering heart.

Derry gave him a look. There came the sound of another explosion behind them. Bluebell was close behind. ‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘But remember where we are. It could take us anywhere!’ the wizard pointed out, straightening his hat.

‘Brilliant. As long as it takes us somewhere other than here,’ Grieve rasped, ‘I don’t give a horse’s armpit where it is. That loony can’t follow us through a chute circle and right now, we seriously need to regroup.’

They fell into the circle of stones just as Bluebell erupted into the room, slamming the door with such a bolt of energy that it flew off its hinges. ‘There you are!’ she snarled, fingers sparking dangerously. Indeed, her whole body appeared to be alive with a frenzy of magical force. ‘Boy, have I been waiting for this moment!’ She didn’t seem to notice that they were in a chute circle. Such was her focus on killing Grieve that a herd of dancing donkeys wouldn’t have caught her attention. She launched a wall of destructive energy at the six shaking figures. ‘Take that, the lot of you!’

Colin watched an avalanche of destruction hurtle towards him and closed his eyes, finding a moment to regret that their adventure had to end like this. What would his dad think when he never returned? Would he think that he’d run away, or been kidnapped, or . . .

He never actually had the opportunity to finish that thought. As soon as they entered the circle the stones had activated and they were gone before Bluebell’s deadly barrage hit them. They never heard her scream of frustrated rage.
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‘Ugh! I’m standing in something wet!’ Derry protested. ‘And where did the light go?’

‘Shut up!’ Grieve groaned. ‘I think I’m going to be sick.’

‘Excellent! The chute worked.’ Friendly was jubilant. ‘Are we all in one piece?’ He sploshed across and helped the cub down from Grieve’s shoulder. ‘Is Ashley okay?’

The cub was beginning to groan softly. Grieve slid her carefully off his shoulder and cradled her in his arms.

‘Where . . . ?’ she mumbled dazedly.

‘It’s all right,’ Derry said quickly. ‘You’re safe, Ashley.’

‘Derry?’ the girl whispered, hope in her voice.


‘Right here.’

‘And Colin?’

‘I’m here too. Don’t worry.’

Ashley gave a little sob. Grieve set her down gently and she turned immediately to latch on to Colin with all the enthusiasm of an over-excited leech. The boy staggered back a little, but managed to retain his feet. ‘It’s okay!’ he said, patting her shoulder awkwardly.

‘You rescued me!’ Ashley quivered.

‘Course we did,’ Colin agreed cheerfully. ‘You must have known we would.’

‘Dus made me carry the Shimmer! His race is going to . . . What are we standing in?’ Ashley demanded, breaking off. ‘My feet are wet!’

‘Water?’ Grieve mused, peering around him while he took a few deep breaths to try and settle his stomach.

‘Where are we?’ Colin asked. They really did seem to be standing in a puddle – or something. Whatever it was, it smelt rank. It wasn’t completely dark; instead a heavy twilight surrounded them, but the light wasn’t enough to give them anything but a vague idea of their surroundings.

‘Busternut?’ The wizard responded immediately.

‘Right here, Grieve.’

‘Well, that’s a good result,’ Friendly said happily. ‘Now all we have to do is figure out where we are and how we’re going to get back to Grumble, right?’

‘Sounds like a plan. Of course, for the moment we might have to settle for finding some place dry and wait for morning.’ Derry created some light and they all looked around them. There wasn’t much to see. They were ankle deep in what appeared to be dark, brackish water, standing in some kind of depression. Beyond this, clumps of weeds and grizzled tufts of grass could be seen. ‘Where in the four worlds are we?’ the gnome wondered, puzzled.

‘Ah. Funny you should mention the four worlds,’ Busternut muttered.

They all turned to look at him. ‘You’re going to say something I’m not going to want to hear, aren’t you?’ Grieve said wearily.

‘Probably,’ the wizard agreed.

‘Do you know where we are?’ Colin asked uneasily.

‘We-ll . . . I have a good idea,’ Busternut replied. ‘Only because I’ve been here before. Not actually in this puddle before, of course but –’

‘Busternut,’ Derry interrupted.

‘Oh, right. Well, as I was saying, my uncle sent me to investigate the four worlds for several months –’

‘He was always sending you off somewhere, wasn’t he?’ Friendly observed.

Busternut cleared his throat. ‘He was hoping I’d find my calling in research, I think. Anyway, I travelled by one of the three dedicated chute circles that are controlled by the Guild. But – and this is quite interesting – it’s long been hypothesised that there are other chute circles that lead into the four worlds that are unknown.’

There was a bit of a silence. ‘And possibly positioned inside the Crack?’ Grieve said glumly.

‘Exactly. And from what I remember, this is one of the worlds,’ Busternut concluded, with a faint air of triumph.


‘The damp, dark, boggy one?’

‘Absolutely! Interesting, hey?’

‘Oh yes. I’m totally riveted. I don’t suppose you might possibly be wrong about the different world thing, might you?’

Busternut turned to look around him gravely. ‘No.’

Grieve shut his eyes and mentally summed up the situation. On the plus side, they had the Shimmer and their lives. On the minus side, the Nameless Ones were free, Bluebell was a hideous force to be reckoned with and they were currently standing in a puddle on a world that was quite a long way removed from their own.

It was possibly time to admit that, even though he had recovered the Shimmer, he had failed big-time. He had mucked it up good and proper, and all that was left was for him to sort out a way to undo the damage.

How hard could it be?

Colin’s hand, small and cold, slipped into his own. ‘So what are we going to do now?’

Grieve looked down at the cub’s shadowed blue eyes and managed a wry smile. ‘What else can we do?’ he sighed. ‘We’ll just have to fix it, that’s all . . .’
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