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Excerpt from Frogwilton’s History of the People [edition 9, second imprint]

 . . . of course some believe that the rift that took place between the People and the sixth Race, the Humans, was inevitable. Humans possess no magic and so cannot fully appreciate its presence around them. In time, of course, they even began to disbelieve in it altogether, a peculiar state of affairs considering the origins of the Eight Races. It has long been debated as to whether they themselves chose to live separately from the rest of the Races or if they were forced to do so, but the end result was surely the same. Over a period of time they were excluded from the day-to-day workings of the Magical world and were not included in the Great Events of the times.

For example . . . 

When the Ogre Uprising took place at Pillock Hill, Humans were not aware of anything untoward, despite the village lying less than a kilometre from a large Human settlement. Considerable tracts of land were laid waste but reports state Humans ‘didn’t see a thing’.

Or when the peril of the Rift Wall was upon us, threatening our very existence, Humans remained completely oblivious to what was going on even though they, too, would have been consumed by darkness if the threatened breach in the rift had not been dealt with.

A very strange phenomenon, really.

Of course, it has been eons since Humans have been included in the doings of the People. For instance, they remember nothing of the four Worlds and have long since forgotten the ways of passing into them. Of course, even the other races don’t go out of their way to visit two of the Worlds (the climate is quite ghastly – one is damp, the other sunburnt) while the third is used largely for recreational purposes. I spent a very pleasant couple of weeks camping there last spring, actually . . . 

It seems odd to think that one of the Eight Races could live in ignorance of the other seven. It certainly didn’t start that way. In the beginning, when the First Race, the Nameless Ones, moved on from this world, the Humans stood beside the rest. But over time, Humans were not only excluded but actively kept in the dark as to their real origins. As the only non-magical race, they were considered . . . different. In time most of the Races – the Fairies were an exception, of course – colluded to never incorporate Humans in their affairs and so the rather odd circumstance occurred of a Race living almost side by side with others in total ignorance . . . 

I attribute their exclusion to their inability to utilise even the most basic form of Universal Magic, the magic that permeates every living thing (apart from Humans, of course). The great wizard Ezbat likened it to trying to play a game of ping-pong with a blind opponent – when you hit the ball to them, it just ends up whizzing past their ear!

Of course there were those who believed we would all come to regret the alienation of the Humans. Hessig the Wise maintained that the day would come when all of the Eight Races – we do not, of course, include the Nameless Ones who, with the immense power of the Creation Stone, formed the four Worlds – would need to come together, and while many have questioned this I do believe he had a point.

The Eight Races that were left to govern were created together and yet – despite seeming inequalities – their kinship is unavoidable. It seems to me that there was a Greater Purpose in our origins than we comprehend and the day will come when once again we will need to join together.

It’s just a feeling, mind you.

I mean, I could be wrong . . . 
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C H A P T E R   O N E

The Portal & the Pub

The Portal was as dark as a goblin’s armpit (but not nearly as smelly, thank the stars above!). Grieve, whose business saw him get around quite a lot at night, still found the place distinctly creepy. Admittedly a pile of cold, white stone was hardly designed to be warm and welcoming but even so . . . 

Grieve paused on the threshold of the most important room he had to investigate and held his breath, devoting every fibre of his being to the single act of listening. He was in the antechamber adjoining the Ward Room and he had a feeling bad things lay ahead. This wasn’t much of a newsflash considering only a door lay between the Shimmer and certain destruction for anybody fool enough to step through and try to claim it.

Bad feelings were only to be expected.

Grieve breathed a small charm – so mild it would evaporate in less than a minute – and ghostly light illuminated the room, which was empty apart from a single chair in front of the door. He frowned at it uneasily before allowing the light to fade away.

Why a chair? Who in their right mind would want to sit next to the Ward Room anyway? It made your flesh creep just thinking about it.

Grieve wasn’t there to steal the Shimmer because stealing the Shimmer was impossible. His only reason for slinking around a deserted building in the middle of the night was to get the lie of the land. And this little midnight sortie wasn’t even his idea. It was all that short, ugly git Waddi Stonecutter’s doing. Grieve was hoping – fervently – that whatever information he supplied tonight might be enough for the dwarf. Fat chance really, but worth a shot.

So far the Portal hadn’t put up much of a fight. He’d paused before sliding through the front gates to study the building. Everybody was familiar with the Portal. It had been there forever, a white, circular tower that rose to point at the heavens like an accusing finger. The smooth stone was broken by narrow, arching windows and a single door, but apart from that nothing interrupted its snowy exterior which rose up at least eighty metres and ended in a sharp spire. Shaking his head at his own folly, Grieve had slipped like a shadow through the gates using a fairly basic cloaking charm, and was gratified when the two sloths on duty hadn’t so much as batted an eyelid, hunched over their game of stones, unaware of an intruder in their midst. It looked as if the rumours about the Guild saving money on security were true. There used to be nothing short of two fully trained wizards on the front gates and a cloaking charm wouldn’t have had a hope of fooling them. Sloths, however, were thick and slow moving. They looked impressive, which was why the Guild used them at the Guild Hall, but they were useless when it came to actually catching criminals. They’d had to stop using them in the guardi because, by the time they put two and two together, a good thief would have stolen their night stick and their whistle. 

The front door had been out of the question so Grieve, like the good thief that he was, had decided to nip around the back. The Portal wasn’t big on windows, especially those close to the ground, but there was one about fifteen feet above that he’d decided would work as his doorway in. He hadn’t hesitated, climbing straight up, fingers and toes finding impossible holds as he went. Talent like that was impressive, which was why Grieve was one of the more employable members of his profession.

If he’d originally been given a choice of shaving off his eyebrows or busting into the Portal he would quite happily have gone with the eyebrows, because everybody knew the Portal was a magical stronghold of awesome proportions while eyebrows probably grew back, given time. The low-life dwarf Waddi Stonecutter who, unless Grieve was much mistaken, was acting as a front for the fairies, had other ideas, however.

Thinking back to his meeting with the dwarf, Grieve felt himself glowering with frustration once again. If it wasn’t for the fact that he wanted to keep his brother Friendly in one piece, Grieve would have told the nasty sod to push off.

‘The thing is,’ Waddi had said, scratching his bulbous nose with one stained and stubby finger, while the other hand automatically searched his beard for unauthorised hangers on. He pulled out a small fire-sprite and flung it across the room with a casual flick of the hand. Fire-sprites were tiny, wispy creatures that were a natural by-product of magical fire and were attracted to dark, smelly places like dwarves’ beards. ‘The thing is, young Grieve, I need some information. And not the kind of information that you can get from the People’s Advice Bureau neither.’ 

Grieve, nursing a pot of acorn ale, listened unenthusiastically. His eyes drifted towards the two big bruisers standing on either side of Waddi’s short, squat frame. The worst sort of trolls, these. They were Waddi’s ‘business partners’, also known as his pet thugs. Each of them stood like a couple of rock goblins, arms folded across their chests, faces about as blank as a face can look while still holding on to some kind of sentient intelligence.

Grieve sighed. He hadn’t wanted to meet Waddi but the dwarf had a bit of influence around Grumble, and in Grieve’s line of business it didn’t pay to make enemies unnecessarily. But he really wished that the dwarf hadn’t asked for this meeting. The dwarf’s associates – quite apart from the ones at his shoulders – were rumoured to be as shady as the shadow cast by that ruddy great beard of his. ‘What sort of information?’ Grieve inquired cautiously.

The dwarf looked around him then leaned across the table. Grieve wished he wouldn’t. The rancid smell oozing from that grubby toadstool of a body was awesome. ‘I’m interested in wot’s inside the Portal,’ he muttered hoarsely.

Grieve had blinked, wondering if his ears were doing their job properly. ‘Why wonder?’ he demanded. ‘Everybody knows what’s inside!’

Waddi smiled, displaying an excessive number of large, yellowing teeth. ‘Yeah, well I want somebody to take a bit of a look-see. Know wot I mean?’

Grieve set his pot down carefully and, like Waddi had done a moment before, checked out the interior of the pub. Mid-morning was relatively quiet in the Frog & Whistle with only the diehard patrons propping up the stools around the bar. The word ‘seedy’ summed the Frog & Whistle up nicely. It was a popular place to transact business that was a few feet short of being legal. It was dark and smoky but that was to be expected of a place that had a poorly maintained chimney and windows that probably hadn’t been cleaned since the place was built.

Despite the fact that there was nobody nearby Grieve still had the distinct impression that they were being observed. He took a deep breath. He was no expert on the subject of the thing the Portal contained but he knew enough to understand that breaking in to it was one of the bigger sorts of mistake a thief could make. The Portal was the resting place of the Shimmer. A fragment of the Creation Stone. The very material creation came from. Heavy-duty stuff. Everybody – apart from humans of course – knew that the Portal was a repository of magic so enormous that it curled your toes to think of it. If he was caught then his punishment would be a little bit more severe that appearing before a magistrate for a rap across the knuckles. He could expect a one-way ticket to one of the other worlds. The one where the scenery was mostly made up of gaseous bogs and endless night. Stumbling around in a swamp for the rest of his natural life wasn’t high on Grieve’s list of things to do. ‘You’re kidding, right? I mean – the Portal? Why?’

‘The why isn’t important,’ Waddi growled. His small, mean eyes were narrowed, fixed on Grieve with calculating intensity. ‘Let’s just say that I could make it well worth yer while. Know wot I mean?’

Grieve thought about it. Unfortunately he knew exactly what the dwarf meant. He also knew he was in a very sticky situation because, while there was no way in the four worlds he wanted to crack open the Portal, he also knew that his refusal had to be diplomatic in the extreme. Life in Grumble wasn’t all that bad but it could become a lot less pleasant if Waddi took it into his thick skull to make life difficult for a poor thief just trying to make a respectable living for himself. He opted for diplomacy.

‘I appreciate you thinking of me, Waddi,’ he said after a moment. ‘I mean, really. Thanks ever so much and all that. But I’m kind of tied up at the moment with other commitments. I’m not really . . . ah . . . looking for other projects right now.’

‘Yeah, but that don’t mean they’re not looking for you,’ Waddi grunted, draining his ale. He leered at Grieve. ‘Seen that young brother of yours lately?’

Grieve’s heart sank. Friendly was a problem he’d been trying to sort ever since their ma had taken off for parts unknown three years before, leaving the brothers to manage any way they cared to. Friendly had developed a knack of landing himself in hot water and Grieve found his second most time-consuming occupation – apart from earning enough to keep them alive – was extracting Friendly from whatever fresh disaster he’d found to occupy him. Not that his brother was a bad troll. He was just taking a while to grow up. 

‘He’s around, I guess. Why?’ he demanded, although he had a nasty feeling he knew what was coming.

‘Because the little gremlin owes me some gold,’ Waddi replied flatly. ‘An’ you know ’ow a dwarf feels about someone owing them gold, right, troll? I like your bruvver, Grieve, but I don’t like ’im owing me money. If ’e owes it to me fer too much longer then I’m going to ’ave to get the boys ’ere to pay ’im a little visit with a pair o’ pliers and a ’ammer.’

Grieve glanced at ‘the boys’; they gave him the sort of smile that could in no way be misconstrued as chummy. He spent a moment considering his options, not that there were a lot of options to toss around here. A sensible soul would have consigned Friendly and his troubles to the nether regions by now, figuring that if a twenty-eight year old troll couldn’t manage to stay out of the manure by that age then they never would. But Grieve just couldn’t bring himself to do it.

‘How about we compromise?’ Grieve suggested hopefully. ‘Exactly how much gold does my brother owe you?’

‘Fifteen grams,’ the dwarf replied flatly.

Grieve winced. Fifteen grams was an awful lot of gold to come up with. ‘Give me two nights,’ he suggested, talking quickly. ‘Just two nights and I’ll get it for you. You know me, Waddi.’ Unfortunately. ‘You know that I always keep my word.’

‘Yeah, yeah. I know you. That’s why we’re here, innit? I don’t want you to settle your brother’s debt, troll. I want you to take a look inside the Portal. That’ll square things up between us nicely.’

‘Two extra grams as interest?’ Grieve suggested weakly. ‘Instead of paying you fifteen grams I’ll get you seventeen. Can’t say fairer than that.’

Waddi was shaking his head. ‘It ain’t no good, Grievous. I need somebody to break in to the Portal and you’re the chump for the job. Do this for me an’ your bruvver stays ’ealthy. Turn me down an’ I’m gonna have to kill the little twerp. No offence, ya understand.’

Grieve sighed. ‘You realise that taking a look inside the Portal is going to put a serious crimp in my career. They’ll know I was there. The Portal records any kind of magic.’

‘So don’t use magic, yer daft lump. You’re a thief, ain’t yer?’

Grieve was silent for a long moment. ‘You just want me to take a look inside the Portal? That’s it?’

Waddi grinned. ‘Yeah. That’s it. You get inside and tell me exactly wot’s in there and I’ll forget about ’ow much that good fer nothing brother of yours owes me. I’ll even chuck in a little extra for yer trouble.’

‘I’m not going to even try to get into the Ward Room, right? You understand that if I can get in at all, then it’ll just be the outer rooms?’ Dwarves were thick. Grieve wanted to be quite clear on what was expected of him. He knew it was probably going to come back and bite him on the bum anyway but at least he could make it clear from the outset what he was capable of providing. It was well known that the Shimmer was hemmed in with a profusion of wards that would annihilate any idiot dim enough to lay hands on it. Every cub who’d ever misbehaved for his mum had been scared silly with threats that they’d be sent to see the Shimmer if they didn’t behave themselves. Once you were inside the Ward Room it was impossible to resist the persuasive call of the Creation Stone. Many a poor soul had been lured by it to come and touch. The end result had not been pretty. Years before Grieve had seen what was left of a mad wizard who had thought he was powerful enough to touch the Stone. 

Grieve could still remember the sick feeling he’d experienced when they’d brought the remains out in a bucket . . . Only humans, who had no magic, and the wickets, simple creatures created by the Guild who had no souls and were quite deaf to whatever the Shimmer might have to say, could enter the Ward Room.

‘Hey, I ain’t stupid.’ Waddi had sounded aggrieved. ‘You just take a look around the rooms in there and we’ll call it quits. Done deal?’

‘Done deal.’ Grieve sealed the bargain glumly then stood up. Maybe Grumble wasn’t such a healthy environment anymore. When this was finished he figured the time might be ripe for a bit of relocation. He’d take Friendly with him, give his brother new places to get into trouble. But first there was the Portal to deal with.
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Now, inside the Portal, Grieve found himself wondering – as he had done ever since Waddi had proposed this little adventure – why they wanted to know what was in the building. What was behind it? Surely the little scumbags – because he was quite sure it was the fairies, it was well known that Waddi fronted for them – didn’t have designs on the Shimmer? How could they when the majority of wards that protected it were designed to destroy any of the magical races stupid enough to get within its range? It didn’t make any sense. Not that it had anything to do with Grieve. He just wanted to do the job and get out of there.

He was about to turn and explore the rooms above when a distant sound made him freeze.

The sound of the front door creaking open.

The sound of footsteps approaching the stairs.

The sound of one troll’s heart thumping like a drum!

Grieve looked around him desperately but the only hiding place was under the lone chair and he had a feeling that large bits of him would be visible to anyone who cared to look.

The footsteps were coming nearer, climbing the stairs. Large, slapping steps which probably meant it was a sloth, most likely doing the rounds. And while Grieve might wonder at the Guild employing sloths for anything, let alone security on the most important building in Grumble, a sloth was just as capable of finding him as a fully trained wizard, exposed as he was in the middle of the floor! He expelled a breath. Think, think, think . . . 

Long breaths, in and out. Grieve relaxed his body and got busy with his fingers, mumbling words beneath his breath. He figured he might as well use magic because he was sunk either way.

The charm stole over him, as soft as a touch and suddenly he started to feel light. He was so light that he was becoming less than the air around him. Grieve kept his eyes closed, concentrating, while weaving the spell with his fingers. Part of him was conscious of the sound of the sloth, coming closer, moving slowly but inexorably upwards.

Approaching the door.

Light, lighter, lighter than air . . . 

Then he was floating, feet leaving the ground, moving upwards. Lighter than smoke, lighter than a feather, lighter than the very air itself. He kept his eyes closed until he felt the gentle bump of stone against his head. Only then did he crack an eye open and look down.

The door opened and the sloth appeared with all the slow deliberation of its kind, stooping to fit its tall form through the door. It paused in the doorway, great, shaggy head swinging this way and that, the light from its lantern illuminating the room with almost indecent brilliance. The sloth’s long, fur-clad body cast a huge shadow on the floor, its enormous feet splayed wide as it surveyed the room. Grieve blinked and held his breath, eyes watering, willing it not to look upwards. Please, please, not upwards, anywhere but upwards . . . 

The survey of the room seemed to take forever. Tell a sloth to search the Portal at a certain time and it would do it without fail. Just not very imaginatively. Happily, it never seemed to think of looking at the ceiling.

After the slowest thirty seconds Grieve had ever experienced, the sloth turned and moved out of the room, descending the stairs once more. Grieve let his breath out in a great rush, relief making him release the spell too quickly; he dropped like a stone, connecting with the floor more heavily than his body appreciated.

‘Ouch!’ he muttered, rubbing his bruised forehead.

The close call was inspirational. He finished his investigation of the Portal in double-quick time, running up the circular staircase to check out the rest of the empty rooms, continuing on until he came to the small door that gave access to the spire at the very top of the tower. There was nothing in that tiny room either, apart from pigeon poo from the birds that climbed through the narrow slits in the stone. All the remainder of the Portal had to offer was dust and an expectant kind of silence that set his nerves on edge. From the moment he’d entered the place he knew it was watching him, waiting to see what he would do. He was aware that the Shimmer sensed his presence because it called to him, a faint, faraway call that tugged at his heart.

Grieve didn’t have any trouble at all ignoring that call. He knew full well what would happen to him if he set so much as a toe over the threshold of the Ward Room. He’d be pulled to the stone. Unable to help himself, he would walk the final steps that separated him from his destruction. If Grieve entered the Ward Room he would be overwhelmed by the wonder of the Shimmer. He’d reach out a hand . . . and all that would be left of him would be a pile of ash that one of the wickets would be brushing into a dustpan the next morning, just like that silly old wizard, years ago. And a career as a pile of dust definitely wasn’t the future he envisioned for himself.

He slipped down the stairs like a shadow and slid through the window, grateful for the touch of fresh air against his face. It was time to be gone.
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Two hours later he was sitting moodily in the Frog & Whistle, once again drinking acorn ale while brooding on life and all its ruddy permutations. He’d spent some quality time with Waddi, describing everything in the Ward Room. The dwarf had made him go over his entry into the building about twenty times. ‘And you felt nothin’? No, like, protective charms over the windows or any of the outer rooms or anythin’ like that?’

After half an hour of saying the same thing over and over again it had all grown pretty tiresome. Finally Grieve had lost patience. ‘Look, why can’t you listen to what I’m telling you? All the protective wards must be set around the Shimmer itself, okay? There’s nothing in the Portal apart from that. No guards, no charms, no alarms. I went everywhere there was to go and there . . . is . . . nothing!’

‘Awright, awright, don’t lose yer hair.’ The dwarf had sat back, giving an unpleasant grin. ‘I guess that concludes our business then.’

Grieve had eyed him suspiciously. ‘Just like that? What about Friendly?’

‘Consider the debt cleared.’ Waddi had shook his head, scratching through his beard. He extracted several cinder imps – even smaller wisps than the fire-sprites and the end result of magical soot – and tossed them over his shoulder where they hit the wall, disappearing in puffs of smoky grey cinder as they collided. ‘But I tell yer, Grieve, that little toe scab is goin’ to get into more trouble one day than you can get ’im out of. Tell ’im not to gamble with dwarves. They’re not all as understanding as me.’

‘I’ll tell him.’

That was going to be one of many things Grieve was planning on telling his brother. Now he sat alone, brooding on the whole affair and getting more and more twitchy about it. It was the fairies. He knew it was. The scum of the four worlds, the craftiest of all the eight races.

There was no doubt about it. Fairies sucked.





C H A P T E R   T W O

Dodgy Dealings
at the Fly & Ointment

Contrary to what the one non-gifted race thinks, fairies are dangerous psychotics who – given half the opportunity – would kill a person as soon as look at them. It annoyed Grieve immensely that humans still thought of fairies as sweet little darlings who liked to dress in acorns and wispy bits of old material, which they probably nicked in the first place, and believed they spent their days riding on the backs of butterflies or dancing around mushroom rings. He was aware of the fact that the more romantic minded humans were still inclined to believe that fairies crept into the rooms of little children to whisper charms to keep them safe during the night.

Anybody who had actually spent more than two minutes in the company of a fairy knew they were absolute horrors whose singular purpose in life was the destruction of the other eight races. The only time a fairy hung around butterflies was when they had one of the poor creatures spit-roasted over a fire, probably with a side order of mushrooms to go. As for visiting human children in their beds at night . . . well it made Grieve’s skin crawl just to think of it!

Fairies were evil little sods whose driving ambition was to take over and rule.

Absolute power.

Complete domination.

He had no doubt they would have done it before now except for the fact that none of them was more than three or four centimetres tall, which was a definite drawback if you were serious about world domination. If he knew anything at all it was that really short beings had ego problems with anyone taller than themselves. Apply that to an unstable race that didn’t measure any more than half a human’s finger and you’ve got a lot of irritable midgets with a really bad attitude.

He recalled the Great Uprising of ’23 when he was just a little kid and his dad was still about. The fairies had banded together – no mean feat as most of the rival gangs were always trying to knock each other off – to take over the human village of Little Dorking. Why they chose the cruddy settlement of Little Dorking, which lay quite close to the Other People village of Hooting Mare, was a complete mystery. Grieve reckoned it had been a test run for bigger things. The fairies had chosen a human village because they were the thickest – with the possible exception of ogres – of the eight races.

Grieve’s dad was in the militia as part of his job with the Ministry of Magical Miscreants when it happened. When the alarm came through he and the rest of the militia had travelled down to Little Dorking to try to sort the mess out. Grieve’s dad didn’t like to discuss his work but one of the other militia members, a troll called Furious, had told Grieve all about it afterwards.

It seems that the fairies had flooded the town, riding on the backs of specially trained rabbits. They had set explosive charges and mounted sorties inside the humans’ brick and mortar homes. And while it’s true that a fairy incendiary device is not exactly dangerous on its own because of its itsy-bitsy size, when it’s treated with fairy magic, well that’s a different kettle of worms altogether.

Then it can get vicious.

By the time the militia arrived the fairies had managed to secure the Post Office, the village hall and two fish and chip shops, binding the occupants with puzzlement spells so they were completely befuddled and totally helpless. The war rabbits were bringing down humans by tangling among their feet and when they were on the ground they were vulnerable to face-to-face confrontation.

A face-off with an armed fairy can be a nasty experience. Get hit in the face with one of their willow repeaters, which are capable of hurling sharp bits of stone up to four feet, and it can put your eye out at the very least. Not only that but the projectiles are treated with a special spell so that they smell truly awful when they’re released. Grieve believed there was something seriously wrong with a race that not only tried to shoot your eyes out, but subjected you to fart-like odours while they did it.

It had taken the militia a couple of hours to clean up Little Dorking, unpacking the anti-flit machines to neutralise the threat. The machines were a nifty little device that the Guild had come up with to help deal with the fairies when they became difficult. They emitted a certain sort of sound wave that interfered with the fairies’ natural ability to fly, effectively disabling them. They’d collected up whatever fairies they could find – they would later stand trial for subversion – and then Grieve’s dad and Onicus Groan had whipped up a Crazy Daze spell so that the humans were even more confused than usual. The spell had made them think they’d had a few too many pints down at the pub the night before so that they woke with headaches and some very fuzzy memories. They had spent half the day wandering around, muttering about dodgy beer while wondering how they’d ended up at the Duck & Dragon anyway, when the last thing they could recall was watching the nine o’clock news on the telly. They didn’t have any memory of the fairies who had tried to take over their village. 

Grieve really resented the fact that the little sods could try to pull off stuff like that and the humans still thought they were marvellous. It was amazing how much the fairies had got away with over the years – lying, cheating, stealing, murder – and that wasn’t the half of it, not by a long shot. And what did humans think of the other races? Trolls apparently hung out under bridges and picked on goats, gnomes sulked underground, wizards had attitude problems, witches stirred cauldrons and cackled horribly. Actually, witches did cackle horribly. Not their fault, really. They inhaled far too much smoke from those cauldrons. The only thing that humans got right was ogres who really were a horrible waste of space.

It annoyed Grieve enormously that fairies got away with it. There he was, an innocent thief just trying to get on in life. And now the damn fairies were taking an interest in the Shimmer which gave him a very bad feeling indeed.

He drained his pot and decided to find his useless brother. Maybe it really was time to be moving on.
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Friendly was snoring heavily when Grieve arrived back at the small cave they shared about an hour or so before sun-up. He deduced, from the fact that his brother was still fully clothed, that Friendly had been a little under the weather when he returned which didn’t endear him to Grieve one little bit. He glared at Friendly then kicked him in the ankle. Friendly grunted and buried his head a little deeper into the mattress. Grieve kicked him again, somewhat harder this time. ‘Wake up, you lazy sod!’

‘Ergh?’ Friendly raised his head and squinted hazily in Grieve’s general direction.

‘Wake up! I want to talk to you.’

Friendly sat up, rubbing his eyes and looking extremely irritated. ‘Grievous, you toad! What’d you kick me for?’

‘Because I’m in a really rank mood and I thought I’d share it with you. Especially as you’re the reason for it,’ Grieve said, plonking himself on the end of the bed.

Friendly squinted at him, suddenly wary. ‘Is there, like, a problem?’

‘No like about it. There’s a problem, pure and simple,’ his brother returned evenly. ‘The problem is, you keep dropping me in a pile of dung and I’m well and truly over it.’

The younger troll scratched his head, brain cells reluctantly kicking in. Friendly was not a rise-with-the-birds kind of troll, especially when he’d only been in bed a couple of hours. ‘Um . . . I’m sensing a little hostility here.’

‘You’re smarter than you look then,’ Grieve observed. ‘But definitely not smart enough to avoid playing games with dwarves. I had a little conversation with Waddi earlier today.’

Friendly winced. ‘Him! He’s a thief.’

Grieve held up a hand. ‘No, Friendly. I’m a thief. Waddi is a low-life piece of ogre sputum who rolls easy marks like you for breakfast. Fifteen grams of gold? What were you thinking, playing games with him? Betting with a dwarf is like betting at the Golden Seal. House always wins, Friendly!’

His brother made a face. ‘Did Waddi’s boys dust you up?’ he inquired with a touch of apprehension.

‘Nah. They were denied the pleasure. The dwarf merely got me to do a little job for him to clear the debt. A job I wouldn’t even touch with a ten foot pole if I’d had my druthers.’ Grieve yawned so widely he felt as if his face might crack open. It had been a very long night.

Friendly sat up straighter. ‘What sort of job?’

‘He wanted me to take a look inside the Portal for him.’

Climbing to his feet, Grieve went and stuck his head in the bucket of water on the hearth by the fire. He scrubbed his short, stumpy fingers through his wiry hair then groped blindly for the towel. Friendly tossed one, eager to hear more.

‘Uh . . . Grieve? Why’d Waddi want you to take a look inside the Portal?’

Grieve paused. He’d thought about that question a lot since his last meeting with Waddi. He’d fully expected that the whole thing would be a lead into something else. But the dwarf had just walked away after listening to what Grieve had to say, leaving the troll even uneasier. ‘I dunno,’ he admitted. ‘He just wanted me to take a look around. Everywhere but the Ward Room. Then he said that was that, thank you very much! And left me to it. Does that smell bad to you?’

His brother nodded. ‘Yeah, it pongs to high heaven. Y’know, Grieve, they say that Waddi deals with the fairies.’

The troll gave his brother a look. ‘Y’know what? For a smart troll you can trail well behind in the brains department! Let’s roll up our gear, Friendly. I think Grumble has nothing more to offer us.’

‘We’re leaving?’ Friendly demanded, suddenly wide-eyed. He’d never been more than ten kilometres away from Grumble in all his twenty-eight years. Trolls tended to stick close to hearth and home.

‘Uh-huh. You pack, I’ll sleep. It’s the least you can do . . . ’

And Grieve hit the mattress, eyelids already closing as he went down.
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The Fly & Ointment was not a nice place to hang about unless you were of a certain criminal disposition. Waddi Stonecutter was of just such a disposition. He was intimately acquainted with every dodgy pub in Grumble and used them as others would use an office, transacting his business from an out-of-the-way table. In Waddi’s opinion a pub beat the pants off an office. This way he got to down large pots of his favourite brown ale while doing deals.

He sat in one of the dark nooks which the Fly & Ointment offered in abundance and kept his eyes peeled. His boys had not accompanied him this time. This was not a meeting he was keen to share even with those in his own employ. He didn’t have long to wait. He’d only been there for ten minutes when his contact arrived.

Peaseblossom – also known as Pyro Pease due to his fixation with lighting fires – appeared abruptly above the tabletop. One minute there was nothing but spilled slops and the remains of several old chicken bones that had somehow been overlooked by the clean-up crew, the next minute a four centimetre fairy was hovering just above the puddle of spilled beer so as not to get his boots wet (on the very long list of ‘Things fairies hate’, wet boots came in at around 65).

Waddi made a face. He wasn’t at all fond of the manner in which his miniscule associates just popped in like that. ‘’Ullo, Guvner!’ he grunted.

Peaseblossom gave him a sour look which was entirely at odds with his rather gorgeous appearance. Fairies had been given the best cut of the cards when it came to dealing out the looks, no doubt about it. Admittedly everything was in miniature but at least they looked fabulous while they were pouting.

‘Well?’

The dwarf took a moment to reflect that fairies left a lot to be desired in the social chit-chat department. ‘I got somebody to take a look inside the Portal like you asked. There’s nothin’ in there apart from wot’s inside the Ward Room.’

Pyro Pease raised an eyebrow. ‘Nothing? No traps, no beasts, no guardians?’

‘Nup. Just a couple of dimwits on the gate an’ my old mum could generate enough magic to get by them. An’ she’s dead an’ all.’

‘No spells, ensourcelments, charms, curses?’

‘Nah. None o’ that.’

‘No bindings? Surely there are bindings! Every magical building of any repute has bindings.’

Waddi repressed an urge to grind his teeth. ‘Not a thing. Really.’

‘Not even one small cantrap –’

‘THERE’S NOTHIN’ THERE!’ Waddi bellowed, then drew a deep breath. He gave a weak smile. ‘I mean . . . nothin’ at all. Honest.’

‘That’s good. Very good.’

Peaseblossom was satisfied and Waddi felt relief surge through him. It was much nicer having a happy fairy around than a cranky one. Cranky fairies were known to make life very unpleasant for the person responsible for making them that way. ‘Who did you use?’

‘Just a troll.’ Waddi shrugged, ‘’E’s a pretty good thief. A bit too honest for my tastes but you know ’ow it is.’

Peaseblossom sat on an invisible chair. He crossed his legs, tucking his aqua satin coat around him carefully. ‘I hope you disposed of him thoughtfully afterwards. Fire’s handy for that sort of thing. If it’s hot enough all you have to worry about is the ash.’

The dwarf blinked and swallowed. ‘’Ang about. I didn’t actually kill ’im. I didn’t see the need. ’E won’t be sayin’ nuffin to anyone. I mean,’ Waddi shifted uncomfortably, ‘’e’s a thief, right? Not in ’is best interests an’ all that. Besides, if I keep knockin’ off all me contacts there won’t be anyone to do the business, know wot I mean?’

Peaseblossam frowned. ‘I don’t like loose ends,’ he observed coldly and flicked a tiny flame into life with his fingertips. It was a habit of his. He would flick flames while he talked. Waddi, conscious of the highly combustible properties of his bushy beard, found it a little disconcerting.

‘No problem, Guv. My sources tell me the little toe scab is planning to move on anyway. Seems Grievous Pepperpot finds the atmosphere around Grumble un’ealthy all of a sudden.’

Peaseblossom was quiet for a few moments. Waddi watched him nervously. More especially, he watched the little flame on the fairy’s fingertip. ‘Very well,’ Peaseblossom conceded finally. ‘I think we’re ready to move along with the next part of the plan. You’ve done well, dwarf. You’ve earned your reward.’

Words like ‘reward’ were music to Waddi’s overly large ears. Gold not only talked, to the dwarf it sang a beautiful tune all of its own. ‘Ta, Guvner,’ he grinned, accepting the tiny bag of gold that Peaseblossom pulled out of his coat pocket. It magically started to grow when it hit Waddi’s dirty palm until his entire hand was weighted with fairy booty. ‘So you’ve found one then? You’ve managed to get yourself a hoo-man?’

Peaseblossom smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. It was the kind of smile that reminded you of glass shattering and fingers on the blackboard and the scrabbling of a rodent’s feet in the darkness.

‘Oh yes. We’ve found ourselves a suitable candidate. Relax, Waddi. It’s all going according to plan.’





C H A P T E R   T H R E E

Big News & Bad Vibes

The corridors of Widdleton Elementary were crowded with jostling, noisy children. Colin Bundle shuffled through the jungle of bodies getting bumped on a regular basis. He didn’t really notice as the kids always bashed into everyone, especially him, as they made their way between classes or headed out for recess and he was used to it.

He made his way to his locker. It was on the bottom row, which was a pain because Luke Norwood, who had the locker above, usually managed to ‘accidentally’ drop something on him when he was scrounging around in it. Today was no exception. Luke was shoving his Geography books back inside and an atlas fell on Colin’s luckless head. ‘Ow!’

Luke grinned. ‘Bet that hurt.’

Colin glowered up at the boy. ‘Yeah, it did, actually.’

‘Get out of my way, you little trog.’ A new voice spoke, a voice that was so chilly it would have made penguins in the Arctic Circle shiver.

Colin peered over his shoulder to find Ashley Jane Grubb, the most popular girl in all of Widdleton Elementary, staring down at him. If looks could kill, he would have been buried by now. Ashley, whose locker was next to his but one up, only ever spoke to him when she absolutely had to. And she never had anything nice to say.

He wasn’t even blocking her way; all she had to do was go around him. But there was something about Colin that made Ashley act as if she stepped in something nasty. As usual, she was flanked by her two best friends, Mindy and Lisa, who always giggled at the right time and could be depended on to agree with absolutely anything Ashley said, no matter how dopey it was.

‘Hi, Ashley.’ Luke was trying to sound cool. Like a lot of other boys at Widdleton, he thought Ashley, with her big blue eyes and shiny blonde hair, was the best thing since the invention of tomato sauce.

‘Luke,’ Ashley cooed, throwing a quick smile in the boy’s direction. Luke wore brand name clothing and his dad owned a couple of shops in Clackham, which, as far as Ashley was concerned, made him worthy to be in her presence. Ashley did not consider Colin worthy, even though they’d gone to the same primary school together and lived in adjoining villages. She thought of him more as pond-scum material.

Colin resisted the urge to scramble while looking for his lunch. It seemed to him that the older Ashley Jane Grubb became, the worse she behaved. Well if she couldn’t be bothered going around him then she could wait until he was done. Ashley’s eyes narrowed when Colin didn’t immediately obey her. ‘I said move it, you nasty little worm!’ 

‘I heard you.’ Colin withdrew the lunch box his dad made up and opened the top to take a look inside, moving with slow deliberation.

Ashley drew in a long breath. Pasting a dazzling smile on her face, she turned to Luke. ‘It looks like I can’t get to my locker,’ she sighed, batting long lashes at him, ‘somebody is blocking the way.’ Behind her, Mindy and Lisa snickered.

Luke blinked for a moment before he caught onto what she was saying. He gave her a he-man grin, while bending over to seize Colin by the collar of his shirt. ‘No problem. You must be going deaf, Bundle-boy. Time you got out of the way!’

Luke, who was on the football team and big for his age, managed a mighty heave and Colin, who wasn’t on the football team and was small for his age, was propelled across the shiny linoleum of the corridor floor and connected heavily with the wall. As usual when there was anything interesting going on, about a dozen kids stopped to watch what was happening. He heard Ashley speak, her voice like honey. ‘Why thanks, Luke.’

Colin turned to glare up at the girl. She smirked down at him before turning her back. Her two hangers-on, Mindy and Lisa, eyed him maliciously.

Climbing to his feet, Colin rubbed his bruised knee. Girls like Ashley Jane Grubb were a menace to society. They thought far too much of themselves and believed that they could do anything they wanted.

Which was just about right, he reflected as he stared at her oblivious back angrily. They could pretty much get away with anything. Teachers let them off lightly, other kids didn’t give them a hard time. Even parents thought pretty, popular girls like Ashley were wonderful. Which just went to prove what Colin had known all along. Life was terribly, horribly unfair.
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Grieve was about seventeen clicks from Grumble when he heard about the theft of the Shimmer. It gave him a nasty turn.

He and Friendly had left the village six days before, doing a kind of scenic tour as they travelled. Grieve had some savings put aside, the small bag of gold Waddi had – incredibly – bestowed upon him and he pinched the occasional trinket to flog later or exchange for food. He and Friendly were in no hurry. They were just happy to cruise along, catching the bus, mostly, or hitching a ride.

They could have taken the chute, of course, but Grieve would have preferred to surrender several of his lesser organs than ride it so after a couple of days his brother gave up suggesting it. They avoided human byways and habitations as a matter of course because nobody in their right mind would go hang out around a bunch of humans unless it was absolutely necessary.

The disappearance of the Shimmer, however, put an end to Grieve’s holiday spirit.

‘Have you heard?’ Friendly burst into the tiny room at the inn where they’d taken shelter for the night. Most of the time they’d been sleeping under the stars but the weather had turned nasty and it seemed like a good idea to retreat indoors. Grieve had just managed to drift off, despite the noise filtering up from the bar below so he was not impressed with Friendly’s full frontal charge into the room they were sharing.

‘Friendly, you little snotbag!’

‘The Shimmer’s gone! Taken out of the Portal!’

Grieve stared at his brother’s excited face, the fog of sleep evaporating fast. ‘How do you know?’

‘Word just got here from a mage who came through Grumble. The Shimmer’s disappeared from the Portal and nobody knows who did it.’

Friendly looked both excited and apprehensive. This was bigger than the ogre uprising in ’34 which had threatened to turn magical race against magical race. If somebody had taken the Shimmer then bad things were afoot, no mistake.

‘But how could they?’ Grieve demanded, although he was talking to himself really, his mind racing. Nobody could go near it apart from the three wickets assigned to its care. Anybody else tried to and that infamous magic cut in and . . . poof! Gone to dust in less time than it took to mention it. Grieve knew the theft had something to do with Waddi and his own early morning survey of the Portal. Guilt curled through him like a stomach ache.

Friendly sat on his narrow cot and stared at his brother. ‘You reckon it’s the fairies?’ he breathed.

‘I don’t see how they could have. I mean, they can’t touch it. None of us can apart from the . . . ’ Grieve stopped abruptly, frowning as he mulled over this new, unlikely possibility.

‘Human’s couldn’t. They wouldn’t!’ Friendly protested, catching on straightaway. ‘They don’t even know about the Shimmer!’

‘N-o,’ Grieve agreed. ‘But that’s because none of the races have ever told them about it. I mean, apart from the occasional slip up, none of the other races even talk to the humans. When was the last time you had a friendly chat with one of the big lummoxes? They still believe fairies are wonder . . . ’ He stopped again, screwing up his nose.

Surely not! Surely the fairies wouldn’t have shystered a human into their affairs? It was . . . unthinkable! Well all right . . . maybe not unthinkable as he’d just thought of it. But it was pretty darn scary!

There was a long silence. ‘Do you think we should go talk to the Guild?’ Friendly finally asked.

His brother looked at him like he had grown an extra limb all of a sudden. ‘And say what, exactly?’

‘That we think the fairies are behind it,’ Friendly snapped. ‘C’mon, Grieve! You reckon the fairies have conned a human into pinching the Shimmer, don’t you?’

‘What if I do? It’s nothing they wouldn’t already have thought of,’ Grieve retorted. ‘They’ll be looking at every angle. If a human set foot inside the Portal then they’ll be able to sniff it out.’ They’d certainly be able to sniff him out! His little sortie would come to light and they’d know exactly who’d been creeping through the rooms five nights before. It really didn’t look like he’d be going back to Grumble any time soon. ‘And if a human took it then . . . then they’ll know where to start looking. Besides,’ he added grimly, ‘I’m not exactly eager to discuss how I broke in to the place. They may take a very dim view of it. Sure to, in fact.’

Friendly looked entirely unconvinced but Grieve didn’t care. He didn’t want any part of this. There were units, organisations set up to deal with this kind of thing. They had the resources. The knowledge. Up against that kind of know-how what were a couple of dumb trolls supposed to do, anyway?

‘Forget it, Friendly,’ Grieve said firmly. ‘It’s not our business.’
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Bluebell was mooted as being one of the prettiest fairies in the Uglum Forest area. She had hair like spun gold, eyes as blue as sapphires and a dainty little pink rosebud for a mouth. She was also the leader of the strongarm organisation FFP (Fairies For Power) and had murdered several family members to secure a firm position as head of her Clan.

Nobody messed with Bluebell unless they had a death-wish or the back-up of at least twenty heavily armed fairies behind them. Frankly, some people believed the power was really going to her head. There had been no less than three attempts on her life in the past two weeks, two of them by her own mother who just wanted a bit of peace and quiet around the place.

Bluebell was also the instigator of the Shimmer’s theft.

In the glade next to a softly lit lagoon about two clicks out of the human settlement of Clackham, Bluebell was putting on an academy-style performance. Her voice had taken on the resonance of gently chiming bells and they washed over her human associate Ashley Jane Grubb like the sweetest of songs.

‘I can’t tell you how grateful I am for all that you’ve done for me, beloved,’ she cooed, touching her tiny fingers to Ashley’s nasty human skin. It said a lot for her determination to carry out her planned takeover of the world that she didn’t allow herself to shudder at the contact. ‘You truly are a fairy friend!’

Ashley smiled in delight. She wasn’t exactly ensorcelled by Bluebell but she wasn’t exactly in her right mind, either. Ashley’s right mind was somewhere in the vicinity of Saturday morning music video shows or the latest fashion trends to hit the boutiques in the high street, neither of which made her a model of mental ability.

She had been thrilled when she had begun receiving midnight visits from a group of dainty little fairies. At first she thought she was going bonkers when she’d heard the soft, continuous tapping at her window. Then she thought there was some demented axe-murdering lunatic trying to get in. It had really put the wind up her and she had spent ten minutes or so with the covers pulled firmly over her head, too scared to yell for her mum. In the stuffy atmosphere beneath her blankets, however, it occurred to her that axe murderers probably didn’t scratch on windows. They were more the glass-breaking sort.

And then she’d heard . . . the song! Faint and far away, it drifted through the air like a warm summer breeze, which was unusual in February.

Ashley had allowed the covers to fall as she peered towards the window. And there, hovering beyond the glass, had been three tiny people, wings silvery blurs in the moonlight. Ashley had gotten out of bed for a better look. She had been so enchanted by what she had seen that she opened the window immediately and in flew trouble.

They’d played her like a harp, cooing and fussing as if she were the best thing since sliced bread.

Ashley was a wonderful human child!

So sweet! So pretty!

Ashley, who was so vain her image was permanently imprinted onto every mirror in the house, preened like a cream-fed cat. She was an only child and she considered adulation to be her birthright, presiding over her girlfriends at school with terrifying sweetness. So having a bunch of fairies tell her that she was wonderful made perfect sense.

When the fairies had softened her up, then came the cruncher. After a couple of late night visitations they’d confided they had a bit of a problem that they thought she could help them with. Some nasty Big People had taken something that belonged to them and they needed the help of a good, kind human to get it back.

Ashley had been more than happy to oblige. Adding a flock of exquisite fairies to her list of friends could only increase her street cred. Even though the fairies had asked her to keep the whole deal quiet, the child was secretly hoarding her ‘special’ status for future gloating. Ashley’s friends were a lot like herself. Pretty, trendy and seriously into one-upmanship. Fairies were cool and even though nobody she knew actually believed in them, she was sure she could score some serious kudos at a later date. At some time Ashley had pencilled herself in for some heavy duty bragging which she was hoping to back up with actual evidence. A personal appearance by Bluebell would clinch the deal nicely. With this in mind, she was just about prepared to do anything the fairy’s little heart desired.

Taking the ‘Shimmer’, as they had called the strange bit of rock she had picked up from that weird building in that equally weird village, had been a piece of cake. Not that her memories of the night were entirely clear. For a start she couldn’t quite remember how she had got there. Or how she had got home afterwards. But the actual deed itself had been dead easy – merely a matter of walking up some stairs and removing it. Bluebell warned her that there may be difficulties but nothing had prevented her from cruising in and taking the stone. She’d placed it in a special pouch that Bluebell had provided, pulling the drawstring tight and slipping it into her pocket. Really, the whole thing had been a walk in the park and she had the reward of the fairy’s undying gratitude at the end of it.

When she had tried to hand the pouch over afterwards Bluebell had reluctantly refused to take possession, not even allowing the girl to take it out to show her. ‘Not now, beloved. Keep it safe for me,’ she had urged, eyeing the wrapped object in Ashley’s hand nervously. ‘Take it back to your human dwelling and keep it there. Then, when the time is right, we will make the journey that will restore the fairies to their rightful position in the world. Only then can I take it from you.’

Ashley had only understood about half of it but it hadn’t mattered a jot anyway. She had the coolest friends ever, possession of something that was apparently so important it elevated her to the status of super human and some sort of secret quest that made her even more obnoxious at school, despite the fact that she couldn’t breathe a word to anyone. It was a heady feeling and one she wasn’t eager to give up in a hurry.

‘When the moon is in the third quarter we must make a journey,’ Bluebell had told her earnestly. ‘We must travel together with the Shimmer to a place called Craic Anoo which is some distance from here. My people would ask you to carry the Shimmer for us. Will you do that for us, my beloved?’

Ashley, her eye on the prize, was happy to go along with it. ‘Sure thing. I mean, you know I’ll help in anyway I can, Bluebell.’

So now she had to carry that weird bit of rock some place called Craic Anoo when the moon was in the third quarter. That was in about four days, according to the fairies.

‘What happens after that?’ she had asked Bluebell. ‘I mean, will I still get to see you?’

‘Of course you will!’ the tiny fairy purred reassuringly. Ashley had given her cat-with-the-cream smile, imagining her friends’ faces when they caught sight of the fairies. Superstar status loomed just ahead! ‘Trust me, Ashley Jane Grubb,’ Bluebell continued, ‘your life is never going to be the same again. Amazing things are going to happen for you, things you have never dreamt of before. We’ll always be there for you.’

Right up until the very end and, as far as Bluebell was concerned, the end would be sooner rather than later.

There was no way Ashley was going to return from Craic Anoo. She’d be too dead to go anywhere. Bluebell had about three weeks of crawling to get out of her system and by the time she was finished with Ashley Jane Grubb there wouldn’t be enough left to stick in an envelope and send back to her mum in Clackham.
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‘I have picked up various residues. Magic was performed here lately,’ Mage Osprey observed gravely. He had moved through all of the rooms of the Portal with slow deliberation and everyone had now reconvened in the Guild Hall. ‘It has been a most interesting investigation.’

The eight members of the Guild shifted impatiently. While they were prepared to allow a certain amount of latitude to the mage, time was short. They were all up the proverbial river and there wasn’t a paddle in sight.

‘Fascinating, I’m sure, my good Mage,’ Madam Aramanthe – an elderly witch who loathed what she called beating around the bush – interrupted. ‘But if you could just tell us what you discovered . . . ’

‘Oh. Yes of course.’ Osprey pushed his half-moon glasses further up his nose and cleared his throat. He was aware that sometimes he forgot himself in his enthusiasm for the job. A professional pitfall. ‘I have picked up the definite signature of two creatures. Different races.’ He looked around the assembled faces and was gratified by the rapt attention he saw there. ‘Two creatures. The first a troll.’ There was a general murmur of consternation, especially by the two members of the Guild who happened to be trolls. It was a bit of a slur upon their kind and no mistake. Osprey held up a hand for quiet. ‘I picked up the troll’s signature in the antechamber of the Ward Room. Several small charms were released there.’

‘So you’re saying that a troll has recently been inside the Portal but he did not go into the Ward Room?’ Aramanthe demanded.

‘That is correct.’

The elf, Dix, raised a lazy eyebrow, but that summed up most elves, really. They were the most idle lot of good for nothings of all the eight races. ‘So who did, my good Mage? Or have you been unable to detect who it was that took the Shimmer?’

Osprey bristled, feeling as if his professional abilities were being called into question. ‘I did say two signatures, Master Dix. The second – the one I believe took the Shimmer – belongs to a human.’ He raised his voice to be heard above the sudden outbreak of voices. ‘Which is only logical, humans being the only race who can actually handle the Shimmer and are impervious to its call. I only received a very faint impression, of course; human signatures fade so quickly. But I’m quite sure of my findings.’

Marvello, the Guild Overseer, allowed the ensuing babble to continue on for a moment or two before lowering his gavel. Conversation ceased. ‘Very well. We know that the Shimmer has been taken by a human. So be it. We also know that a troll has been inside the Portal. We must identify this troll and discover his purpose. As to the human . . . that is unfortunate. As they have no magic and leave only a faint impression it would be most difficult to track their movements by now. Perhaps the troll was in league with the human.’ Marvello looked around the company, face grave. ‘Things are grim, I will not deny it. As you know, we are standing on the brink of the conjunction . . . ’

‘We know that!’ Aramanthe interrupted testily. ‘I’m the one who suggested we up security on the Portal, if you’ll remember.’

‘We’ve been through thirty conjunctions without incident,’ Dix yawned. ‘Additional security would have brought too many questions.’

Marvello shook his head. ‘We assumed nobody would know anything about the conjunction. As Dix says, thirty have passed before without incident. But that’s rather moot by now. The Shimmer has been taken, the timing either by accident or design, and this bodes very ill indeed.’ Marvello sighed. ‘We must devote ourselves to the recovery of the Creation Stone because we cannot afford to have it loose in the worlds for whatever reason and because we have a sacred trust to uphold. I’m sure all of us hope that the timing is merely coincidental. But it’s hardly worth risking. Agreed?’ There was a general nodding of heads. No one on the council was stupid, after all. ‘That being the case, regaining it shall be our only purpose from this point on. Once again, are we agreed?’

There was a general murmur of assent. And why not? Not one of them wasn’t aware of the fact that if the Shimmer fell into the wrong hands then life as they knew it would change, and not for the better. Balance now existed between the eight races. But if any one of the eight gained the upper hand . . . 

And that wasn’t the only threat that hovered over them. There was also the small matter of the conjunction. None of them wanted to mention it but it was a real clincher in the panic-making stakes.

If the Shimmer was used improperly then the whole of existence could unravel, spinning them all down into the dark abyss of chaos.

It was a really excellent incentive to pull their fingers out and get on with things. Even Dix felt inspired. And he was usually so indolent he needed a nap two hours after waking up in the morning, just so he could make it through to lunchtime.





C H A P T E R   F O U R

The Trouble with Fairies
 (IS THAT THEY SUCK . . . )

They sent a tracker after Grieve the day after Osprey ID-ed him. The tracker was called Derry and she was a gnome. Just over a metre tall, lots of shaggy nut brown hair and eyes like two poached eggs sitting side by side in a pan, bright yellow surrounded by white.

Like trolls, gnomes have received a lot of bad PR over the years. They got the villain roles in the fairytales put about by dodgy authors like the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen (all of whom received sizeable payouts of fairy gold after their books were published). And while it is perhaps true that only a gnome could find beauty in the appearance of another gnome, they’re generally decent sorts who work hard and keep their (extremely large) noses clean.

Derry was an excellent tracker. She could find a piece of lint off a wizard’s robe if she picked up the scent. The Guild often used her when anything tricky came up. It took her two days and a hell of a lot of cab fares to discover Grieve’s and Friendly’s whereabouts. She ran them to earth at a campsite on a beach, cooking mushrooms and bacon in a skillet over a fire.

Derry paused for a moment, sniffing the air. Definitely her quarry, there was no mistaking the scent she had been given. She wandered across the sand. ‘Well, well . . . what have we here? A couple of trolls having a fry-up!’

Grieve and Friendly looked around in surprise. It was a quiet spot. The last thing they were expecting was to be greeted by a gnome girl. Trolls and gnomes had always had a bit of a thing going. An amiable rivalry; well, semi-amiable anyway. Friendly, true to his name, grinned at her. ‘You’re an unexpected turn-up.’

‘That smells good,’ she observed.

The brothers exchanged a look. ‘We’ve got no objection to sharing,’ Grieve allowed.

Derry raised an eyebrow, but took a seat. ‘D’you know who I am?’

Grieve tossed the bacon one more time. He had a pretty good idea. Gnomes were frequently used for tracking. Things had obviously been moving fast back in Grumble. ‘Tracker?’

‘Spot on. I’ve been sent to bring you back to Grumble.’

Friendly looked incredulous. ‘You’re kidding! They sent a tracker for us?’

The girl smiled sweetly. ‘Aren’t you the popular ones! Especially your brother; he’s very popular just at the moment. It seems lots of people would like to have a word.’

Friendly was immediately alarmed. ‘Hang on! Grieve hasn’t done anything. He never took the Shimmer . . . ’

‘And I never said he did,’ Derry retorted. ‘Don’t jump to conclusions, doughboy. Like I said, the Guild just wants a word.’ She looked at Grieve. ‘They sniffed you out,’ she said by way of explanation.

He nodded, not at all surprised. He’d figured it was only a matter of time before the Guild discovered his midnight ramble through the Portal. With the Shimmer gone they would employ every means they had to find out what he’d been doing there. ‘I suppose I can’t just tell you about it and you pass it on?’ he inquired hopefully.

She gave a snort. ‘Get real! It’s back to Grumble for all of us.’

‘And if we don’t want to go back to Grumble?’ Friendly demanded. ‘No offense, gnome, but Grieve might get into serious trouble back there and –’

‘Uh, Friendly?’ his brother interrupted him. ‘We have to go back with the tracker.’

‘But why? You’re the one who said it wasn’t going to do any good.’

‘Because trackers can make you go back. They don’t actually need our consent. Isn’t that right?’ Grieve asked Derry glumly.

‘Spot on again. You’re not as dumb as you look.’

When Friendly continued to look blank Derry smiled and shook her head. ‘Ever heard of being put into thrall?’

‘No.’

‘Good,’ Grieve muttered. ‘Let’s keep it like that.’

They ate their bacon and mushrooms, supplemented with thick brown bread, in silence. Friendly kept glancing at his brother anxiously. When they were done, Grieve washed up then packed away their things. He looked at Derry. ‘I don’t suppose we’re going by the bus then?’

‘Nope. I had to use snail transport to get here because I needed to stay on your trail but we’ll use something a little faster for the return journey.’

Grieve sighed deeply, slinging his pack over his shoulder. ‘Faster’ meant travelling by chute, something he really hated.


‘Better get on with it then,’ he muttered. ‘But I swear, I’m never doing business with another dwarf again!’
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The FFP were having a meeting. In a sunny sylvan glade beside a quietly murmuring stream, ten fairies were sitting in a circle, looking like an illustration out of an Enid Blyton book, heads close together as they talked. Despite the fact that it was winter there always tended to be convenient stray shafts of sunlight to illuminate the fairies. Like props. It went with the territory of amazing good looks.

Three other fairies were posted as sentries around the glade, keeping their eyes peeled for company. This was an exclusive kind of meeting. Riffraff were definitely not invited. They were also on the lookout for any of Fairy Queen Tatiana’s followers. Bluebell was planning on challenging Tatiana’s leadership just as soon as she had the numbers. Or the Shimmer. She wasn’t fussed which came first.

‘Right then,’ she said briskly. ‘I think we’re running according to schedule. Does anyone have anything to report? Dewdrop? Rosebud?’

Dewdrop shrugged. He was a big bruiser of a fairy, measuring all of six and a half centimetres and well muscled to boot. Dewdrop was popular as a bouncer in some of the dodgier clubs in the forest, dealing with clientele that didn’t know when one last fermented honeydew was definitely one too many. 

‘One of Tatiana’s people was sniffing around this morning. I caught Dandelion trying to get into the old honeycomb cave.’

Bluebell narrowed her eyes. Now why was one of the Queen of the Fairies’ people showing an interest in the old bee’s cave they’d been using to stash weapons? The possibility that there was a spy in their midst crossed her mind. ‘What did you say to him?’

‘I didn’t say anything. I just told him to hop it. Why?’ Dewdrop leered, thumping a fist into the palm of his hand. ‘Want me to use a bit of magic to make him “disappear” then?’

‘Absolutely not!’ Bluebell hissed. ‘The last thing I need is Tatiana the Nosy getting any ideas at this stage. I’ve got a public debate with her the day after tomorrow. I’ll deal with her after we’ve taken the Shimmer to Craic Anoo. Until then we keep a low profile.’

‘What about the cub?’ Pyro Pease demanded. ‘Is she sorted?’

‘Oh yeah. Eating out of the palm of my hand, the little newt.’ Bluebell gave a nasty smile. ‘I’m really looking forward to using her as an example of what a fairy can do after being transformed by universal magic. I’m going to stomp her into the ground!’

‘Excellent.’ Pyro had suffered through several evenings of Ashley Grubb. Stomping seemed like a reasonable end to the horrible little trog. ‘So how long do you think it’s going to take us to reach Craic Anoo?’

This was the question uppermost on all their minds. None of them had ever actually attempted a journey of this distance. Everyone had heard of Craic Anoo of course. It had a huge reputation, being one of the few places the old magic could still be felt. Old magic was a relic that extended back to the first days of the worlds and was highly unpredictable. It had once been wielded by the Nameless Ones, the first race, but when they disappeared from the worlds, old magic went with them. Well, almost. Traces of it were still to be found in patches, here and there, in the ancient places that had once been sacred to the Nameless Ones. Not many of the Other People ventured into Craic Anoo; all of the areas once inhabited by the first race were unpopular, although nobody actually said anything. It was just a general feeling that bad luck would occasionally find you no matter what, so why tempt fate and go looking for it?

Hanging about Craic Anoo was definitely tempting fate. It lay about thirty-five clicks away to the north. Too far to reach in one go by wing; fairies could only fly around four hundred metres at a stretch before they had to rest. The orchestrated attack on Little Dorking back in ’23 had been a well-staged effort that had taken weeks of planning. A huge encampment had been set up outside the town itself, the leaders waiting until all units were in place before making their move. The entire campaign had taken the best part of a fortnight to put together.

Fairies, blessed as they were in certain areas, were cursed in others. The other races, including humans, did they but know it, were able to travel by chute which, while nauseating, was pretty damn fast. Fairies could not. It burned out their inbuilt flight centres, making them as earthbound as any terrestrial. If they travelled it was by tiny foot or delicate wing. It was a big disadvantage if they needed to be somewhere at a certain time.

Bluebell and Pyro had been doing the maths but it was hard, fairies not being arithmetically inclined.

‘It’s going to take us at least four days,’ Bluebell said, trying to sound like she knew what she was talking about. She didn’t but she figured a good bluff was worth a thousand educated guesses. ‘We’ll leave immediately after my meeting with Tatiana.’

‘What about getting some kind of transport?’ Buttercup, a willowy female with a great deal of bronze hair, inquired. ‘Humans have transport.’

‘Oh please!’ Peaseblossom rolled his eyes. ‘The Grubb thing is twelve which in human years is just a cub. She has no moving metal and even if she did it wouldn’t exactly help us, now would it! Sometimes you’re as thick as an earthworm!’

Buttercup flushed. There was a long silence. ‘Well how about she takes us on a bus?’ she demanded, determined to pursue her foggy line of thought to the bitter end.

Pyro and Bluebell exchanged a look. They’d only allowed Buttercup in on the takeover because her mother headed up one of the most powerful clans in Fairydom and they thought she would be useful, but the girl was almost too dumb to draw breath. ‘If we could take one of the bus things,’ Bluebell told her through gritted teeth, ‘then we wouldn’t have a problem. But we can’t. We’re fairies and fairies can’t be enclosed by metal! Remember?’

Another serious drawback. As fascinating as they found it, metal was an anathema to fairy kind. Put a fairy in a metal box and it would be dead in an hour.

Buttercup blinked large green eyes, then nodded. ‘I knew there was something I was forgetting . . . ’

Bluebell and Pyro exchanged a look which clearly said, ‘Well duh!’

‘So we’ll allow four days for the overall journey. Which means we must be ready to leave here by . . . uh . . . the day after tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow, actually,’ Pease muttered from the side of his mouth.

Bluebell shot him a dark look, none too thrilled at being corrected. She lifted off her leaf and hovered slightly above her followers, eager to have this done with because she had business elsewhere. ‘I am aware of the time frame, Pease. I was merely checking that you know it as well.’ She was quite proud of her quick recovery. ‘We’ll journey with Ashley Jane Grubb carrying the Shimmer. She’s our transport. I’ll zap her for most of the way like we did on the way to the Portal. It’ll shut her up, if nothing else. Are we all clear on everything?’

Buttercup pursed her lips. ‘Well there is one thing . . . ’

Bluebell sighed. ‘Well?’

‘Are you quite sure we can’t take a bus?’

It was too much for Pyro. He flamed her into ash.
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If Colin Bundle had one wish it was that he could go back in time. Not too far back. Just six months or so. Just to a time when everything was as it should be, even though he didn’t realise it at the time.

The small village of Hags End was about three clicks away from the forest of Uglum where dire plans were being executed. Colin had been kicking a football around his backyard, waiting for his dad to call him in to dinner. He wondered what it would be tonight. Pie and chips? Under-cooked spaghetti? His dad never could work out how long to cook it for. Or their favourite standby of a couple of reheated TV dinners in front of the telly. Colin’s mum had died last year and ever since then it had just been him and his dad. And a whole lot of TV dinners . . . 

He sighed and sat in the swing that was too small for him nowadays, rocking back and forth while it creaked and groaned in protest. He was sort of getting used to not having his mum around the place but it wasn’t much fun. Sometimes Colin wished he could do something magical with time, spin the clock back and change the past. It was a nice little fantasy and one he indulged in whenever he was feeling particularly down. In it there was always an excellent ending which involved his mum and dad taking him off for a holiday in Ibiza. Or possibly getting tickets to the footy finals. Whatever.

He heard the squeak of the back door hinges and his dad’s voice a moment later. It was getting dark now and the air was icy. Probably meant more snow was on the way.

‘Col? Y’there, mate?’

‘Yeah, Dad.’

‘Dinner’s up. Come and get it.’

Colin climbed out of the seat, wiggling his bum a little because it had become wedged. ‘Coming . . . ’ He trailed into the house, wondering when things would cheer up a bit because he was sick of feeling this dark, heavy weight in the middle of his chest. He wanted to feel like he used to, when everything was normal and he had a full set of parents. He wanted his mum yelling at him because his boots were muddy and she’d just done the floors. He knew his dad wasn’t happy either, the way things were. He tried to be cheerful for Colin’s sake but Eric Bundle didn’t laugh all that much anymore.

Colin went into the lounge room where his dad had set up a couple of trays. He looked at the plates which contained an unappetising array of things on a foil tray. ‘Moroccan beef,’ his dad told him hopefully.

Colin managed an enthusiastic smile and sat down to tackle it. Let’s face it, it could have been worse. It could have been the under-cooked spaghetti . . . 
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Bluebell approached the now familiar dell cautiously. Even after all these weeks it wasn’t a place she wanted to hang about for long. An accident had brought her here in the first place when she’d been blown off course in an autumn squall and she’d been forced to take shelter. That was when she’d first heard The Voice.

Desperate to escape from the heavy rain that would saturate the gossamer in her wings, Bluebell had slipped reluctantly into a deep seam that ran down a granite wall. It had been extremely unpleasant – stinking of old sediment and new damp – and she’d just been thinking about risking a better hiding place when she heard him. It. Whatever.

A voice. Not behind her, not in front of her, but all around her.

And it knew her name.

‘Bluebell . . . ’

She would have bolted there and then because every magical sense that she had said that whatever was speaking was ancient and dark and very, very nasty. But terror held her as forcefully as a hand and for long moments she barely remembered to breathe, let alone move.

‘Bluebell . . . What do you wish for most in the worlds?’

The fairy had blinked, confused and trembling. ‘W-what?’

‘You heard me, Child of the Woods. What do you wish for most in the worlds? If you had one wish, what would it be?’

An old voice, yes. And, as it turned out, a very seductive one because this was the kind of question Bluebell had asked herself a thousand times. And when she’d gone through the obvious – unlimited wealth, great beauty and boundless charisma – she had always come back to one thing.

The thing that Bluebell wanted more than anything was absolute power. She craved it like others would crave food and water. The ability to make others bend to her will, to hold sway over everything, to dominate! Certifiable megalomaniac that she was, she wanted it all.

And the voice, finally sensing its chance for freedom after eons, organised the means to get her exactly what she wanted . . . 

She hesitated now, back in the dell where her plans had come into being. It was dark here and even colder than the wintry woods around them. Despite the fact that her acquaintance with The Voice was well established, it still managed to scare the pants off her.

‘Uh . . . you there?’

The disembodied voice drifted out. ‘I am, Child of the Woods. What news do you bring me?’

So Bluebell propped herself on a small branch and told The Voice all that had happened. ‘I’m not too sure about getting to Craic Anoo though,’ she said with some frustration. ‘It’s so far!’

‘Not so far when the object of your desire lays at the end of it,’ The Voice murmured enticingly. ‘Remember your goal, fairy. You will be a Queen like no other. Your dominion will be limitless.’

Bluebell smiled and like a cat being stroked she flexed and wriggled with pleasure. This was the kind of thing she liked to hear. Bluebell, Queen of the Worlds . . . She could listen to that kind of thing all day.

‘You’re sure it’s going to work, this stone?’ she said, experiencing a moment of doubt. ‘If anything goes wrong . . . ’ If anything went wrong she would be dog meat, her leadership crushed, her followers dead. Or worse, defecting to another side.

‘You have nought to worry about, O Queen of the Air,’ The Voice answered, which despite being as cold as death, was strangely reassuring. It lulled. It soothed. ‘Soon it will all be yours . . . ’

Which was exactly what Bluebell wanted to hear.




C H A P T E R   F I V E

It Shouldn’t Happen to a Thief

Derry had caught him in about half an hour which was pretty demoralising. Grieve comforted himself with the knowledge that he was a thief, not a marathon runner. And it was broad daylight. Thieves were more accustomed to operating in the dark.

Grieve had made a break for it when they were heading towards the circle. It wasn’t just the thought of the Guild, who were undoubtedly waiting back in Grumble to ask him all kinds of awkward questions, that made him decide to run. It was really the thought of travelling by that most accursed of devices that put the pep into his step, so to speak. The thought of the chute . . . Grieve really, really loathed the chute. Just the idea of being sucked into it made him break out in a cold sweat.

Of course he’d realised quite quickly that a successful escape would all come down to timing. Friendly, big mouth that he was, had been arguing with Derry about why the Toadstool Terrors were a better football team than the Wailing Warriors. Derry was a Warriors’ supporter and Friendly a devotee of the Terrors so the argument was pretty full on, Derry insisting that the new goblin defenders that had just been brought in were going to crush the Terrors in the finals. Naturally Friendly fired up and naturally Derry responded – such was the way with gnomish and trollish bullheadedness – and so they had squabbled back and forth as they’d threaded their way along the path leading up from the beach. 

Not that Grieve minded. It suited the feeble plan that he’d come up with. The very feeble plan he’d come up with. Still, under the circumstances anything looked good.

Maybe Derry thought that he wouldn’t leave his brother behind, but it wasn’t Friendly who was wanted back in Grumble and it wasn’t Friendly who had a problem with the chutes. Grieve had waited until the tracker and his brother had pulled ahead by about fifty metres and then he’d taken off, leaping towards a cleft in the rocks to his left. Derry had been leading the way as she headed towards the nearest chute circle and she was still well ahead when he darted through a tumble of rocks, slipping and sliding his way back down to the narrow belt of sand, hoping to find enough cover from the icy sea to conceal his scent.

He knew it was an outside chance at best because trackers were good. But it was either escape or the hideous, horrible, terribly unlovely chute and facing up to a sticky situation back in Grumble. It wasn’t a difficult choice at all.

Splashing through the water, he had headed towards an outcrop of rocks. The grey ocean lapped around them, and he could feel the presence of caves, hollows that wind and water had created over a period of time. They enticed him with their darkness and secrecy and the promise of shelter. But Grieve knew better than to trap himself inside one. As attractive as they seemed, it would only take Derry a few moments to hunt him down in one and he might as well stick a ribbon on his head and offer himself up as a present there and then.

Instead he had kept running through the shallow water, heading along the beach. He had no clear thought but to put as much distance between himself and Derry as his legs could manage. He could always pick up Friendly later and maybe, in the meanwhile, he could figure out a way to disguise his scent, thereby preventing further unfortunate experiences with smarty-pants tracker gnomes.

He’d thought for awhile that he was going to get away with it. Trolls are capable of sustained jogging over quite a long period of time, and although a flat out sprint was difficult for them, he had made good headway, continuing to splash in and out of the cold water to better disguise his progress.

But then he discovered a little known ability of gnomish trackers – the one that had bestowed them with a kind of cool reputation around hearth and village. Grieve had heard the rumours, of course, but he thought it was just marketing. He’d never actually met anybody who could absolutely attest to the fact that a tracker could just . . . materialise in front of their quarry.

Except that it happened to be true. He could attest to it because it happened a couple of metres in front of him, so fast that he couldn’t stop his forward momentum but instead ploughed into Derry like a freight train into a brick wall.

‘Oooof!’

He lay flat on his back and stared up at the pewter coloured sky, wondering exactly what had happened. Derry bent over him, blocking out a section of sky. ‘Hello, Grievous!’

‘Dang! How did you do that?’ he’d demanded, sitting up and rubbing his forehead which had somehow connected with her chin. She’d seemed quite unscathed by the encounter. Probably used to creatures crashing into her when she materialised in front of their faces.

‘I’m a tracker, mate. What, you think they give us a compass and a sardine sandwich and send us out to do the best we can?’

‘So why don’t you just do that all the time?’ he’d demanded, intensely irritated by her cocky attitude. ‘You could have just saved yourself the journey and gotten hold of me days ago!’

‘Limited range,’ she had explained laconically. ‘And I need to have a fresh trail to follow.’

‘Tragic for you,’ he’d muttered ruefully, climbing to his feet. ‘So I suppose you used . . . ’

‘Yep, I used the chute,’ she grinned wickedly. ‘Or a modification of it. Handy to know, let me tell you. Beats running around after some daft git that’s decided to do a runner. So, you about done yet?’

‘Um . . . ’

‘Rhetorical question, Grieve.’

‘Oh. Right.’

She took his hand firmly in her own and the next thing he knew he’d . . . blinked into that other existence he remembered with sickening clarity from the last time he’d blinked into it.

The chute!

Within the space of a heartbeat they were back where they had left Friendly. He shook his head at Grieve. ‘Blimey!’

Grieve glared at his brother, conscious that his stomach was already beginning to object to its brief contact with anti-reality. ‘Stow it!’

‘He wasn’t doing too bad,’ Derry observed generously. ‘For a troll, anyway. All set for a quick trip then?’

Grieve groaned.

The chute system was a popular method of travel as there were access rings all over the place. You never had far to go to find one and all that was required was the most basic of charms. It sounded like a dream come true; fast, free travel to anywhere you wanted to go. Most people who used the system didn’t have a clue how it worked. Anti-reality was all very well as a catch phrase but it tended to boggle your brain if you tried to actually understand it.

Grieve had travelled by chute exactly seven times in his life and each time he swore it would be the last. He didn’t give a hoot what the publicity said. The long hour of roiling nausea that followed each trip made the whole experience one to avoid.  Unfortunately for him – and his breakfast – there was a ring just about five hundred metres from the beach, up a rough track and through the scrubby underbrush. It was tucked away in a stand of trees that had been twisted and bent by years of wild, coastal weather.

Grieve eyed the stone ring unhappily. ‘This method of travel really doesn’t agree with me! Honest.’

Derry just shook her head, big yellow eyes travelling over him maliciously. ‘I always did say that trolls were wimps and you’re just proving my point, sunshine. Let’s just cut out the bleeding heart story and move it along.’

‘I’m overwhelmed by your sympathy,’ Grieve observed bitterly.

‘Geez, Grieve!’ Friendly stepped past him, moving into the ring without the slightest hesitation and flashing the gnome a dirty look. ‘He’s okay, y’know? Just a little . . . sensitive sometimes.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, sure. A real ar-teest, no doubt. The word is Grumble. Use it.’

He made a face. ‘Grumble again. Hardly seems like any time at all . . . ’ He cocked an eyebrow at Grieve. ‘You right then?’

‘Just go already!’ Grieve snapped, his body already cringing at the thought of what lay ahead. All very well for Friendly to be Mr Tough Guy but he didn’t feel like his insides were being pulled through his nose every time he transported!

Friendly shrugged good-humouredly. ‘Grumble!’ he said, while releasing a finger charm to trigger the transfer. He was gone in the blink of an eye, body flashing out of sight, sucked into the ground beneath him.

Grieve looked at Derry unenthusiastically. ‘After you.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘As if! Look, we’ve already wasted half an hour. I let you run off some steam and we’ve had a bit of fun. At least, I had a bit of fun. Now it’s time to get on with the business at hand. We’ve got a lot of anxious people waiting for your arrival and I’d hate to keep them waiting.’

‘Gosh yes. Mustn’t keep all the nice people waiting,’ he mumbled, stepping into the stone circle. He swallowed, then muttered ‘Grumble!’ while moving his fingers in the correct sequence. He didn’t even have time to brace himself. The world disappeared in the blink of an eye and once again he was sucked . . . somewhere.

He closed his eyes tight to avoid the blur of moving fast through a space that was just outside the world as he knew it, a tangle of images that moved too quickly to be seen. The first time he had travelled by chute he had made the mistake of trying to keep his eyes open, thinking it would help to make sense of the experience in some way. He’d thrown up for three hours afterwards. He knew better now although there was nothing he could do about the strangely hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach, as if all his bits were not moving at the same speed, some of him stubbornly lagging behind.
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The stone circle within the village green of Grumble appeared as Grieve flashed back into existence, the world reappearing so fast that he was left in his usual state of dazed disorientation.

‘Damn!’ he muttered, lurching out of the circle so Derry didn’t pop up beneath him. ‘I hate that!’

Although when he finally managed to focus on his surroundings he wished that he could return to the chute because no less than three Guild members, along with several very large ceremonial sloths, were waiting for him, arms folded, expressions grim. Friendly was standing with them, looking anxious. Grieve winced. ‘Oh! Hello . . . ’

Overseer Marvello eyed him grimly. ‘Grievous. It’s been a long time since we had words.’

Not long enough as far as Grieve was concerned. The last time he’d had a conversation with Marvello was when the mage had been sitting in for one of the judges who’d been forced to cancel a session due to an unexpected outbreak of alder boils (painful but non-lethal, they always appeared on an unmentionable part of the body and had to be treated with a liberal coating of ginger-berry paste every half hour while the sufferer lay on their stomach with their . . . unmentionable up in the air). Grieve had been up on charges of thievery, in this instance relieving one of Grumble’s wealthier merchants of some gold coins.

On the night in question he’d been interrupted by one of the merchant’s security staff who were performing a regular sweep. In the blink of an eye Grieve had pocketed the bag of gold and was legging it back out the window and onto the roof before the security goblin could get over his surprise at finding his master’s bedroom unexpectedly occupied. From there Grieve had beat a hasty retreat.

Unfortunately, the goblin who’d sprung him came to his senses fast enough to alert the town guardi and when Grieve had shinned his way down a drainpipe five houses over, he’d had the unhappy experience of dropping straight into the arms of the two trolls who just happened to be responding to the call. Talk about ill luck . . . Fortunately they never did discover the gold on him and, due to the fact that the guard hadn’t actually got a look at him and he’d talked very fast indeed – ‘I like hanging about on rooftops, your Honour! Fascinating stuff, astronomy. I didn’t know it was illegal!’ – they had been forced to let him off when it had come to the courts. 

Grieve had let the excitement die down for quite a few weeks before he’d gone back to retrieve the gold from the pretty young troll’s bedroom he’d stashed it in – a slight detour on the night of the robbery but, as it turned out, a very sensible one. It didn’t hurt to be cautious in his line of business.

Now he gave Marvello a weak smile. ‘Evening, your Honour. Fancy seeing you here.’

We’re not in court now,’ Marvello observed. ‘Although,’ he added, eyes flicking towards Friendly who was standing a little anxiously to one side, ‘perhaps we should be.’

Great, Grieve reflected wearily. So far the day was shaping up to be a lot of fun.

Derry appeared, stepping out of the circle, cool as a snowflake, obviously not in the least bit affected by her journey. Grieve shot her a dark look. She clapped him on the shoulder. ‘All right then, cream puff?’

‘Fine!’

‘You can collect your fee from the paymaster, Derry Featherstone. But please don’t hurry off. I may still have need of your services. In the meantime . . . shall we adjourn to the Guild Hall?’ Marvello suggested although nobody was dumb enough to think they could refuse. ‘We have a few questions to put to you, Grievous.’

‘We’ being the Guild itself, no doubt. Grieve sighed. He felt like he’d been doing a lot of sighing since Derry had discovered him on the beach. With probably more ahead.

The Hall itself was an impressive building of rosy stone that sat square on top of Centaur Hill. It was the only building that did so and it dominated its surroundings. Grieve shuffled inside reluctantly with Friendly trailing behind him. Nobody had asked Friendly along but nobody told him to go away either, and he was determined to keep his brother company. He wasn’t allowed into the central chamber itself, however. Grieve was on his own there.

The five other Guild members were waiting. Marvello and his two companions joined their brothers and sisters at the long table they presided from, and together they looked Grieve over like he was a prize pig at a fair. If their expressions were anything to go by, he wasn’t going to be taking out any ribbons for best in show.

Marvello cleared his throat. ‘Grievous Pepperpot, do you know why you are here?’

‘I suppose it might have something to do with my . . . ah . . . exploration of the Portal,’ Grieve admitted reluctantly. No point in denying it. They already knew he’d been all over the place.

‘You suppose right,’ Marvello said dryly. ‘I daresay you’ve heard about the theft of the Shimmer by now?’

‘Y-es.’ The troll’s dark eyes flickered across the faces of the assembled Guild members. While none of them looked hostile exactly, nothing he saw there led him to believe that a colourful story would get him out of the situation he currently found himself in.

‘Yes,’ Marvello murmured. There was a longish pause. ‘Grievous, why were you in the Portal?’

Sometimes, Grieve reflected glumly, it was easier to just tell the truth. Not that there wasn’t a greater scope for artistic lies but under the circumstances . . . ‘I was asked to take a look inside. Uh . . . Waddi the dwarf approached me and . . . and sort of suggested I should.’

A murmur rippled around the Guild. Marvello’s keen blue eyes narrowed. ‘Waddi Stonecutter . . . yes, I see. And did Waddi say why he wanted you to take a look?’

‘He wanted to find out if there were any protective spells in place. Apart from the ones in the Ward Room. He never suggested I go in there.’

‘I see,’ Marvello repeated.

The witch, Madam Aramanthe piped up. ‘Everybody knows the Portal is forbidden, troll. Why did you agree?’

Grieve was glad Friendly had been left outside. He saw no reason to involve his brother more than was necessary and you could never rely on Friendly’s tongue to stay still. ‘Waddi can be very persuasive. It’s just healthier to go along with what he wants, if you get my meaning.’

‘He threatened you?’ Aramanthe demanded, scowling horribly.

‘He threatens everybody,’ Grieve assured her earnestly. ‘It’s nothing personal. That’s just how he does business.’

‘It’s disgusting,’ growled Pugli Cliffcleaver, his deep voice harsh. He was the only dwarf on the Guild but, unlike Waddi, his beard was neatly plaited and his heavy tunic and trousers were spotless. There would always be an aroma of the earth around every dwarf but you knew Master Pugli’s scent would be that of rich, prosperous loam. ‘Someone should batter his thick behind! Why did the reprobate want you to look the Portal over, anyway?’

Grieve shrugged. ‘Like I told you, he wanted to know if there were any protective measures outside the Ward Room.’

Dix, lolling back in his chair, arched an eyebrow. ‘Did you suspect he was planning on stealing the Shimmer, troll?’

Grieve grimaced. He didn’t like Master Dix. But then, trolls never had a great deal of time for a race that expended most of their energy on deciding what to wear every morning. ‘He didn’t think to share his plans with me, actually, and I didn’t ask.’

‘No?’ Dix gave a small smile, long, cat green eyes blinking. ‘But it seems to me it must be obvious by now what Waddi intended.’

‘Oh, it’s obvious now,’ Grieve agreed blandly. ‘But I didn’t have a clue back then. I mean, dwarves can’t touch the Shimmer any more than the rest of us can. Everybody knows that.’

‘They didn’t have to.’ Duggan, a goblin, spoke for the first time. ‘A human took the Shimmer.’

There was a longish pause after this. Grieve wasn’t about to admit that he’d come to much the same conclusion in case they viewed him with even more suspicion. If that were possible.

Madam Aramanthe was chewing at a hangnail irritably.

‘What I don’t understand is why Waddi would be so foolish. He must have known we would sniff him out through this troll.’ She shot a look at one of the massive sloths guarding the door. ‘You there! Go and send out some of your fellows to pick up Waddi Stonecutter double quick!’

The sloth bowed its enormous head and departed. Grieve remained silent. He rather thought laying hands on Waddi’s ugly fat carcass might be harder than it sounded. The dwarf was more slippery than a greased pig and marginally smarter. Grieve figured the dwarf would have collected his fairy booty by now and be long gone. They’d send trackers, of course, but it was a lot harder to find a dwarf who was determined to remain lost than one poor troll who didn’t realise just how much trouble he was in.

Marvello was regarding Grieve in a manner the troll didn’t much care for. In Grieve’s opinion those kind of thoughtful looks always led to trouble for someone. In this case it seemed likely it would be him.

‘Do you realise the seriousness of this situation, Grievous? With the Shimmer gone all the races are in great danger,’ Marvello announced.

Grieve found himself tensing as if expecting the worst. Or perhaps he was just anticipating that Marvello’s next words would be nasty. He was right. They were.

‘The Shimmer is old magic. Very old magic, the oldest there is. It is extraordinarily powerful. In the wrong hands it could destroy the balance that stands between the eight races. Do you understand about the balance, Grievous?’

Grieve nodded. Every child was taught the history of the races and the balance that lay between them. Ever since the Nameless Ones had been taken out of the equation then the other eight races had focused on maintaining a balance of power. It had taken years of strife to sort out the new structure but it worked pretty well, all things considered. 

‘Things have been remarkably stable until now,’ Marvello continued. ‘But it wouldn’t take a great deal to upset things. The theft of the Shimmer could give the bearer considerably more power than they are supposed to wield, if they can think of a way of using it without getting killed. Or – and this is the less attractive alternative – the bearer could release the power sealed inside it and turn loose things that should never, ever see the light of day again. It would mean the end of the worlds.’

‘The end of the worlds,’ Grieve repeated, voice hollow. ‘Right.’ All in all, a depressing scenario. He continued to eye Marvello warily, feeling very uncomfortable with the way this conversation was heading.

‘Do you believe you were instrumental in the theft of the Shimmer, Grievous?’

Grieve really wished the Overseer would stop calling him by his full name. It was the name his ma used to call him if he was in trouble. ‘I told Waddi what was in the Portal and now the Shimmer is gone. So yeah, I guess I had something to do with it.’ He said it half defiantly, knowing there was probably going to be a punishment in store and bracing himself for it. Visions of gaseous boglands beneath very dark skies began to dance before his eyes, making him break into a sweat.

‘Yes indeed,’ Marvello murmured. ‘So where do we go from here?’

Grieve studied the eight faces before him. Each of them was about as easy to read as a dwarvish appliance instruction manual. Nobody was talking, which was a worry. He would have felt better if they’d been chatting amongst themselves. Instead there seemed to be this busy kind of silence, as if they were communing by another method than mere speech. He glanced down at the floor, noticing it properly for the first time. It was criss-crossed with universal runes and he sighed inwardly, mentally giving himself a slap on the head. They were communing with something other than mere speech; the runes connected each of the Guild members telepathically.

‘Would you like to know the decision this Guild has reached, troll?’ Master Dix demanded, his face twisted with a sneering kind of amusement.

‘Not really,’ Grieve replied.

The elf chuckled. ‘Now, now . . . this punishment fits the crime very neatly. You’re a thief, are you not?’

‘I prefer to think of myself more as a . . . freelance acquisition agent,’ the troll muttered.

‘Of course you do. And it is as a freelance acquisition agent that we require your services,’ Dix returned smoothly. ‘In as much as we would like you to . . . uh . . . re-acquire the Shimmer for us.’

Grieve felt very much like bending down and bashing his head against the cold stone floor. He should have seen that coming from a mile off! Why, oh why, had he ever agreed to help a miserable good-for-nothing dwarf like Waddi Stonecutter?

‘And I’d do that . . . how, exactly?’

Dix spread his long fingers. He was obviously enjoying this. ‘We leave that up to you. I know that people in your profession have their own methods and we would be loathe to interfere with them.’

Grieve ran over various possibilities in his head. Flight seemed a sensible option but he rather thought they’d have that one covered. In all likelihood Derry would be attached to his butt like a fly on a jam sandwich, and even though she’d proved to be kind of okay back on the beach, he knew that she wouldn’t be quite so understanding next time. Being placed in thrall by a tracker was extremely unappealing. Grieve’s imagination ran riot at exactly what a grumpy gnome might decide to do with somebody who’d tried her patience too far.

‘Is that it? Can I go now?’

Pugli raised a hairy eyebrow the size of a giant caterpillar. ‘You’ve yet to give us an answer, troll,’ he pointed out.

Grieve scowled. ‘You know my answer.’

Marvello nodded. ‘I believe we do. Yes, you may go. And may good fortune go with you in your quest.’

Grieve appreciated the sentiment. He just didn’t think it very likely.




C H A P T E R   S I X

Things That Go
Thwump in the Night

‘So what are we going to do?’ Friendly demanded for perhaps the tenth time in five minutes. Grieve had been pacing the floor. They’d gone back to their old lodgings, Friendly having sweet-talked the keys off the old troll, Dolili, who owned the cave. Dolili thought Friendly was a lovely boy which – in Grieve’s opinion – gave her the smarts of a houseplant. But at least they had a roof over their heads.

Grieve turned to glare at his brother. ‘We? What’s with this we thing? You’re not coming, Friendly. The situation is critical enough without you blundering around like an ogre in a tea shop.’

His brother looked offended. ‘Come off it! You need me. How you gonna get the Shimmer back by yourself?’

That was the question, of course. Grieve had been spending some quality time on that very issue.

Even if he located its whereabouts (possible) and the ones who stole it (also quite possibly possible), he would still have to regain it somehow (impossible without the being-turned-to-dust thing happening). There was only one answer. He would have to acquire his own human. Just to even things up a little.

Grieve drew a deep breath. ‘Friendly, I’m sorry but I really do insist that you stay here.’

‘No way!’

‘Don’t argue. Be reasonable. With your track record for getting into trouble it’s just not possible for me to take you along. Remember that time you decided to break into Madam Cashelwitt’s magic shop? You stumbled into her supply of love potions and proposed marriage to the first thing you saw, in this case her cat! I had to pay her a fortune to come up with a counter spell. And that time you drank too much acorn ale and stole old Felderbat’s flying carpet? You flew right through Aramanthe’s second storey windows and ended up in her bathroom – which wouldn’t have been so bad except that she was in the tub at the time! If you tag along I might as well chuck my hands in the air and yell, “Here I come, ready or not!” Face it, sunshine, this is a job for low cunning and I’m the one who happened to inherit those particular genes. You’re more of a rattle-the-rubbish-bins kind of troll.’

Friendly glared at his brother for a long moment before heaving a sigh. A very deep sigh. ‘S’pose so. But it’s a bit rough, expecting me to just sit on my hands while you go off and save the universe. Where’s the fun in that?’

Grieve was too relieved by Friendly’s acceptance of the situation to do more than roll his eyes at the notion he was off to have fun. He patted his brother on the shoulder.

‘Hey, I’ll be as quick as I can and then we’ll get back to taking a look at the countryside. Plenty of fun then, okay?’

‘I guess . . . ’ Friendly muttered, eyes down and fingers crossed behind his back.

‘Right then.’ Grieve ran through various possibilities. The nearest human village would do; he wasn’t too fussed about where he got his human. Any of them should do the trick.

‘What are you going to do first?’ Friendly demanded.

‘I need to get my hands on a human.’

Friendly sucked in a breath. He’d seen humans, of course, but usually at a distance. For some reason they freaked if they got a proper look at a troll so it was best not to let them look. ‘Cool! What sort?’

Grieve shrugged. ‘A small one. If the rumours are true, they’ll believe anything and I’ve got a better chance of convincing one of their cubs to help me than one of the big ones. It’s not going to be easy,’ he added sourly. ‘Those stupid stories the fairies put out years ago have all those dumb non-magicals convinced we’re the bad guys!’

Friendly grinned. ‘Well you’ll just have to convince one that you’re one of the good guys. Just be your own sweet self and you’ll charm the pants off ’em.’

Grieve snorted, thinking he had his job cut out for him. How in the worlds did you sweet-talk a human?
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Dewdrop detached himself from the dark corner of the eaves he’d taken up position under after following Grieve and Friendly back to their cave. He wrinkled his nose at the smell of the place. Fairies were not fond of enclosed spaces and nor were they fond of rock. It wasn’t as bad as metal but just the same, it wasn’t all that pleasant.

He probably could have flown into their habitation without them noticing but it was too risky. Trolls had a good sense of smell and he didn’t want them to sniff him out when he had nowhere to fly to. So he wriggled up into a decent sized crack between the small, round window of the cave and the cold stone itself and focused on listening. Fairies were good at eavesdropping. Back in the ogre rebellion they’d been employed as highly successful spies. For both sides, of course. And for a price.

After ten minutes Dewdrop had enough to know that the troll inside was a dangerous pain in the butt. He drifted up from the eaves and set off, battling tailwinds – which might be a light breeze to some but were a bit of a nasty blow to a fairy – to reach his compatriot who was waiting for him about three hundred and fifty metres away in a cluster of trees on the village green. Dewdrop swooped down gratefully, breathing hard.

‘You’ve got to get this information to Bluebell urgently!’ he panted. ‘We’ve got trouble!’

Rosebud listened then set off, flipping low through the trees to avoid the wind, moving on to her next contact in the relay. It was a nuisance, not being able to fly distances, but if things were organised correctly it did not necessarily mean that those who wanted information had to wait forever.

So it was that only an hour or so later Bluebell received the news of the Guild’s decision to send a troll to retrieve the Shimmer. She scowled and kicked Fifi, her fuzzy caterpillar who doubled as a pet or a punching bag, depending on the mood of its owner. It wasn’t as bad as it sounded, caterpillars having absolutely no bones to break and very few nerve endings to feel pain. Not that Bluebell knew that. ‘Damn their eyes! I knew they’d try something!’

Pyro Pease shook his head, incensed. ‘I should have insisted that that idiot dwarf kill the thief.’

‘You should have taken care of it yourself,’ Bluebell retorted coldly.

Pyro winced and spoke quickly. ‘What are we going to do?’

Bluebell thought about it, her lovely face tight with concentration. ‘Go talk to the Dingo brothers. Maybe we can organise a surprise for that interfering little idiot.’

Peaseblossom hesitated. The Dingo brothers had been used by the fairies before but only when things were grim. Most ogres had the moral fibre of a turnip and an intellect to match. They were large, ugly and brutal and the nicest thing that could be said about them was that they were kind to their mothers. Which was more than could be said for a fairy.

‘The Dingo brothers? Are you sure?’

Bluebell swung around to face him, big blue eyes narrowed. ‘Are you questioning me?’

Peaseblossom was a psycho but he didn’t have a death wish. ‘N-o. It’s just that the Dingo brothers are pretty extreme. But if that’s what you want me to do then I’ll do it. No problem!’ he said hastily, watching her slender fingers curve into predatory talons. ‘Um . . . how do we know where to send them? That troll will be gone by the time they get there.’

‘So try thinking ahead, slug boy! He’s going to the nearest human village. Send them there to wait. He’ll go tonight and he’ll be approaching from Grumble so have the Dingos take up position by the side of the road. How many trolls are going to be wandering around a human village in the middle of the night?’

Pyro nodded, impressed with this reasoning. Bluebell was smarter than your average fairy which was why she was the one running things. ‘And what do you want the Dingo brothers to do to him?’

Bluebell blinked. She looked like she belonged on top of a Christmas tree, as sweet and as pretty as an angel. ‘What do you think I want done to him, you moron! Tell them to kill him. One less troll in the world is a nice thought. It’ll help cull the vermin before we set about doing it properly. Tell them that they can stick him in a stew afterwards. That should make them happy.’ Bluebell raised an eyebrow when Pyro continued to stand there. ‘Well? Move, you imbecile, or I’ll be finding myself a new lieutenant!’

Peaseblossom spread his wings and lifted into the air with prudent speed.
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Colin woke up so completely it felt like he’d never been asleep in the first place. Except he knew he had been because he’d been dreaming a weird dream. He was playing in a basketball game at school. He’d been playing defence against his gym teacher, Mr Blunt, running through a sea of legs while he searched desperately for the ball and all the time he felt like he was getting smaller and smaller. It was so hard to keep moving; everybody was so much taller than he was. He felt like a bug, scrambling around between enormous, oversized feet while his ears were full of the thunderous roar of the crowd as they yelled at him to get the ball. 

The dream images evaporated as quickly as if somebody had thrown a switch. Suddenly Colin was wide awake, staring up at the shadowy ceiling. Something had woken him. He was sure of it. He just didn’t know what.

Sitting up, he frowned at his room. It all looked different in the dark. Strange humps lurked in dark corners. Colin knew from experience that if he turned the light on they would transform into piles of clothes or toys he’d left around but they still looked pretty spooky in the pale glow that was filtering around his curtains from the street lamp on the footpath outside.

Shivering, he was about to hunker back down under the duvet again when he heard a noise. And not just any old noise. It was the kind of noise that simply didn’t belong to the night. Well, not any night that he wanted to be awake in anyway. Something was knocking at the window, trying to get in!

Colin froze. He felt like the blood in his veins had turned to ice water. His heart began to hammer so loudly it was hard to hear above the thunder in his ears. With infinite slowness he turned his head to look at the window. The curtains were closed so he couldn’t see anything. Not that he wanted to see anything. All he really wanted to do was lie down and go back to sleep. Maybe this was a dream. Maybe he was really dreaming that he was sitting up in bed, staring at the window as if it had suddenly turned into a portal to another dimension that might suddenly start spewing monsters or aliens or . . . 

Bad thought that! Very bad.

The knocking had stopped and after a moment Colin relaxed ever so slightly, only to become rigid with terror when there was a very large thump on the side of the house, followed by a ‘Ger orf, ya git!’ And ‘Wotch it!’

Voices! He swallowed heavily, skin crawling with terror. He hadn’t been imagining! He inched back towards the edge of the bed, then paused, hesitating. He really wanted to wake his dad up. Unknown figures thumping on the side of the house in the middle of the night seemed to fall squarely into adult territory. But maybe he should go take a look first? He wasn’t a little kid anymore and running straight to his dad seemed pretty wimpy. Maybe before he woke him up he should take a quick look through the window to see what was out there.

Colin edged cautiously towards the curtains before another large bang made him spring back so fast he almost fell off the other side of the bed. Eyes still fixed on the curtains, he stuck a foot down onto the floor. And then something – something big and leathery that smelt funny – came over his mouth and Colin nearly passed out from the absolute horror of the situation. ‘Urrgh!’ he spluttered, or tried to splutter, around the leathery thing.

‘Shhh!’ a voice hissed close to his ear.

Colin began to squirm wildly, like a worm on a hook, desperately trying to free himself from whatever it was that had attached itself to his face. ‘Urrggghh! Mmm! EERKKK!’

‘Oh this is just absolutely marvellous!’ A few words – entirely foreign to Colin’s terrified ears – were muttered hastily and the next thing he knew his whole body went still and stiff. Nothing would move; not his eyes, not his tongue, not his hands. He could still breathe but that was about it. He was about as animated as the coat stand in the hallway.

The leathery thing was moved from his mouth and he was laid carefully on the bed. Colin looked upwards at the shape that loomed over him. If he could have screamed he would have because the shape didn’t look right at all. It just didn’t fit into any of the usual shapes that Colin normally identified as ‘human’.

There was a series of wumps against the side of the house. ‘Ow! Yer on me foot, Oo-ga!’

The creature beside the bed groaned softly. ‘Blimey! They must have followed me. That sucks!’ The voice sounded funny, like it had an accent but not quite. It was blurry, somehow. There was another soft mutter of words not-quite-heard and a tiny light appeared.

Colin stared up at the thing that stood by the bed. It looked back at Colin with black shiny eyes round as saucers. It had a broad, flattish nose, ears that were slightly tufted and it was a bit taller than Colin although not nearly as tall as his dad, not by a long shot.

Definitely not human . . . 

Colin would have loved to have shouted the house down but he was still as rigid as his grandfather’s walking stick. The creature made a face. ‘Stop looking like that! I’m not going to harm you, human!’

Not harm him? Well that was good to hear, anyway!

Whatever was out there was back at the window but it was banging at it so hard that Colin guessed it was just a matter of time before the glass shattered. Glass wasn’t designed for that kind of punishment. The creature glanced at the curtains and chewed its lip. ‘Look, I’m going to release you and when I do I want you to promise not to shout the place down. Okay? There’s a couple of things out there you really don’t want to meet and we’re going to have to get out of here fast. Right? Got it?’

Colin was incapable of replying. Or moving. Or doing much of anything.

The creature standing over him wiggled his fingers and suddenly the boy was free. He sat bolt upright and opened his mouth to let out a bellow that might possibly have shaken the foundations of the house had he let it loose. He didn’t; the creature laid one large, broad hand on his shoulder. ‘No! They’ll be in here in a minute and we have to go.’

The tone of voice – or maybe the words – shut Colin right up. ‘What are you?’

‘I’m a troll,’ it replied shortly, ‘and outside that window there are a couple of bad-tempered ogres with an attitude problem. It looks like the Dingo brothers, Oo-ga and Ig-go. They’ve got a seriously bad reputation around the place. I think they’re probably looking for me so we’d better be off.’

‘Off where?’ Colin demanded, while part of his mind still grappled with the word ‘troll’. Surely his ears were acting up. ‘Did you . . . did you really say troll?’

‘Actually my name is Grieve but we can do the introduction thing later. At the moment it would be better to leave, I think. If we don’t lead them off they’ll be in here and you can say goodbye to your house because ogres have absolutely no respect for other people’s property and just love to smash things.’

As if to emphasise Grieve’s words there was a particularly large thump and the glass in the window broke, shattering the night stillness.

‘Hey,’ Colin said indignantly. ‘They broke my window!’

‘And that’s not all they’ll break if they get in here. C’mon!’ Grieve growled, ‘We’ve got to go!’

He grabbed Colin’s arm and they ran from the room, flinging open the bedroom door to bolt down the hallway and through the kitchen. Colin fumbled with the lock, uncertain what he was doing, or even why he was doing it. Much as he’d wanted to get out of his bedroom and away from whatever it was that intended to come through his window, he hadn’t exactly planned on leaving the house. ‘Hang on! What about my dad?’

‘I stuck a sleeping spell on him so he wouldn’t wake up.’

‘You did what? Is he going to be okay?’

‘Of course he is! But he’ll be a lot better off if we can lead the Dingo brothers in another direction. C’mon. Ogres might be big but they’re as dumb as the dirt under their feet! We’ll lead them off.’

Colin hesitated. It felt all wrong, leaving his dad like this. But if what the troll said was true then maybe they should lead the ogres away from the house. The boy shook his head at the thought, hardly believing that he was about to go outside to deal with a couple of ogres. And with a troll, of all things! Unwilling to think about it in case he changed his mind, he slipped out into the cold night.
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Shivering, head still spinning, Colin crept behind the troll, wondering what they were supposed to be doing. He debated just taking off and disappearing until all these weird apparitions went away and life settled back into what passed for normal, but that seemed a horribly cowardly course of action. Besides, he’d just about decided that this whole thing must be a dream. It was an uncomfortably realistic one because the frigid air was making his teeth clash together like tin cans and he clamped them together, eyes straining to see what the shadows held. He could hear voices from somewhere just up ahead – lots of voices. It sounded like somebody was having a party in his back garden. The voices were low and sort of growly. The last time he’d heard anything similar had been at the zoo. Only that time he had been standing behind a nice big fence.

Still, he reasoned, if this was a dream then he was perfectly safe. While he might think really terrible things were going to happen to him, if things got too awful he’d simply wake up. He’d had a lot of really awful dreams since his mum had died. If nothing else they’d taught him that, sooner or later, you always woke up.

He could hear the crunching of something heavy moving on broken glass and swallowed. They’d reached the corner of the house by now and Grieve stuck his head around cautiously. He was rewarded by the sight of a pair of thick, hairy ogre legs waving wildly in the air as Ig-go tried to hoist himself in through Colin’s broken bedroom window. By the look of things he had become stuck on some of the glass still in the frame. Oo-ga, standing all of seven foot three and shaped like a Sherman tank, was helping by trying to boost him inside. The ogre’s two heads were currently arguing with each other as to the best way of getting his brother through the window.

‘Get yer hand under ’is knees, ya twit!’

‘Wotcha think I’m doin’? Don’ tell me wot to do!’

Grieve shook his head. The two heads of your average ogre could never agree about anything.

The ogres were huge, lumbering creatures with massive shoulders from which rose two thick necks that were topped by two extremely unattractive faces. Both had brows that were so low that they jutted out like the overhang of a small cliff. Beneath these were pairs of malevolent little eyes, huge squashy noses and lips as thick as sausages. Ogres were not pretty. They didn’t even make it into the plain range, unless you wanted to call them just plain ugly. And nobody would call a seven foot three, two-headed Sherman tank shaped ogre with a maladjusted personality that. Not unless they were very sure of their escape route, anyway.

Colin peeped past Grieve and the troll heard him gasp. Grieve promptly stuck his hand back over his mouth to stop other any ill-advised noises from leaking out. He was learning quickly that humans made far too much noise for their own – or anyone else’s – good.

He pulled him back around the corner and put his lips against Colin’s ear. ‘We’re going to lead ’em off. Okay?’

‘Did you see that? It’s got two heads! Two heads!’ Colin hissed, as if Grieve had somehow managed to overlook this fact. This just had to be a dream! He was amazed that his imagination could come up with this kind of thing. ‘And they’re . . . they’re really ugly . . . ’ 

‘Listen, they might have two heads apiece but believe me, neither of them holds enough brain power to give your average light bulb a run for its money. They’re very, very dumb. Remember that. Now, we’re going to step out into the open and get their attention. Then we’re going to run. They’ll come after us because the daft gits are chasing me for some reason.’

Colin saw serious holes in this plan. ‘But what if they catch us?’

‘Then we’re soup,’ Grieve admitted. ‘But it’ll never happen. So . . . are you ready?’

Colin thought about it. As this was one big confusing dream – or nightmare, now that he’d had a look at those ogres – then it didn’t really matter what he did. He could go out there, drop his pants and moon those two monsters and the worst thing that would happen was that he might get a little tangled up in his sheets. For one horrible moment he considered that maybe this wasn’t a dream at all. ‘I guess so . . . ’

Grieve was already moving, stepping out from behind the wall of the house and waving his arms. ‘Oi! Over here fellas!’

The legs that had been trying to wriggle over the windowsill stopped moving while Oo-ga’s heads both swivelled around. One of them gave a grunt of surprise. ‘You!’ while the other one bellowed, ‘’Old it, ya scummy toe rag!’

‘Take it easy, fellas. What are you boys up to, anyway? I thought even big lummoxes like ogres knew that it contravenes the law to break into the dwelling of a human.’

There was an outraged growl from both of Oo-ga’s heads while his brother Ig-go struggled to get back out the window this time. ‘You lit’l snotbag!’ head one on Oo-ga  rumbled. ‘Get your stoopid self over here! We gonna eat your bones!’

‘Attractive invitation,’ Grieve observed cheerfully. ‘But you know how it is; I’ve got other plans for dinner.’

And then he ran.

Colin, who had been staring at the ogres during this exchange, shook his head in amazement. He had been standing behind the troll but when Grieve moved he was out in the open, making eyeball contact with more eyeballs than he could look at. Who would have thought that his brain could come up with something like this? ‘Whoa! This is too weird!’

The two big heads stared at him, obviously confused by the unexpected presence of a human. Their brains – which even combined were far smaller than what was required to service something so large – arrived at two conclusions separately, but simultaneously, which was a near record for an ogre.

They’d never tasted a human before. And they were hungry, proving it was possible for two heads to reach agreement if the issue happened to involve food.

Oo-ga decided it was time to bag the second course of what would hopefully be a two-course dinner. With a burst of speed one would not have thought possible from a creature that size, he lunged forward. Colin’s feet finally did what he’d been instructing them to do and took off.

Unfortunately, too late. He was jerked painfully off his feet when a hand the size of a ham hock came down and seized him from behind. Colin gave a yell of sheer terror, legs flailing the air as he struggled to break free but it wasn’t any good. It looked like he was going to be soup after all.




C H A P T E R   S E V E N

Two Steps Ahead
 of the Cooking Pot

Grieve came to a stop when he heard Colin’s terrified shout behind him. He turned and was dismayed to see Oo-ga holding the boy up off the ground by one leg. Ig-go had managed to get back out the window and was brushing bits of glass off himself.

‘Oh . . . rats!’ Grieve muttered. He briefly contemplated moving on and getting another human from somewhere else but his conscience shouted him down. The cub was in trouble because he had led the Dingo brothers here. There was simply no way Grieve could allow the ogres to mash him up and put him in a pot with some potatoes and carrots.

The troll looked around quickly, searching the ground for anything useful. Picking up a rock, he darted sideways into the cover of the bushes that ran along the back fence, scrambling along rapidly until he was close to Colin’s house once more. Moving as fast as he dared, careful not to make a noise, he crawled from the hedge and sprinted across the grass until he reached the back of the house. He circled around so he could come up behind the ogres, making sure he was standing upwind so they didn’t catch any scent of him. Oo-ga was still holding Colin aloft, poking him experimentally in the ribs while Ig-go peered into the darkness. ‘I can still smell the troll!’ head one grunted, while head two nodded agreement.

‘Course you can,’ Oo-ga’s first head replied witheringly. ‘He was just ’ere, wasn’t ’e? Stands to reason you can still smell ’im.’ The second head piped up, ‘’Ere, reckon we can eat this?’

Ig-go’s four eyes squinted at Colin. ‘It’s got meat on it, right? Should be tasty enough.’

‘But it’s one of those . . . ’oomans.’ Oo-ga’s first head objected.

Ig-go peered at the terrified child. ‘Where’d you get it?’ head one demanded.

‘It was with that pesky troll.’

Both of Ig-go’s faces scowled in unison. ‘Good enough reason to scoff it then. Come on. We gotta get ’old o’ that nasty bit o’ goods. Stick that thing somewheres safe an’ let’s go look.’

Grieve perked up. If they were going to put Colin down he could go and get the cub when the ogres started to track him again. His heart sank at the Oo-ga Dingo’s next words however.

‘Should I tie it up?’ Oo-ga’s first head enquired, giving Colin a shake.

‘Nah,’ his brother shook his heads. ‘Jus’ break its neck. Don’ matter. It’ll still be fresh enough when we eat it.’

‘Right then.’

Grieve made a face. Trust an ogre to suggest something like that! There was no time to waste and one rock wasn’t really going to do the trick. Scrambling in the garden bed, he dislodged another largish stone from the border. The troll hefted the first rock in his right hand, feeling its weight while gauging the distance to the back of Oo-ga’s right head. He felt the balance of his other rock in his left hand, getting a feel for it while he sidled a little nearer, closing the distance slightly. This was going to take a good eye, a whole lot of luck and just a touch of magic. Grieve took careful aim and let rip with both rocks in simultaneous overarm throws, muttering an accuracy charm as he did so.

The rocks hurled through the intervening distance and clobbered their intended targets fair on the back of both nuts. Sweet!

It said a lot about the apparent thickness of an ogre’s heads that having rocks bounce off them didn’t floor the great oaf straightaway, because Grieve had put a whole lot of enthusiasm into those throws. It did, however, make Oo-ga fall to his knees, stunned by the impact. Ig-go was staring down at his brother uncomprehendingly, obviously unaware that both of the other heads had just been belted with rocks. ‘Uh . . . wotcha doin’?’

There would never be, Grieve decided, a better time to make a move. The troll sprinted forward, putting on a burst of speed. He didn’t stop when he reached the Dingo brothers but seized Colin from Oo-ga’s suddenly nerveless fingers and kept going. There was a chorus of startled shouts behind him but Grieve didn’t feel the need to stop and chat. Grunting a little with the effort, he set Colin on his shoulder and applied himself to putting on as much speed as he could manage. He needed to find a way to shake the ogres off his scent. Oo-ga’s recovery would slow them a little but not forever.

Colin, who at first had been very still over Grieve’s shoulder, head jouncing most of the way down the troll’s back, started to struggle. Grieve ducked down behind a large shrub, allowing his burden to stand upright. ‘You all right then?’

Colin looked very white-faced. ‘This isn’t a dream, is it?’ he demanded, voice high.

Grieve scratched his head. ‘A dream? You think you’re dreaming?’

‘I hoped I was dreaming! That was horrible!’ he rasped, pushing his hair off his face. ‘I mean really, really horrible. Two h-heads!’

‘Yeah, well we got to keep going because they’ll be on our tails in a minute.’

‘Hang on! I don’t want to go anywhere with you. No offence,’ he added, thinking that he sounded a bit rude. ‘But I’m going back to my dad.’

‘You can’t,’ Grieve objected. ‘They’ve got your scent now. If you try to go back then they’ll smell you out. One will chase me and one will go after you.’

Colin blanched. ‘They can smell us?’

‘Yup. Ogres don’t have much going for them apart from a great sense of smell. They’re pretty good at tracking scents. Their noses are the most intelligent part of them and with four between them they can be pretty hard to shake.’ He cocked an eyebrow. ‘We’ll work out a way to dupe them off our tails and then we can relax a bit, okay?’

‘I guess,’ Colin muttered. Relax a bit? How was he supposed to relax when he didn’t have a clue what was going on? He’d woken up with a strange creature in his room while a couple of even stranger creatures were trying to come in through his window. Relax? Not likely! He stuck his head out to peer around his neighbour’s enormous daisy bush and cast a longing look back at his house, but the view was seriously spoilt by the two ogres who were currently regrouping in front of his broken window. Oo-ga was back on his feet, rubbing both of his heads. Colin had an overwhelming desire to see his dad around about now and pushed down an urge to let loose with a few tears. There was no time for that. And if returning to the house meant he’d be putting his dad in danger then he really didn’t have much choice. He’d have to go with the troll. ‘How are we going to . . . uh . . . dupe them?’

‘There’s two ways to hide your smell from a tracker. Water or fire does the trick ’cause neither holds on to anything. We haven’t got any fire to use – not without burning your village down, anyway – so I guess it’ll have to be water. There’s a stream not far from here.’

Grieve, after throwing a cautious look at the Dingo boys, had scrambled to his feet. Together, he and Colin moved down the street, trotting through the night as they slipped through patches of darkness broken up by the soft yellow circles shed by the street lamps.

It hardly seemed like any time at all before they had company, however. After five minutes or so they heard a commotion behind them. The two ogres had recovered and were in pursuit. Grieve paused at the sound, peering behind him. He muttered a soft curse under his breath. ‘I should have chosen bigger stones. Come on! We’re going to have to scuttle!’

He headed up a driveway. Colin followed reluctantly. It felt all wrong, running up Mrs Zimmerman’s drive without permission. His hesitation only lasted for as long as it took before his ears picked up what Grieve had heard. The argumentative voices of the ogres who seemed to be able to move more quickly than anything that size should. Colin sprinted up beside Grieve. ‘How do they manage to move so fast?’

‘Long legs!’

Grieve ran through a shadowy garden, hoisting himself onto the back fence where he paused to give Colin a hand up. Together they tumbled into the adjoining flowerbed, crashing between a rosemary bush and a large lilac, both of which bore plenty of scratchy branches. Before Colin could rub the scrape on his shin, Grieve was hurrying him on. They sprinted down a driveway this time, before crossing the deserted road to plunge into the woodland beyond. Behind them – too close for comfort – there came a resounding crash, the sound of wooden boards splintering. ‘The fence,’ Grieve explained briefly. ‘Ogres aren’t much for climbing. They prefer to go through.’

‘They’ll wake everybody in the village up! Where are we going?’

Despite the running, Colin was cold. The frigid ground was biting at his bare feet, sticks and stones pricking his soft soles.

‘The stream. This is the quickest way.’

It didn’t feel like the quickest way. Colin followed Grieve, trying to stay more or less in his footsteps. It was dark beneath the trees and he was worried he’d head butt a tree trunk at any moment. He wanted to tell the troll to slow down but the sound of the two ogres crashing through the trees behind them made him think that they’d be better off going faster. He’d played in this narrow strip of woodland hundreds of times and couldn’t remember it ever being this big. In the darkness, everything looked unfamiliar. Focused on staying on Grieve’s heels, he didn’t realise that they’d found the stream until his feet found nothing but air beneath them. For a horrible moment he seemed to hover in space before he plunged downwards with heart-stopping suddenness.

They’d found the bank that led down to the stream. Colin tumbled down the crumbling dirt incline to land in a painful tangle at the bottom. He stayed there for a moment, one foot in the water, the other scrunched awkwardly beneath him, before taking a deep breath. ‘Ow!’

‘You right then?’

Colin unfolded himself with difficulty and gave the troll a dirty look. ‘Yeah, I’m terrific. Thanks for asking.’

Grieve was already standing in the dark water. It was the small stream that skirted Hags End on its way to the ocean a couple of kilometres away. It was no more than two or three feet deep but it looked extremely uninviting if you happened to be wearing pyjamas. ‘Um . . . I dunno how to break this to you but that water will probably kill me before the ogres do. I’m going to freeze to death in there!’

Grieve blinked. Trolls, blessed with a thicker-than-skin hide that was well insulated by a coarse covering of fur, didn’t much feel the cold. To Grieve, the stream felt a bit chilly, but not unpleasantly so. ‘It’s too cold for you?’

‘W-ay too cold,’ Colin agreed. ‘I’d need a wetsuit. Or a boat!’

So far the night wasn’t exactly going according to plan. Not that Grieve’d had much of a plan but the rough blue-print he’d sorted out in his head was way off target. He hadn’t realised humans were such fragile things for a start. Both turned their heads sharply, looking towards the top of the bank at the sound of snapping branches and raised voices coming closer.

‘You’ll have to hold my hand,’ Grieve decided, having gone over the possible options.

Colin looked at his companion doubtfully. ‘Uh, thanks, but I don’t exactly see . . . ’

‘If you hold my hand I can keep you warm!’ Grieve said impatiently. The voices of Ig-go and Oo-ga were clearly distinguishable now. The Dingo brothers were approaching fast, heading towards them like a couple of bulls in a china shop ‘Come on! I can keep you warm but I can’t make us invisible!’

The rapidly approaching ogres convinced Colin that standing around was not the way to go. He stepped through the soft mud at the edge of the stream, feet making loud sucking noises when he pulled them free, before moving into the water. The boy gasped at the icy touch of it against his already goose-pimpled skin. Grieve seized Colin’s hand in his large and leathery grasp, tugging him forward. Colin winced as lumpy pebbles bit into his feet but he followed on as quickly as he could. After a few moments he realised that he was no longer shivering quite so much. A strange feeling was seeping up his arm. A soft warmth was spreading rapidly; up past his wrist and elbow, through his shoulder, across his chest. On and on until his entire body was suffused with the same kind of heat he got when he stuck his feet on a hot water bottle. After only a few minutes his shivering had stopped entirely. It was amazing!

‘I’m not cold anymore!’ he hissed to his companion.

‘Outstanding. Now shut it and move. I want to put a bit of distance between us and our ugly friends!’

Grieve led them forward as quickly as possible, following the bed of the small stream. Several times both of them stepped into water that reached almost to their chins where the floor of the stream fell away but the troll continued to grasp Colin firmly by the hand and the boy felt pleasantly insulated, although not exactly warm. But definitely not cold. He wondered what was going to happen when they did manage to shake off the ogres. He was more than a little curious to discover what a troll – who he’d always thought of as made-up creatures in fairytales – had been doing in his bedroom. Colin shook his head. Trolls and ogres. If they existed then what else was real? Witches? Giants? The Easter Bunny?

‘My feet are killing me! Can we get out of the water soon?’ Grieve had come to a stop. He tilted his head, standing very still.

Colin frowned. ‘What are you . . . ?’

‘Shhh!’

‘Oh. Right.’

They both listened, straining their ears. There was no sound but that of the wind and the usual night creatures going about their business. ‘Might as well,’ Grieve finally grunted. ‘Ogres don’t like water all that much. I expect they’ve given up by now anyway.’

Colin was relieved to hear it and clung onto Grieve’s hand as they scrambled up the bank together. This was turning out to be the strangest night he had ever experienced. Once back on dry land the troll shook himself like a dog, drops flying everywhere. Colin wished he could do the same. Instead he just had to stand there dripping. They both looked at their hands, still held fast. ‘We’re going to have to find you some more clothing,’ Grieve decided. ‘Either that or I’m going to get really fond of you.’

Colin gave a weak smile. ‘I’m still not too sure I’m not dreaming.’

‘You wish.’

Grieve hesitated. He’d been planning on doing this whole thing a little bit differently. Maybe introducing himself gently, having a nice little chat. He’d chosen Colin’s house at random because he knew a human cub lived there. Months before when he’d happened to be passing through the outskirts of Hags End he’d seen this one heading into its dwelling. For some reason, when he’d been wracking his brains on how he might acquire a young human, the memory had popped into his head.

‘What’s your name, anyway?’ Grieve inquired.

‘It’s Colin. Colin Bundle.’

Grieve wrinkled his nose. It seemed a funny kind of name but humans were a funny kind of race. ‘Listen,’ he said uncertainly, ‘I suppose you want an explanation about . . . about this whole thing . . . ’

‘I’d love an explanation,’ Colin agreed immediately. ‘But I probably need clothes more. So right now I want you to take me back home again so I can get some and check on my dad.’

Grieve was dismayed. ‘You want to go back home?’

‘Uh-huh. It’s not that I don’t find you really interesting and all that but the last time I saw my house there were a couple of ogres in front of it and my dad was asleep inside.’ Colin eyed Grieve with determination. ‘I really need to know if he’s okay.’

The troll stared at the cub’s stubborn face and shook his head in exasperation. Of all the rotten nights . . . ‘Fine! I take you back, you check out your dad and then we can do some business together, right? Of course, if we go back I can’t guarantee that we’re not going to run into the Dingo brothers . . . ’

‘We’ll just have to chance it,’ Colin replied, sounding a lot firmer than he actually felt. He was still shell-shocked from everything that had been happening.

‘Oh, very well then!’ Grieve said crossly, turning around again. ‘But you’re really holding up progress here, you know that?’

Colin remained silent. He hadn’t a clue what kind of progress Grieve had in mind but he sensed that it might not be at all comfortable. Clutching each other’s hands, the two of them trailed glumly up the road.




C H A P T E R   E I G H T

Back to Grumble

It took them a good thirty minutes to return to Hags End. They stayed off the roads, slipping through whatever trees were about. Colin marvelled at Grieve’s ability to see in the dark while Grieve marvelled at Colin’s ability to run into things. Colin continued to clutch at the troll’s hand. Even if he released it for a moment he would begin to shiver fitfully, the cold night air chilling his skin immediately.

When they were a couple of streets from home Colin stopped, cocking an ear. Grieve did the same. Some very out-of-place sounds were breaking up the silence of the night. The sounds of voices and car engines and the crackly static of a radio, like the sort that were to be found in police cars.

‘Would some folk around here be having a party?’ Grieve said doubtfully.

‘At this time of morning? Not likely!’

It did sound like something was going on, though. Colin began to move quickly. His house was the last one on a no through road and set a little back from its neighbour’s behind a large privet hedge. Running down the footpath, his feet slowed when he neared the end of the street. Colin came to a complete stop, gaping at the sight of his house or, more accurately, at what was left of it. It looked like a mad bulldozer on a rampage had driven through it.

Illuminated by the emergency lighting that had been rigged around the scene, Colin and Grieve could see that one side of the house was missing an entire wall. Most of Colin’s bedroom and a part of the kitchen were exposed to the fascinated gaze of the neighbours who must have heard the racket and called the police. Two police cars and an ambulance were parked outside.

‘Dad!’ Colin whispered, and would have bolted forward except that Grieve grabbed his pyjama top and pulled him back.

‘Hold it! No need to go rushing in like that!’ The troll moved them both back into the shadows. Despite the fact that he’d spent the last hour with the cub, the smell of humans was a lot stronger here. It was a funny combination of scents. Not unpleasant, exactly. But strange, just the same.

‘Let go of me!’ Colin demanded fiercely, squirming in Grieve’s grip. ‘My dad is in there!’

Grieve glanced back to the remains of Colin’s house and tried not to wince. ‘Okay. But nothing was ever gained by rushing into things. Let’s slip around those bushes and listen to what’s going on.’

‘But my dad . . . ’

‘Calm down! We’re going to find out but we’ve just got to be careful, that’s all. The Dingo boys might be hanging around too, remember.’

Grieve was fairly sure that they weren’t. They must have returned to Colin’s house straight after they’d given up the chase, bent on taking out their frustrations on anything they could. Still, it might make Colin act a little bit more cautiously if he thought the ugly brothers were still in the neighbourhood.

The boy hesitated for a moment, remembering just how unlovely the two-headed ogres had been. He gave in reluctantly.

Grieve led the way, slipping like a shadow with Colin at his side. They went belly down and crawled around into the garden of the nearest house. It was close enough to the action to hear what was going on.

Two ambulance officers were wheeling a gurney through the front gate. Peering through the leaves of a large camellia, Colin saw a young police officer stop them and his heart fluttered with trepidation. His dad was right there! If it wasn’t for Grieve’s firm grip on his hand he would have been out from under the bushes like a shot.

‘Is he going to be okay?’ the police constable asked.

‘You’re not going to believe this,’ one of the paramedics said, ‘but he’s asleep! Sound asleep. There’s nothing wrong with him. Well, not that we can see, anyway.’

‘Asleep?’ the constable repeated incredulously. ‘Asleep? You have got to be kidding! How could anybody sleep through that?’

‘Good question. We’re taking him in for observation.’ They loaded the gurney into the ambulance. ‘I don’t suppose you know what happened here?’ the paramedic asked as he closed the doors up.

‘No idea.’ The young constable sounded baffled. ‘We got a call about a disturbance. We came out and found this. It’s totally bizarre.’

‘Ah well.’ The paramedic took one last look at the house and shook his head. ‘You can come in tomorrow and question him if you want. If we can wake him up. Never seen anyone sleep quite so heavily, I must say.’

Beneath the camellia, Colin shot Grieve a dark look. Grieve looked sheepish. ‘What?! Some spells are tricky, okay? Maybe I overdid it just a little . . . ’

‘My house is trashed and my dad won’t wake up!’ the boy hissed. ‘And I still can’t get my clothes!’

‘You’ll just have to come back to Grumble with me after all,’ Grieve said reasonably. ‘We’ll sort out all that later,’ he added, waving towards Colin’s deconstructed home.

‘It might be a better idea if I go to the hospital with Dad,’ Colin replied and made to wriggle forward once more.

‘You can’t do that!’ Grieve objected.

‘Why on earth not?’

‘Because I need your help, that’s why not. What do you think I was doing in your bedroom in the first place?’

‘I’ve been trying not to think about that,’ Colin muttered. ‘Look, I haven’t a clue how I can help you but my dad needs me. Just look at our house. What’s he going to say when he wakes up?’

‘Listen, you go with your dad and you put him in danger. It’s you the Dingo brothers got a whiff of earlier. Why don’t you, just for tonight, come back with me? It’d be safer all round. Things will have settled down in the morning. Ogres are nasty pieces of work but they have short attention spans. By tomorrow morning they’ll be back in their cave and hopefully they’ll have forgotten all about you.’

Colin stared at him doubtfully. ‘So you think they’re still about?’

‘You can’t be too careful with ogres that are carrying a grudge, even if their grudges don’t last longer than a day.’ Grieve looked at Colin hopefully. It had been so hard to obtain this human, he really didn’t want to have to go through the whole process again.

Colin though about it. He was filthy, damp and would be freezing if he wasn’t clutching the hand of the demented troll beside him. It was around two o’clock in the morning – or as near as he could tell without a watch – and he was exhausted. He could always see his dad in the morning.

‘Fine,’ he sighed. ‘Let’s go back to your place, then.’

While they walked, Colin tried to work out why the familiar roads seemed subtly different. They passed through a crossroad that he recognised; it led to the somewhat larger market village of Endimion Cross about ten kilometres to the east. His dad took him there on Fridays occasionally when the place was alive with fishermen flogging their cod, street performers doing really awful renditions from old musicals and old women trying to off-load woolly things like his Aunty Edna knitted. He and his dad would eat chips with vinegar out of the paper down by the wharves, watching all the different coloured boats bobbing in the water.

Even though he’d more or less decided not to talk to Grieve anymore for the time being, he couldn’t stop himself from asking questions. ‘So where did you say we were going? Was it . . . Grumble?’

‘Yeah. My village. It’s not far.’

‘But I’ve never even heard of a place called Grumble and I know all the villages around here!’ the boy objected.

Grieve smirked. ‘You know all the human villages,’ he corrected him. ‘Grumble is an Other People village.’

‘Other People?’ Colin echoed, although he had a feeling he was entering into very murky water indeed. ‘What does that mean?’

Grieve turned his round black eyes towards Colin. They gleamed in the light cast by the silver half-moon. ‘Get real! What do you reckon? I mean . . . do I look human to you?’

‘N-o . . . ’ Colin admitted. ‘Of course not. Besides, you’ve already told me you’re a troll. I just don’t quite understand. I mean, I never realised there were other . . . ’ What was he supposed to say? It’s not like he bumped into a bunch of fairytale creatures every day of the week!

Grieve chuckled. ‘Relax! Humans are kept pretty much in the dark about the four worlds and the eight races so I guess you’re feeling a little confounded about things. It’s only natural. And of course I shouldn’t be talking to you at all. I wouldn’t be, either, if they hadn’t done it first.’

Colin blinked. ‘They?’

‘The fairies. Curse them!’

Fairies? Fairies? Colin shook his head. If this troll creature was going to start talking about fairies and four worlds and eight races then confounded didn’t even begin to cover it! He felt his need for an explanation dwindle in the face of the possible confusion an explanation might generate. It was just easier to keep walking.

It took them almost an hour to reach Grumble and by the time they got there Colin was exhausted. When they arrived, however, he woke up fast enough. In fact, he couldn’t stop himself from staring around him in openmouthed wonder. He’d never seen any place that looked so totally like it belonged between the pages of a book.

Most of the houses weren’t shaped like houses were supposed to look. There was everything from clumps of freestanding caves to skinny stone castles with miniature drawbridges (but no water beneath them) to groups of what looked like tree houses even though there were no trees in the middle of the village. Instead they had been constructed on a group of tall poles and seemed to sway slightly, spider web walkways strung between, interconnecting the funny little houses.

Grieve didn’t lead Colin down the main thoroughfares; he wasn’t at all eager for the boy to be seen. ‘You’re not really supposed to be here,’ the troll explained almost apologetically. ‘I’ve stuck a bit of a cloaking spell on you. Not much use against really topnotch wizards of course, but it should keep you out of sight of anyone who isn’t really looking.’

Grieve was banking on the fact that no one would really be looking.

‘This is just amazing!’ the boy whispered, goggling at the sight of a cat that seemed to be hovering in mid-air. He couldn’t believe a place like this could have missed the Sunday papers.

Grieve glanced at the cat. ‘Some cub’s been prastising levitation,’ he explained briefly. ‘It’ll come down in a couple of hours. I guess, from your point of view, all this must seem pretty strange. We don’t know much about your villages, either.’

‘But I don’t see how that works. I mean, we didn’t walk that far. It can’t be more than four or five kilometres from Hags End.’

‘Four, actually. And humans don’t know we’re here because they don’t choose to look. Quite simple really. They just don’t have the eyes for it.’

Colin mulled this over as they walked. It didn’t seem to make much sense. ‘But I can see it,’ he objected.

‘That’s because you’re quite prepared to believe in just about anything by now. I mean, we’ve had quite a night of it, right?’ Grieve grinned. ‘You should have seen the look on your face when you clapped eyes on me!’

Colin flushed. ‘You can hardly blame me for freaking out at the sight of some . . . some . . . troll in my bedroom! Who’d be expecting something like that?’

Grieve chuckled. ‘Right enough, I guess.’

The boy continued to peer around him as they went, catching tantalising glimpses of the most extraordinary things through narrow alleys and sudden openings. Despite his earlier resolve not to discover more about his dubious companion, it was all too interesting to ignore.

‘Blimey!’ he breathed, checking out a group of witches who had assembled on one of Grumble’s many village greens. There was a cauldron of something steaming and trays heaped with food. The witches were having a wonderful time, creating multi-coloured pictures in the air so that the area above them looked like it was lit up with free-floating neon signs in fantastical designs. The old women seemed intent on outdoing each other with their creations. One conjured a vivid emerald green dragon who huffed ruby fire out of its enormous nostrils. It hovered menacingly above the gathering until someone else did a bit of wand waving. Suddenly a shower of silver rain doused the fire and the dragon melted in a most realistic way. Colin shook his head, deeply impressed. ‘Did you see that? That was way better than fireworks!’

‘Come on!’ Grieve said firmly. ‘It’s only that old bat Hettie’s birthday party. They’ll be at it for hours, the exhibitionists.’

They continued on down a series of stony side streets until Grieve came to a stop in front of a small door set deep in a stone wall. He gave a sigh of satisfaction. ‘All right! We made it, and just in time. It’s about to pour. C’mon. My hand is getting cramp from clutching onto you. Let’s find some dry things.’

Colin opened his mouth to thank the troll but at that moment the door opened abruptly and what was unmistakably another troll stuck his head out. He stared at Colin, astonished. ‘Grieve! You found one!’

‘Spot on, brother of mine. And if it’s all the same to you, I’d really like to get him inside before anyone sees us,’ Grieve snapped, pushing the boy past his brother.

‘See if you can nab him some dry clothes, would you? He’s a bit cold.’

Cold was an understatement, thought Colin, for Grieve had let go of him and without the warmth the troll had been extending he was turning blue, his teeth clashing together and making about as much noise as a show-off at a castanet convention. Grieve led him into the kitchen and lit the fire in the hearth with a word and a wave of his hand. He pushed Colin onto a stool in front of it then went to fetch a towel. He chucked it at his guest. ‘Here. Rub yourself down with that. Friendly’s getting you some gear.’

‘F-F-Friendly?’ Colin stuttered, applying the towel with as much enthusiasm as his shivering body could muster.

‘My brother. Got a mouth on him like a tap so the two of you should get on like a house on fire.’

Friendly reappeared, bringing an assortment of clothing. None of it was exactly what Colin was used to but he wasn’t all that fussed. He pulled off his damp things and immediately began to climb into the trousers and jerkin Friendly had produced. They hung loosely on his frame – his body being nowhere near as broad as a troll’s – but they were thick and warm. He was rather uncomfortably aware of being the subject of Friendly’s interested scrutiny but survival was a lot more pressing than modesty and it struck him that the troll was just as amazed at the sight of him as he had been when he’d got a good look at Grieve.

‘Here.’ Friendly was holding out a pair of what looked like sheepskin booties. ‘These should get your feet warm.’

Colin gave a brief grin. ‘Thanks.’

Grieve had filled the kettle and he stuck it on the frame across the fire. ‘A warm drink first. Then we’ll get down to the explanations.’

Friendly cast his brother a wide-eyed look. ‘You haven’t told him what he’s doing here yet?’

‘There wasn’t really time, what with the ogres and everything.’

‘Ogres?!’

‘The Dingo brothers. They were waiting for me when I got to the human village. Almost like they were expecting me.’

‘The Dingo brothers? Wow! What did you do? Did they get you?’

Grieve gave his brother a look. ‘Yes, Friendly. They got me. I’m actually the main ingredient in a casserole around about now.’

Friendly looked a little shamefaced. ‘Uh, sorry. But what happened, exactly?’

Grieve gave him a brief rundown on the night’s events while he made a hot drink. He handed Colin a steaming mug. ‘Here you go.’

The boy sniffed it appreciatively and took a small sip. It tasted similar to cocoa, only more so. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s called cocoa.’

Colin opened his mouth, only to close it again after a second. Obviously some things never changed no matter where you were. ‘I suppose I’ll have to stay here tonight. But tomorrow I want to go to the hospital and check on my dad. To see if he’s woken up yet.’

Grieve scratched his nose. It was time to outline his plan. He felt a momentary flicker of anxiety. What if the human said no? Then he’d have to go and find another one and this one hadn’t exactly been easy to get hold of. The troll drew a deep breath.
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Having learnt about the Dingo brothers’ failure Bluebell decided to take matters into her own dainty hands. Never send an ogre – let’s face it, ogres had bog peat for brains – to do a fairy’s job. She went to the small dell to have a heart-to-heart with her silent partner. He’d proved very useful so far, providing her with answers she hadn’t even known the questions to. Like that special pouch for the Shimmer. He’d known exactly the right witch to go to for the special material that had all manner of protective charms woven into it. It stood to reason that he’d know what to do with an infuriatingly determined troll.

Bluebell cleared her throat. ‘I’m here!’

It seemed to do the trick because The Voice didn’t keep her waiting long; indeed, it was as if it had been expecting her.

The Voice spoke, emanating from everywhere and nowhere, terrible and ancient and as dry as dust and time. ‘Child of the Woods, what troubles you?’

Bluebell told The Voice exactly what troubled her in no uncertain terms. ‘This troll might ruin everything!’ she spat, after a rather lengthy diatribe. The Voice had contented itself with making the occasional soothing noise throughout Bluebell’s complaining, but frankly it was doubtful that it could have got a word in edgeways because it was hard to interrupt a bad-tempered fairy with a grievance. ‘It was a human. D’you know what that means? A human! What if the little creep tries to get the Shimmer back?’

‘You have the Creation Stone,’ The Voice pointed out. ‘All is well.’

Bluebell blinked. Yeah, well, that was true enough. But there was always the chance that the nasty little schmuck troll would luck out and discover its whereabouts. ‘We can’t let this Grievous character live,’ she objected. ‘We’re too close to success for some amateur to go stumbling about.’

There was a silence before The Voice murmured, ‘Agreed. Do not concern yourself further, O Queen of the Air. I shall deal with this troublesome son of the mountains.’

‘How?’ Bluebell inquired. The truth was, she was dead curious about her invisible friend. And being lower than a pregnant snail, she liked to collect information in case it proved to be useful later.

‘I shall send a seeker. Wait . . . ’ The last word faded away into nothingness.

Bluebell waited. And waited. And waited. She waited all of ten minutes and was getting increasingly shirty as time ticked on by. Finally the presence returned.

‘It is done,’ The Voice announced with a rustle and a sigh.

Bluebell jumped and uttered a squeak of surprise. Damn but she hated surprises! ‘What’s done?’ she growled irritably.

‘I have sent a seeker to deal with this troll. Fear not, Child of the Woods. All will be well.’
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Beneath the interested eyes of Friendly and Colin, Grieve hesitated, trying to think of the best way to ask for Colin’s help. ‘Okay. First I need to ask you . . . ’

There was a knock at the door. Everybody froze, including Colin, although he didn’t know why. It was probably the look on his companions’ faces. Like they’d just caught sight of the creature from the black lagoon or something.

Friendly and Grieve shared a look. ‘You expecting anyone?’ Grieve hissed.

His brother shook his head. The knock came again, louder this time. ‘Reckon they’ll go away?’

‘No. If they’ve come around at this time of night then they want something other than a bit of social chitchat.’ He looked at Colin who stared back, blue eyes round as saucers. Humans weren’t supposed to just turn up in other people villages. No way. So it was going to be kind of hard to explain the presence of this cub. The knock came again, more insistent than ever. ‘Friendly? Can you show the cub the inside of the cupboard?’

Colin blinked. ‘You want me to get in a cupboard?’

‘Just until I get rid of whoever is out there,’ Grieve reassured him. ‘Only be a couple of minutes.’

Colin gave him a doubtful look while Friendly led the way to a narrow closet, the only one in the trolls’ cave. Friendly moved the broom carefully to one side and stood back to allow the boy to step inside.

Grieve went to answer the door and was more than a little surprised to find Derry on the step, arm raised to hammer on the door again. He stared at her in dismay. ‘What are you doing here?’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m out for an evening stroll, what do you think?’ she snarled. The gnomish girl seemed to be in something of a snit but that could have been because it had started to rain rather heavily and she was getting a drenching. ‘Well?’ she added sourly. ‘You going to let me in?’

Grieve really preferred not to let her in. One sniff of that delicately honed nose and she would know immediately there was a human inside. ‘Well I was just going to bed . . . ’

‘Postpone it. I’m on official business.’

Grieve’s unhappiness went up a notch. ‘What kind of business?’

‘The kind that sees me running into serious overtime while I go fetch a troll,’ she retorted. ‘Marvello wants a word with you.’

‘Why would Marvello . . . ’

‘Are you going to let me get out of this rain or not?’ she bellowed and proceeded to push past Grieve without further ado. Short of blocking her – an act that would probably see him lying face down on the floor within a short space of time – there didn’t seem to be much he could do to stop her.

‘Wait! Wait, if Marvello wants to see me, let’s go right this minute . . . ’

But it was too late. Derry took three steps into the room and came to a complete stop. She stood very still, dripping gently on the floor while her nose sniffed the air, her wide nostrils wrinkling as she caught the unexpected scent. She turned and stared at Grieve, butter-yellow eyes wide. ‘Oh, you absolute idiot! What have you been up to?’

Friendly, who had been making an attempt to look nonchalant in front of the fireplace, began to inch anxiously in the direction of the cupboard.

Grieve had a shot at playing ignorant. ‘Huh?’

‘Don’t you “huh” me, you twerp! You know you’re not supposed to have any contact with a human! Where did you get it?’ she swung around slowly, head raised. ‘And more importantly, where is it now?’

‘Now look here, Derry, you can’t just break into a fellow’s house and . . . and start accusing him of things you know,’ Grieve blustered, but he knew they were sunk. There was no way a tracker of her consummate skills would be tricked into thinking she’d picked up the wrong scent. ‘It’s just not lawful!’

‘Ha!’ she snapped. ‘Don’t you talk to me about lawful. You’ve got a history as long as your arm with the Justice Council.’

‘Ah, but no convictions,’ he muttered. He watched her glumly as she continued to turn, edging closer and closer to the cupboard door. Friendly had somehow managed to get himself square in front of it, arms folded. He was whistling, in what his brother assumed was Friendly’s idea of an innocent way. When Derry paused in her olfactory hunting, she found herself directly in front of the young troll.

‘Get out of the way, lard arse! I’ve had a long, long night and I’m not in the mood.’

Friendly looked at her, wide eyed. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Move,’ she said. ‘I want to take a look in the cupboard.’

‘What cupboard?’

‘The one behind you, dumb brain!’

They looked at each other for a long moment. Friendly made a face. ‘Y’know, you’re not the best-tempered girl I’ve ever met. Not the worse either, mind, but then I’ve actually met a fishwife . . . ’

‘Move before I kick your butt into the middle of next week!’

Friendly stepped reluctantly to one side. Derry stared at the door for a moment longer before leaning forward to open it. She did it cautiously, as if whatever lay behind it was highly suspect and therefore not to be trusted. Which – in a way – was perfectly true. You never could tell with humans.

Colin was standing just inside. He stared at the gnome and she stared back. ‘You’re not a troll!’ he observed, startled.

Derry blinked. ‘Course I’m not! Don’t insult me before we’ve even met. I’m a gnome.’ She stood back a little. ‘Care to come out of there?’

Colin emerged. He looked at Grieve inquiringly and the troll shrugged. ‘This is Derry. And this is Colin Colin Bundle.’

Colin blinked, then caught on. ‘No, no. It’s just Colin.’

Grieve looked confused. ‘What, not Bundle?’

‘No. I mean . . . yes. But only one Colin. Just . . . Colin Bundle.’

‘Oh this is edifying stuff,’ Derry said witheringly. ‘Never mind what your name is, cub. What are you doing here?’

Colin opened his mouth but found he didn’t have anything to contribute by way of useful information. He didn’t have a clue why he was there. He shrugged.

Derry turned her large eyes towards Grieve who huffed out a sigh. ‘Oh, all right! I’m getting to it if I can ever get past these interruptions . . . ’ He paused when there came another knock on the door. Grieve groaned. ‘Now who beneath the four skies could that be? This is just getting ridiculous . . . ’ But when he took a step towards the door, Derry’s voice brought him up short.

‘No, Grieve, stop! Don’t open that door!’
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Through the Toilet Wall


There was a startled silence.

Everybody stared at Derry who was staring at the door, a frightened look on her face. It took a lot to frighten a gnome. Grieve was immediately uneasy. He was also feeling increasingly exasperated. He’d started the night with a simple plan in mind. Instead of things flowing smoothly, however, he felt like the unexpected had been aiming straight for him since the minute he’d set foot out the door. ‘What do you mean “don’t open the door”? Why shouldn’t I open the door?’

The knocking came again. Actually it wasn’t so much a knocking as a heavy thumping, as if something large was beating on it. Fortunately trolls’ doors were solid constructions and could cope with a little punishment.

Friendly drew a deep breath. ‘Why shouldn’t Grieve open the door, Derry? Who is it?’

‘Not who,’ she hissed. ‘What. It’s a . . . it’s a wulf!’

Colin cleared his throat. ‘A . . . a wolf?’ Surely not.

‘Not a wolf, a wulf,’ Friendly groaned in a voice that positively dripped horror.

Colin, who didn’t have a clue what a wulf was, felt a shiver of fear ripple down his spine.

‘They’re just a . . . a myth, Derry.’ Friendly’s voice had dropped to a hoarse whisper. ‘Just a made-up story to frighten cubs.’

‘I wish! I sniffed one out once. It was about five kilometres from the Crack. I’d been sent after an idiot dwarf who had skipped out on his justice hearing and . . . Oh never mind! Just take my word for it; that’s a wulf out there and it wants to come in here. When it does, I want to be somewhere else,’ she said, and her eyes began raking the room, looking for possible exit points other than the front door.

The thumping on the door was relentless now, the pounding of a largish bodily part attached to something that was fast losing patience.

‘What’s a wulf?’ Colin asked cautiously.

Friendly shook his head helplessly. ‘Now that is a question you really don’t want the answer to. Not until we’ve put a bit of distance between us and it, anyway.’ He looked at Grieve who was already grabbing cloaks. He found a spare one for Colin and chucked it over his shoulders. ‘Wrap it around you.’

Derry was glaring at the windows, as if their modest size was a personal affront. ‘Grieve, you useless . . . We’re trapped!’

‘Stop flapping your gums for a moment and get moving,’ Grieve snapped.

Half of Grieve’s brain wanted to speculate on why a wulf – which was the kind of creature that made the Dingo brothers look all soft and cuddly – should be trying to break his door down. The other half was perfectly happy to focus on a prudent departure. Rational thought could wait for later.

He led them into the small toilet. By the sound of it the front door was beginning to suffer. Splintering noises could be heard.

Derry glared at the troll indignantly. ‘Oh yes, this is really going to fool him. If the best you can do is a toilet then I think I’d prefer to die in the other room! At least it doesn’t smell quite so gross and one or two of us might have a chance of escaping out the front door while it’s eating the others.’

‘Do you ever shut up?’ Grieve demanded, pushing the door closed and going towards the furthest wall. He bent over double, his stubby fingers feeling along the stone surface. With a grunt of satisfaction he pulled over a narrow panel, about two feet high and two long. It had been inserted in the wall so cunningly that nobody would ever have suspected it was there.

By the sounds of it the front door was giving up the ghost. There was the distinct sound of something being wrenched off its hinges.

‘Hurry up!’ Friendly hissed.

Grieve pulled Colin forward. ‘Through here. Quick!’

The boy didn’t feel inclined to argue. It might have been strange to be going through the back wall of a troll’s toilet but as a cold chill washed over all of them, Colin knew, with absolute certainty, that he didn’t want to meet whatever had just crossed the threshold into the room beyond. He dropped to his stomach and scuttled through the gap.

Derry was close behind him. ‘Thank the stars for low-life thieves!’ she breathed before disappearing into the tunnel.

Friendly was on the floor, ready to go. He glanced at his brother as he went. ‘Don’t hang about here!’

Grieve didn’t bother answering. The last thing he intended to do was hang about.

He could actually feel the wulf coming closer, moving through the living room as it approached the small toilet, which had the only door – apart from the closet – in the entire place. With its approach came a stomach-churning nausea, a sick dread the like of which he’d never experienced before. He found that he was shaking so hard his teeth wanted to rattle about like stones in a bucket. The fear was so great that it almost froze him where he was but his brother’s hand on his ankle, tugging him hard, brought him back to his senses. He dropped flat, scraping his hide as he squished through the escape hatch. Not a moment too soon. As he pulled the panel back into place he had the merest glimpse of the toilet door crashing open and a pair of large, misshapen paws appearing. There was a small, deathly silence. Then a low-pitched, keening howl made them all momentarily freeze in abject terror. The blood-curdling noise was enough to send each of them crawling hastily forward on their hands and knees, palms scraping on the rough-cut stone passageway as they tried to flee from the horror behind them.

Colin came to the end first. There was no light in the cramped tunnel and he went scuttling forward so fast that his forehead collided with something solid. He gave a startled cry of pain.

‘It’s okay!’ Grieve’s voice came, quick and reassuring. ‘There’s a door there. Feel around and you’ll find the latch.’

‘Hang on.’ Derry still sounded shaky. ‘Where does it go?’

‘Couple of houses along. It comes out in the cellar. You right there, Colin?’

Colin was already feeling for the latch, fingers jiggling it. The little door sprang open and he fell heavily onto the floor of the cellar, which was equally dark but not nearly as claustrophobic. He sat there, with his head aching from its bump on the door and his bum throbbing from its impact with the floor. He could still feel his leg from where he’d scraped it falling down that bank by the stream and he grimaced. This was a very uncomfortable kind of adventure to be having.

Derry dropped down beside him. Suddenly soft light brought the room into life around them. It didn’t originate from any one place in particular, it just seemed to be there. Colin felt much better for seeing it.

When Grieve and Friendly joined them, they all spent some minutes listening for sounds of pursuit.

‘Even if it knew where we went it would never be able to fit through that hole,’ Derry observed after a while. ‘And it probably doesn’t even know where we went. They’ve not got a particularly good sense of smell. They hunt more by sound.’

That information was enough to make them all very, very quiet again for a while. When five uneventful minutes had passed, Friendly cleared his throat. ‘I reckon it’s gone.’

‘I reckon you’re right,’ Grieve agreed, moving across to crack open one of the crates that were stacked neatly along the side of a wall. Inside were jars of pickled onions and herring. He began to pass them around. Colin accepted his dubiously. Derry looked on disapprovingly. ‘You know, taking other people’s goods is a felony.’

‘I always get hungry after a close shave,’ Grieve explained, sitting himself down on another crate. Friendly was already picking out slivers of gleaming fish and pale, pearlescent onions. ‘You don’t have to eat it.’

Derry hesitated, then shrugged. ‘Having come close to death I guess whoever lives here can soothe my frazzled nerves with a bit of herring.’ She opened her jar and started tucking in. Colin put his aside. Quite apart from anything else, he had discovered close shaves did not make him hungry. Food was just about the last thing he fancied. Besides, pickled herring and onions weren’t exactly his favourite food at the best of times.

He cleared his throat. ‘Uh . . . can I ask what that was back there? That . . . what did you call it?’ he enquired, not too sure if he really wanted to know the answer.

‘A wulf,’ Derry informed him grimly. ‘It’s an otherling.’

Well that sure cleared that little mystery up! Colin persisted. ‘An otherling?’

‘Otherlings come from inside the Crack. At least I think they do,’ Friendly observed thoughtfully. ‘I’m only basing that on the fact that just about everything nasty comes from inside the Crack. Except fairies. There’s really no explaining fairies. Anyway, I guess wulfs can be best described as mutants. Or so I’ve heard.’ He gave his brother an unhappy look. ‘I thought they were, like, fairytales.’

‘Fairytales!’ Colin repeated, looking at his companions. Two trolls and a gnome. How nutso was that? ‘Well geez! I thought you guys were fairytales! I mean . . . made up, y’know? My mum used to read stories with trolls and gnomes in them before I went to sleep at night . . . ’ Colin stopped for two reasons. The first was that mentioning the bedtime ritual he had followed with his mum for years made him sad. The second was that maybe – just maybe – it wasn’t polite to imply that the people you were keeping company with usually got the bad press in most kids’ books.

‘Yes, well nice as this is, we’ve got a situation here,’ Derry snapped. ‘We’re not in some dumb story and we’re stuck with the happy knowledge that there’s a ruddy great nightmare hanging about. Looking for you!’ she jabbed a finger at Grieve.

Grieve looked startled. ‘Why me? It’s more likely he followed you. I haven’t done anything to attract the interest of a wulf whereas it stands to reason that trackers have upset all sorts of people,’ he argued, hoping that were true. Actually, he wasn’t too sure. Ever since he had broken in to the Portal bad luck had been snapping at his heels like a mongrel dog. And luck didn’t get any worse than having a wulf on your tail.

Derry looked disbelieving. ‘Oh right. Nice try, blaming it on the tracker. Next you’ll be telling me you’re as pure as spring water! Which brings me to the question . . . ’

Uh-oh, Grieve thought glumly, here we go.

‘ . . . Of why you’re keeping a human in your sorry excuse for a dwelling.’

‘Oi!’ Friendly looked offended. ‘It’s a lovely cave.’

She gave him a look that would have curdled cream. ‘Shut up, frog face. Your dodgy brother has some equally dodgy plan in mind and I want to hear it.’

Grieve looked from one expectant face to another. ‘What, you want me to explain it now?’

‘Seems like a good time,’ Derry observed. ‘I’m not planning on going anywhere for an hour or so. I want to give your visitor a chance to give up and nick off.’

Grieve sighed. He wasn’t all that enthusiastic about telling the gnome girl about his plan but as she’d seen Colin Bundle there wasn’t much point in getting creative with the facts. She was just going to go and tell the Guild everything anyway.

‘I would have thought it was obvious really,’ he muttered. ‘I need a human for the Shimmer.’

Derry opened her eyes so wide it made the yellow yolks in the middle look like they might pop. ‘You need a . . . Oh come off it! Are you seriously telling me that you’re going to use this human to get the Shimmer back?’

‘Yes, Derry, that’s exactly what I’m telling you,’ Grieve shot back, exasperated. ‘What am I supposed to do? Catch the flippin’ thing in a net? I need a pair of hands and – in case it’s slipped your mind – only a human pair of hands can do the job.’

‘Lovely!’ Derry beamed at him. ‘I mean, great plan, bucket brain. And just how does the human feel about it? I’m assuming you’ve explained it to him. All the affiliated dangers and drawbacks of trying to recover the Creation Stone, that is?’

Grieve hesitated. ‘Not exactly . . . ’

‘Ha!’

‘I haven’t had the opportunity to explain anything, what with one thing and another!’

Grieve was feeling persecuted. He wondered how his plans for the night had gone so wrong. Ogres, gnomes and – most worrying of all – wulfs. You had to have dredged up some seriously bad vibes to have a wulf sent after you because they didn’t just wake up one morning and think, ‘Oh I know, today I’ll go out and maul Mrs Elderflower at Number 32, The Close.’ Oh no. Somebody had to send them on a hunt. And that somebody obviously wasn’t fooling around when it came to wreaking mayhem. That somebody undoubtedly meant business. Blimey!

Grieve went and fetched himself another jar. All this tension made him hungry. He settled himself comfortably and popped the lid. Three very different faces were looking at him with varying mixtures of impatience and expectation.

‘Right then,’ he muttered. ‘The thing is, human cub . . . ’

‘Call me Colin,’ the boy interrupted. ‘I’m really not too keen on being called a human cub. It makes me sound like a bear.’

‘Colin,’ Grieve repeated, long-suffering written large across his face. ‘Okay, Colin, as you might have noticed, there’s quite a bit more to the worlds other than the one you’re familiar with.’

‘Yeah, I had kind of noticed that. For a start, I hadn’t realised that there were any worlds other than mine. You said there were four, right?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Cool! And can you, like, visit them? You know, sort of go between them?’

‘If you want to,’ Grieve said doubtfully. ‘Frankly, nobody would give two of them elbow room although I’ve heard the fourth one is quite nice. Pleasant weather.’

‘But what are they like?’ Colin was deeply impressed. Four worlds! The possibilities seemed endless. He wondered if they were all the same as this one. Or were they inhabited by even weirder creatures? Like that alien movie he had seen over at his mate Graham’s place a couple of weeks ago, where the aliens were horrible replicant mutants with tons of eyes and saliva dripping out of every hole in their head.

‘If you don’t stop interrupting we’ll be here all night,’ Grieve instructed sternly. ‘You can learn about the worlds at any stage. What I’ve got to tell you is much more important.’

‘Yeah, let’s not hold up the proceedings any longer than necessary,’ Derry implored grimly. ‘Grieve’s a professional thief and their storytelling abilities are pretty amazing. It’ll take us a couple of hours to separate the fact from the fiction.’

Grieve gave Derry a hard look but restrained himself from retorting in the interests of moving the story along. ‘Wrap that cloak around you and get comfy,’ he instructed the boy. ‘I might as well give you a brief history before we go any further or else you’ll be butting in for half the night.’

‘A brief history of what?’ Colin demanded.

‘The Creation Stone,’ Grieve told him sourly. ‘Because that’s what this whole, horrible situation is about after all. Now then . . . ’
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A Perfectly Good Plan
Goes Belly Up

‘Years ago – and we’re talking a lot of years ago – before the eight races existed, there was just one race and they were pretty special. They were called the . . . well, never mind what they were called. Nobody goes throwing the originators’ name around anyway. They . . . well I guess they created things. Stuff like mountains and rivers and forests. This race possessed magical powers and they could do just about anything, especially when they wielded the Creation Stone.’

‘Could they fly?’ Colin demanded.

‘Sure they could fly. But that’s not exactly amazing; given the right circumstances even I can hover! Now shut up!’

‘Sorry . . . ’Colin muttered, subsiding again. But he wished he could fly. Maybe Grieve could give him a few tips. He could start with hovering and move on to bigger things later – kind of like learning to dog paddle before you did freestyle.

‘Nobody really knows about the Creation Stone. Not everything, anyway. We know that it had something to do with bringing the worlds into being. Most of the people who study stuff like that think everything evolved out of it in an enormous flash of light.’

‘The big bang,’ Colin said knowledgeably. He’d learnt about that in science.

‘Did I say anything about a bang?’ Grieve demanded. ‘I said a flash. Not a bang. Whoever heard of a bang, for goodness sake? Blimey!’

‘Oh right. Sorry.’

‘We don’t know for sure if that was the way it happened but anyway, that’s the popular theory. And the Creation Stone that was held in the Portal before it was stolen was supposed to be a fragment of something larger. The one that created everything. It’s been held in the Portal for as long as Grumble’s been here which, let me tell you, is a long time. Before that it was held by an enchanter called Cuthbert.

‘Cuthbert brought the stone up through the Crack. Apparently things were a bit dicey around there, pretty much like they are nowadays only they were worse then, of course, because only a few eons had passed since the Great Disruptions and the Fall of Busternut and so forth.’ Grieve fell silent for a moment, contemplating what it was about stories like this that made a perfectly normal troll say daft things like ‘and so forth’. He pulled himself together. ‘Anyway, everyone thought the stone would be a lot safer if it stayed among the people here in the stable zone. Cuthbert had the usual adventures getting the thing here, of course. Dragons, jinns, fire goblins. I suppose if you think about it, it’s amazing he got here at all. Cuthbert – having managed to fight his way through in true wizardly fashion – called a Great Convening. Everybody who was anybody was summoned to discuss the problem of the Creation Stone. The Shimmer, as somebody called it. Dunno who, although legend has it that it was some snotty gnome.’ 

‘It was Oliander the Wise,’ Derry interjected briskly. ‘A gnome of considerable repute, you ignoramus. He called it the Shimmer because the fragment did just that. When it grew dark it was visible, shot through with silver and gold.’

‘Yeah, sure. Whatever. Anyway, they all came together to discuss what was to be done to keep the Shimmer out of the wrong hands. Which was just about everybody’s hands actually, because the thing about the Shimmer was that once you held it, you held absolute power. I mean, you could do anything you wanted. You could turn your arch enemy into ash or obliterate a village or summon down the clouds out of the sky. There were no limits to its abilities which meant that in the wrong hands it could be a bit of a problem. And when you think about it, anybody’s hands were probably going to be the wrong ones. You might start out with the best intentions but it never lasted and pretty soon you were saying to yourself “ooo, it’s in the best interests of everybody if I take over that little village of Ickley Snog and enslave all the occupants so that I can get a decent foot massage in the evenings”.’

‘Grieve,’ Derry intoned, with a weary voice. ‘Move it along. I’m dying here.’

Grieve glanced at her. ‘All right already. So a Convening was called and everybody rolled up to attend. It was decided, quite sensibly, to place a heavy duty enchantment on the stone so that anybody who touched the Shimmer would become dust in the blink of an eye.’

‘But what if you needed it for something?’ Colin objected.

‘Like what?’ Grieve demanded.

‘Oh, I dunno. Making a river or moving a mountain. Stuff like that.’

‘There’s not a lot of call for moving mountains when you think about it. I mean, what’s the matter with leaving them where they are? Frankly, nobody could come up with a really solid reason for not enchanting the stone, especially not the nutters who had designs on domination of the worlds. Night’s getting old here, Colin. Mind if I finish up?’

Colin sighed. ‘Go for it.’

‘They moved the Shimmer into the Portal, a room that was specifically designed to contain it. The Portal is special because it was designed to show up any kind of magical imprint. If you went inside and let loose with so much as a semi-charm you might as well sign you name on the wall and leave a forwarding address because they’re gonna know it was you. Everybody’s magic comes back to the individual that lets it loose. It was a pretty good plan because nobody can ever do anything underhanded in there. When the stone was installed they brought in most of the representatives of the various races and all of them joined to do what had never been done before. They set an enchantment on the Shimmer. The enchantment went something along the lines of you touched the Shimmer, you got fried. End of problem.’

‘So what’s the problem?’ Colin demanded, sensing a major goof-up had occurred.

Grieve chewed his lip for a long moment. Every story had a bit where the listener slapped his head and said stuff like ‘How dumb was that?’ and ‘Well honestly, that’s just plain stupid!’ He had reached that bit around about now and as the designated – if involuntary – spokesperson for the other races he felt a little embarrassed.

‘When the enchantment was put in place they brought in seven of the eight races. No one counts the Nameless Ones and – before you ask – we don’t talk about them. And the other race that was left out was – um – well, not to put to fine a point on it, the humans.’

Colin sat up a little straighter. ‘Here,’ he said indignantly. ‘How come you left us out? That’s not fair!’

Colin knew all about being left out. He didn’t have a lot of friends at school and was usually the last one to be picked for any of the sports teams because he was hopeless at games. Being left out was the pits.

Grieve looked unhappy. ‘The thing you have to understand is that humans weren’t really included in most things. They have no magical abilities so there never really seems to be a point. Besides, they don’t believe in all that magical stuff so it’s a bit of a brain strain on everybody’s part. I mean, we could have invited them over to take part in putting the charm on, I guess. Get ’em over, get past explaining about the worlds, move along to the history of the stone, the history of the people. But it was an awful lot of trouble to go to. You get the picture, right?’

‘I flippin’ well don’t!’ Colin retorted. ‘It sounds like you just looked down your noses at us humans and decided we weren’t worth the bother. Talk about cheek!’

Derry, Friendly and Grieve shared a look between them. That just about summed it up, all right. The general opinion being that hamsters were marginally smarter than humans. Trying to talk to humans was often considered more trouble that it was worth.

‘Anyway,’ Grieve said quickly, hurrying along, ‘to cut a long story short, nothing happened to the Shimmer for years. Occasionally some cocky wizard or seriously greedy dwarf would try to get their grubby little paws on it but anybody who tried was toast. Until about four days ago.’

‘Here we go,’ Colin grunted. He was still peeved about his race not getting an invitation to the ball and knew the next bit was going to give him a warm glow when the troll finally spat it out. ‘What happened?!’

‘I broke into the Portal and took a look around. I was doing it at the . . . uh . . . suggestion of a nasty-bit-of-goods dwarf named Waddi Stonecutter. He wanted me to check that there weren’t any wards set about the place. Which there weren’t. I guess they thought that the promise of being reduced to ash was insurance enough.’

‘Why did he want you to do that?’ Colin inquired.

‘I think that’ll become clear in a moment,’ Friendly murmured.

Grieve rolled his black button eyes. ‘And then . . . ’

‘And then the next day the Shimmer was stolen from the Portal. So far there’s no news on its whereabouts,’ Derry interrupted impatiently. ‘And our dopey friend here had to stand before the Guild and come up with some intelligent reasons as to why he should be allowed to continue breathing oxygen for his part in the disaster. They came up with the interesting plan of having him steal it back.’ 

It was perfectly obvious to anybody listening that Derry thought this was just about the dumbest idea that had ever been suggested. Grieve bristled in annoyance. Her disgust implied some sort of a slur on his abilities as a thief.

‘Yeah, well I’m pretty good at what I do, gnome girl! If it wasn’t for the subject matter there wouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Hang on.’ Colin wanted to back up a little. ‘How did anyone manage to take the Shimmer?’ He came to a stop as light dawned. ‘Oh!’

‘Exactly!’ Grieve said approvingly. The cub caught on quick. ‘A human took the Shimmer. Only logical really. So I decided to use a human to take it back again.’

Colin was wrestling with the idea. ‘You mean that humans can touch the stone? Because we didn’t help put the enchant-a-ma-thingy on it?’ he grinned widely. ‘Well sucks to you guys!’

There was a pause, fraught with a combination of embarrassment and annoyance. There were times when it was most assuredly not better to be the representative of your particular race. Especially when such a large bungle had occurred.

Friendly broke the silence. ‘So will you do it?’

Colin looked blank. ‘Do what?’

Derry expelled a breath. ‘What do you reckon! Will you help this idiot here steal the Shimmer back? And before you answer, a word of warning. It’s not going to be a walk in the forest. Not that you’d walk in the forests around here,’ she added grimly. ‘Fairies have most of them booby trapped.’

‘You want me to help steal this Shimmer thing back again? Is that what you’re asking?’

‘Yes!’ three voices chorused.

There was a long, thoughtful silence.

Then Colin spoke.

‘No ruddy way! A body could get killed doing stuff like that. What you really need is a kind of heroic sort of kid and I’m not. I’m just . . . just an ordinary sort of kid. Besides, I reckon I need to go back and help sort out the house.’ He rose to his feet and looked from one to the other of his companions. ‘Sorry about that. So . . . which one of you is going to take me home?’

There was a startled pause while the other three did a quick revision of the conversation. All were feeling a distinct sense of let down. Having outlined a problem of epic proportions, filled with the possibility of noble sacrifice and heroic danger, you didn’t expect the recipient to say, ‘no thanks, now when’s the first bus out of here’ at the end of it.

It just wasn’t the done thing at all.

‘D’you mean you won’t help us?’ Friendly demanded incredulously.

Colin rolled his eyes. ‘Well honestly, what did you expect? I’ve had six months growth scared out of me tonight when I found a troll in my bedroom. I nearly ended up as the meat in an ogre’s dinner. Then they went back and beat my house up. I’ve been chased by something that made me want to scream without even seeing it and probably wouldn’t have even have bothered cooking me before taking the first bite. I don’t mean to be rude but I gotta tell you, I’m not having a good time here.’ 

Grieve sighed. The cub had a point. And it wasn’t as if he could assure him that things were going to get any better. They probably weren’t.

‘Nice plan, no banana,’ Derry observed. ‘You’ll have to return the human to his village, troll.’

‘I know that,’ Grieve said moodily.

What was he going to do now? His whole recovery plan had rested on getting himself a willing human and now Marvello wanted a word. Derry was sure to tell him that Grieve had been hobnobbing with a human cub and the wizard would prohibit their use and that’d be that. The end of a perfectly decent idea. He sighed. It just wasn’t his night. 

‘Right then.’ He rose to his feet. ‘I guess we’ve given our scary friend enough time to go terrify somebody else. Let’s get a move on.’

‘Are we going back out through the tunnel?’ Colin asked nervously.

‘Nope. We’re going out that door there. Up, up and away. No point in pushing our luck.’

The four of them walked up the stone steps to the wooden door at the top. Grieve opened it quietly and stuck his head out. The room was empty and he slipped through the dark kitchen like a shadow, not even pausing to check out the contents of the pantry. The night was moving briskly along and he still had to face Marvello and sort Colin out. He could hardly return the cub to his village in the middle of the night, not with the boy’s dad gone and his house in shambles. Tomorrow morning, however, Grieve would need to sort the problem out. Instead of leading them to the front door he went up the stairs. Derry overtook her companions to hiss in his ear.

‘What are you doing? Why are we going up here?’

‘We’re going over the roofs,’ Grieve hissed back. ‘I don’t mean to be alarmist but anything could be waiting out there.’ And the way things had been going, ‘anything’ probably was. ‘If we go out this way it’ll give us a better view of what’s down below.’ Then he could make a speedy getaway if need be. You had to be pretty fast to keep up with a thief who knew all the best escape routes and firmly believed his life was at risk.

The gnome paused. It made sense. Grieve knew she hated it when he made sense.

Up they went, continuing on to the tiny little attic, passing a bedroom from which emanated whistling snores. They went on tiptoe, not making a sound. Grieve knew there was a skylight in the attic because all the caves in this row were exactly the same and his place had one too.

Sure enough, the skylight cast a faint illumination in the tiny room, which seemed to be used for storage if the shadowy shapes of boxes and trunks were any indication. Grieve pulled a couple of boxes over and scaled them quickly. Colin watched him with startled admiration. Who would have thought something troll shaped could move like a cat? In a moment the troll had popped the lock and was easing it open with the minimum of sound.

‘Right,’ he muttered. ‘Friendly, hand up Colin so I can grab him. Derry, d’you need help?’

There was an exasperated snort. ‘In your dreams, dung breath! Just move it along.’

In less than a minute they were all standing on the rooftop, sniffing the breeze and looking around, except Colin who, being a human, didn’t quite appreciate the importance of sniffing. It had stopped raining and the roof tiles gleamed in the moonlight.

Grieve cocked an eyebrow at Derry who was doing a full one eighty degree turn around, her nose in overdrive. ‘Well?’

‘Not in the immediate area,’ she said, her voice expressing relief. ‘I’m getting the after-stink but it’s gone off to the east.’

‘Excellent. We’re going west so it works out well.’

‘West?’ Derry repeated. ‘Oh no you don’t! Marvello’s place is that-a-way.’

‘I thought before I went to see Marvello that I’d take the cub – Colin – somewhere more comfortable. No need to drag him along,’ Grieve protested.

‘I don’t think so. The human can come with us. After that we’ll sort out what’s to be done with him.’ She glanced at the boy who was looking from one to the other, wondering what was happening now. ‘That okay with you?’

‘What’s going on?’ Colin wasn’t sure if he was up for any more surprises tonight.

‘We’ve got to go and see a mage. I was supposed to bring the thief straight to him so he’ll be wondering what’s up. It shouldn’t take long and then Grieve can take you home.’

‘He can’t. My home looks like Swiss cheese.’

Derry raised an eyebrow but refrained from comment. ‘We’ll find a bed then. Okay?’

Colin hesitated. ‘Who’s this Marvello guy?’

‘He’s the head of the Guild,’ Derry muttered, turning away. ‘And he can get a little snippy if he has to hang about all night so I suggest we all get a move on.’ She gave Grieve a bleak look. ‘Run and I’ll drag you back through the chute by your nostrils, scum ball!’

Grieve sighed. The best laid plans of mice and trolls . . . It looked like the Overseer was going to be his first stop after all.




C H A P T E R   E L E V E N

Plots & Pies

Overseer Marvello lived in a rather fine-looking piece of granite just a stone’s throw away from Centaur Hill on what was generally considered to be the best piece of real estate in Grumble.

Colin paused at the edge of the drawbridge and eyed the place with awe. ‘Whoa! Wicked!’

Marvello’s place was a mini-castle, complete with drawbridge, a moat with water and turrets. It came with a courtyard and some stables even though there wasn’t a horse to be seen for kilometres. They were handy for storage and housing unpopular guests, however. The wizard had stayed with the medieval castle look for several years now but there were rumours he was thinking of re-fashioning the entire establishment into a French chateau since his rather nice holiday in Europe back in September.

‘Yeah,’ Grieve agreed, depressed by Colin’s enthusiasm. ‘Lovely stuff. Course it’s practically impossible to crack open. Marvello has more wards on this place than a witch keeps around her glory box!’

‘Nice to know you’ve shown an interest,’ Derry murmured sweetly.

Grieve scowled at her. ‘It’s a rumour, gnome! Can I help it if I listen to gossip in the taverns?’

‘I suppose not, as it’s the only place you get to socialise with like-minded scum.’

‘Can we move it along here?’ Friendly inquired, breaking into this exchange of pleasantries. ‘Because I’m pretty sure that Marvello will be getting a little antsy by now.’

They all trooped over the bridge, their footsteps echoing hollowly on the boards. The courtyard was illuminated by torches set along the walls. They stood looking around them for a moment, wondering where the door was. It suddenly appeared in the nearest wall, an enormous thing of studded metal that swung open ponderously, showing them a dully lit entrance hall.

‘Talk about theatrics!’ Grieve muttered in disgust. He’d never met a wizard yet who didn’t show off.

Walking through the door, they paused to allow their eyes to adjust, peering around them owlishly. They were in a huge room, containing a very long table with about a dozen chairs. A suit of armour glinted in one corner, its pewter surface reflecting the light from the fire that crackled briskly in the massive cave of a fireplace.

Colin peered around with wide-eyed wonder. It reminded him of the medieval theme park his mum and dad had taken him to when they were visiting his mum’s sister in Dorkley Green. At the end of the table sat a middle-aged man in a dress. Colin blinked. Ok-ay, he amended that hastily. Make that a robe. 

‘About time!’ Overseer Marvello commented caustically. ‘I’ve been waiting for hours.’

‘Sorry,’ Derry shrugged. ‘We ran into difficulties.’

Marvello opened his mouth to speak but paused when he caught sight of Colin. ‘Is that what I think it is?’ he demanded, squinting across the room. With a flick of a finger the room was suddenly lit up like a Christmas tree. ‘Begumby, so it is!’ He rose to his feet and strode towards them. Colin shrank back behind Grieve who laid a reassuring hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘As I live and breathe, that’s a human!’

‘Well, you got that right,’ Grieve admitted.

‘And what is he doing here, Grievous Pepperpot?’

Grieve gave the gnome tracker a dirty look. ‘Uh . . . losing sleep? Look, it’s my fault. I admit it freely. I was all for taking the cub straight home but Derry here thought we should come and see you first. But the cub’s probably getting tired around about now so why don’t you let Friendly take Colin somewhere else while we discuss our business?’

‘No hurry, no hurry, I’m sure.’ Marvello had walked across the room to study Colin. The boy shifted uncomfortably beneath the penetrating green gaze. ‘Well, well, so here we have a human child. It’s been quite a few years since I saw one of these.’ Colin sighed. He felt like one of the exotic specimens in Mr Kirk’s biology class at school. His teacher got that same funny look on his face when he was studying a particularly unusual mould spore. ‘I don’t know, Grievous. I can understand your reasoning but I’m not sure I entirely approve.’ The wizard shook his head, bushy brown eyebrows wriggling like a couple of worms on a hook. ‘Still, I did tell the Guild that the humans should be brought into the picture. It’s just that this isn’t exactly what I had in mind. Something a little, uh, older might have been more suitable.’

Derry, Grieve and Friendly all gaped at Marvello as if he had sprouted a tail. ‘You told the Council we should use a human?’ Grieve said incredulously. ‘Well how do you like that! I’ve been creeping around for nothing.’

The Overseer gave an unexpected smile. ‘Yes, but you do so enjoy creeping around,’ he pointed out. ‘Such a pity to make you go against what comes naturally.’

The troll gave him a narrow look.

‘Come and sit down, all of you. Are you hungry?’

‘Yes,’ Friendly said immediately, earning himself a black glance from his brother. ‘What?’ he added defensively. ‘He asked! That ruddy wulf scared me silly. I always get hungry when I’ve been scared!’

This earned them a sharp look from the wizard but he merely returned to his place at the head of the table.

Once they were all seated, Marvello produced food and hot drinks. He did it with a bit of wrist flicking magic and Colin spent the first few minutes eyeing the cake directly in front of him suspiciously. If a cake just appeared out of nowhere then to his way of thinking it couldn’t really be a cake. Cakes had to come from something – eggs and flour and the like. They couldn’t just materialise out of thin air. So if he ate that cake he’d be eating nothing. Which didn’t make sense because what was the point of eating nothing?

‘What’s up?’ Grieve demanded, cutting himself a large slab of jam roly-poly.

‘It’s not real!’ Colin hissed, not wishing to be overheard and thereby possibly offend the wizard. He seemed friendly enough but who could tell? He might be the sort of wizard that turned boys into mice if they got up his nose and Colin didn’t fancy spending the rest of his life fixated on cheese.

‘What’s not real?’

‘The cake. It can’t be real. Nor can those biscuits, or those sandwiches, or that custard tart . . . ’

Real or not, the custard tart was particularly tempting. It had just the right amount of nutmeg on top.

‘Of course it’s real, you twit.’ Grieve cut a large slice of tart and shoved it onto a plate, sliding it in front of Colin. ‘Marvello’s a Master Wizard. Take my word for it, anything he whistles up is the genuine article.’ Grieve dropped his voice a little. ‘I believe he uses a little shop in Grey Lemming for the cakes and stuff. Their food is legendary. Go on, take a bite.’

Colin hesitated a moment longer before picking up a fork and having a taste. His taste buds felt like they had died and gone to heaven. Okay, so maybe it was real after all . . . 

Marvello didn’t eat. Instead he leaned back in his chair and steepled his very long fingers. The steepling business was something all wizards did. Grieve figured that they thought it made them look wise, or something.

‘So . . . ’ Marvello spoke, voice mediative. ‘I think something was said about a wulf?’

Derry wiped the crumbs off her face and nodded. ‘It came to the thief’s house minutes after I got there.’

‘That’s disturbing news. Wulfs haven’t been seen in these parts for many years.’

‘Well, there’s one hanging about now.’

Friendly helped himself to another couple of sandwiches. ‘D’you reckon they’re after Grieve?’

‘Possibly. It’s common knowledge that he’s been set on the trail of the Shimmer.’

Grieve froze, the cake halfway to his lips. He boggled at the wizard. ‘What do you mean, it’s common knowledge? How common?’

Marvello lifted a hand. ‘There were quite a few ears at the Guild meeting, Grieve. I daresay half the countryside is aware of what took place there.’

Grieve had suddenly lost his appetite. He was used to working anonymously but by the sound of it everyone and their dog knew what he was up to. ‘I hate this,’ he declared to the room at large. ‘I mean, I really hate this!’

‘Nonsense. Surely you didn’t think this would be plain sailing. Whoever has taken the Shimmer is sure to try to make sure we don’t discover anything of any significance. You have to expect a certain amount of . . . uh . . . of difficulty.’

Difficulty? Well a wulf certainly came under the heading of ‘difficulty’. On a rating of one to ten it easily hit the eleven mark. The Dingo brothers as well; they’d certainly made themselves difficult enough and no mistake. How was a thief supposed to work in these conditions?

‘So that’s it then?’ Grieve demanded bitterly. ‘This is what I can expect? To be attacked every time I so much as scratch my nose?’

‘Oh, I hardly think it’s as bad as that,’ Marvello said. ‘I mean, you’re not without help.’ He waggled his eyebrows meaningfully in Colin’s direction. ‘You don’t necessarily have to do this alone, you know. I’m quite happy for you to take on some assistants.’

Grieve slumped dejectedly in his chair. What was it about spending time with wizards? They always seemed to be five thoughts ahead of you and more often than not, not one of those five thoughts were the kind that ordinary folk wanted to listen to.
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‘Twice?’ Bluebell’s normally dulcet tones had zoomed into the nails-on-blackboard zone. ‘How could a jumped up little twerp of a troll escape twice?’

This was about the thirty-ninth time Bluebell had voiced this question, or various ones along the same lines. Peaseblossom was in the unhappy position of not being able to answer her. He knew that his great and glorious leader hadn’t been thrilled at the Dingo brothers’ failure to deliver the goods. Grievous Pepperpot – toe-rag troll and thief – had evaded the ogres’ cooking pot and made good his escape. What was even worse was that he’d made good his escape with a human cub in tow and that was BAD news for fairydom.

Bluebell was pacing back and forth in the air, arms folded, her face wearing the same expression of homicidal fury as when she had first learnt that things weren’t exactly going her way. She was the sort of fairy who not only held a grudge, but positively embraced it. Pyro Pease was keeping his profile so low that it had almost become horizontal. Unwilling to break more bad news in person, he’d sent a messenger ahead with the news of the Wulf’s failure to deliver. Pyro had reason to be grateful for his foresight and the ready availability of messengers. The messenger’s remains were even now being cleared up by a couple of very nervous lackeys. They were using a brush and shovel.

Bluebell half closed her eyes and gnawed at her underlip. ‘So,’ she stopped walking for a moment, ‘our ugly little nuisance managed to escape the Dingo brothers and a seeker. The little sod is proving harder to get rid of than dandruff.’ There was a pause, then she swivelled her eyes in Pyro’s general direction, ‘Well? Any suggestions?’

Pyro hesitated. A wrong answer would be highly inadvisable around about now. He didn’t actually think that she would nuke him but there were no guarantees. ‘We-ll . . . ’ he said carefully, ‘we could think about doing something really underhanded.’

Bluebell arched an eyebrow. ‘I’m listening.’

‘Both times we’ve tried to hit the little git he’s escaped, right?

‘Thanks for stating the totally obvious.’

Pyro hurried on. ‘What if we positioned somebody close to him? Somebody who could keep an eye on him and report his movements back to us. Somebody who could maybe . . . terminate him if worst came to worst.’ Pyro was frowning, trying to push the idea through from start to finish. Plans that didn’t involve fire and mayhem were a little foreign to him and his brain was trying to grapple with certain concepts that he’d never really considered before. Like subtlety. And finesse. ‘I mean, it stands to reason that the Guild are going to go ballistic if we ace their representative. And they’ll just get somebody else, right? If we get somebody in, they can spy for us. They can keep us informed of the troll’s movements. We’ll be . . . you know. One step ahead all the time.’ 

Bluebell blinked. This was rather a good plan. It was so good, in fact, that she wished she’d thought of it herself. ‘Not bad, I suppose,’ she admitted grudgingly. ‘Who did you have in mind as a spy? It can’t be a fairy. That would tip him off straightaway. And anything other than a troll or a ghastly gnome will probably raise the little twerp’s suspicions.’

On safer ground once again, Pyro smirked. ‘I was thinking along the lines of . . . Pod?’

Bluebell considered. Then she smiled.

The kind of smile that would have scared the spots off a leopard.

‘Hmm. Pod . . . Very good, Pyro. Very good!’
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‘So, are we agreed?’

Marvello looked around the faces at the table. They looked back but only one of those faces showed any kind of enthusiasm. Friendly’s face was split with a grin that stretched from one big ear to another.

Derry cleared her throat. She looked like she was suffering from a bad bout of indigestion. ‘Um . . . I don’t think I’m the right gnome for the job, Overseer.’

Marvello evinced surprise. ‘And why is that, Derry Featherstone?’

‘Because . . . ’ She glanced at Grieve who stared back stoically. He knew exactly why she didn’t think she was the right gnome for the job. And she had his full support because he didn’t think she was, either. ‘Because I have a . . . a personality clash with Grievous Pepperpot! A really big one,’ she admitted irritably.

The wizard looked interested. ‘What kind of personality clash?’

‘The kind that makes me not want to spend time sharing the same oxygen as him,’ Derry told him with brutal honesty. ‘Frankly, he gets right up my nose!’

‘Let’s face it,’ Grieve muttered. ‘There’s room up there!’

Derry shot him a murderous look. ‘I think it would be better to get yourself another gnome.’

‘Nonsense,’ Marvello replied, shaking his head. ‘You know the current situation, Derry. You have an excellent reputation as a tracker and your presence might help our cause. The Guild would very much appreciate your help.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Derry stared at Marvello, who stared back placidly. She gave an exasperated sigh. ‘Fine. Whatever!’

‘Excellent. And Friendly, as you seem to have been drawn into this then I suppose you too had better go along and lend your support.’

‘Yessss!’

Grieve ground his teeth together. Could this get any worse? ‘That’s not such a good idea.’

This time it was his turn to experience the full force of the wizard’s inquiring stare. ‘And why’s that?’

‘Because my brother has a habit of tripping into trouble with scary regularity.’

‘Ah, but if he knows what to expect I daresay it’ll be quite different. Not so much tripping as walking confidently, hey, Friendly?’

‘Too right!’ Friendly assured him earnestly.

Grieve exhaled an exasperated sigh. ‘I don’t believe this!’

‘So everything is in place and you, Grievous, are no longer facing this on your own. Always better to have somebody to rely on if things look a little doubtful,’ Marvello beamed.

‘Except if you’re a thief,’ Grieve retorted. ‘Look Marvello, it’s not like I don’t appreciate the offer of help . . . ’

‘Good.’

Grieve persisted doggedly. ‘It’s just that I would prefer to do things by myself.’

‘A lone man is a lonely one,’ Marvello said cheerfully. ‘Sometimes we need to rely on others.’

Grieve stared at him. That last gem of wisdom sounded like something off the back of a cereal box. ‘Now look here . . . ’

‘I think it best you all retire now,’ Marvello covered a polite yawn. ‘The hour is growing very late and I’m sure this boy needs his bed.’

Which effectively put an end to any other protests. Grieve could have cheerfully throttled the wizard as he ushered them out the door.

In a matter of minutes they were all once again standing in the courtyard, looking at each other with slightly dazed expressions.

‘And that,’ Derry sighed, ‘is pretty much that!’




C H A P T E R   T W E L V E

Information & Indigestion

Colin woke up in the gnome’s house eight hours later. It was very dark. He cleared his throat, remembering what Derry had told him the night before. ‘Light!’ To his relief, the same soft glow that had illuminated everything the night before returned.

He lay for some moments, blinking up at the dim ceiling of his peculiar cot, allowing the previous night’s – and morning’s! – memories to come creeping back. Most of them were weird. Beyond weird, actually. He’d be scratching to find one that was bordering on normal. Frankly, if he hadn’t woken up in Derry’s spare room he would have thought the entire night had been a dream. But waking up to find yourself in a snug little hole in the wall – the gnome version of a bed – went a long way to convincing a person that weird things were continuing to happen, even after a good kip.

Briefly, Colin thought about his dad but didn’t let himself think about him for too long. His dad was safe – probably asleep, but safe – in hospital. Admittedly their house needed some rebuilding but Colin was sure something could be done about that at some stage.

Turning on his side, he peered around the room. Gnomes, he had discovered, lived in fascinating houses. He’d been too tired to take in much of what he’d seen the night before but he’d still managed to goggle when Derry – after leading him through a series of narrow, winding lanes – had stopped in front of a cherry red door. She had murmured something beneath her breath, then there had come the sound of a lock turning and next thing she was pushing the door open and ushering him inside. ‘Come along, Colin. You look like your eyes are about to fall out of your head and no wonder, running around the place half the night. That useless troll should be shaken until his teeth rattle for dragging you into this!’

Colin had briefly glimpsed several rooms that were on the same level as the front door but then Derry had led him forward, descending down a dimly lit passageway. Following behind, Colin noticed that his surroundings were suffused with a soft glow although it was impossible to see where the light was coming from. The air had been comfortably warm as they’d moved down the wood panelled corridor, the stone floor partially covered with a long carpet runner. But the strangest thing about the place was the curving walls. Colin had imagined that this was what a large, stylish rabbit hole would look like. Here and there more corridors led off. Derry turned down one on the left which had proved to be quite short and had a door at the end. Opening it, she’d stood back to let him enter.

Stepping through, Colin had looked around him in wonder. He’d found himself standing in a round bedroom. It was sparsely furnished with a table, a couple of chairs and a cupboard that curved with the wall. Three steps started halfway across the floor, leading up to a narrow platform. Set into the wall was what appeared to be a cubbyhole which held the bed. Colin had been able to see fat pillows and a colourful eiderdown.

‘There you go,’ Derry had said cheerfully. ‘Hop into bed and have a sleep. I’m sure you’ll feel better in the morning.’

Colin had thanked her. ‘Um . . . how do I turn the light off?’

She’d grinned at him. ‘Just say “dark”. And when you want it on, say “light”. Got it?’

‘I think I can manage that.’

Wide awake now, he lay for a few more moments in his bizarre bed. He’d decided it was totally cool to have this hole-in-the-wall cubby to sleep in and wondered if he could convince his dad to build one when his bedroom was reassembled. Probably not. Parents, he’d noticed, weren’t too keen on things that were a little bit different.

Kicking aside the eiderdown that had kept him toasty warm, he climbed out of bed. It was impossible to tell what time it was but his stomach felt hollow from hunger so it was probably past breakfast time. He was about to go in search of company when Derry opened the door and stuck her head in.

‘Oh good, you’re awake. Food’s up!’ Colin’s stomach made a low, grumbling sound and Derry cocked a heavy eyebrow. ‘And just in the nick of time, by the sound of it!’

Colin pulled on all the gear he’d worn earlier and padded next to Derry in his thick sheepskin booties. He might look like a bit of a twit, he reflected ruefully, but at least he was warm. While Derry led the way through the corridors, Colin looked around. He felt that the lack of windows should make the place feel cramped and claustrophobic but curiously it didn’t feel that way at all. Gnomes seemed to live in very nice places: comfortable, warm and cosy.

Derry finally led him into a large, spacious kitchen. He was a bit startled by the size of the room but then, he’d never been inside a gnome’s kitchen before. Gnomes’ kitchens are big. There are several reasons for this. The first is that gnomes have a strong sense of family and sometimes you can get a real crowd hanging out in the kitchen when they’re in the one burrow. The second is that they like food. A lot. And part of any gnome’s kitchen was a really, really large pantry which, more often than not, was filled with a wide variety of things to eat.

Grieve and Friendly had already arrived and were working on the cooking side of things. There were pancakes and mushrooms and sausages and eggs and tomatoes and thick slices of heavy brown bread. There was porridge and cocoa and jugs of stuff that turned out to be cream, treacle and milk. Colin boggled at the feast. It sure beat the pants off his usual bowl of soggy cereal.

‘Pancake?’ Grieve greeted him, flipping one onto a plate.

‘Uh, thanks.’

Colin found a stool and sat down. Picking up a fork, he took a bite. Delicious! After a couple more bites he was able to actually think of something other than his stomach. ‘So,’ he said, wiping butter off his chin. Gnomes and trolls didn’t seem fussed by little things like over-the-top table manners. Apart from a wave of greeting from Friendly nobody paid him any attention. They were too busy filling their own faces. ‘What are you going to do? I mean, is there a plan?’

‘Oh, we have a plan.’

There was a pause filled with more eating. Colin shifted impatiently. ‘Well?’ he said after a moment when it became obvious Grieve was done talking. ‘What is it?’

Grieve sighed. It was irksome when people wanted to chatter over breakfast. ‘First we’ll try to track the Shimmer down which, incidentally, won’t work because a human took it.’ When Colin looked blank, the troll explained. ‘Human scents don’t linger for very long. Not like the Other People whose stink can stick around for days. But we thought we’d give it a try.’

Derry was shaking her head. ‘I won’t be able to do it but our glorious leader wants me to bend my nose out of shape trying and as I haven’t got a more productive way of wasting my time today I might as well.’

Colin thought it prudent to remain silent. Anybody could see that Derry and Grieve had a bit of a problem with each other. It seemed a good idea to just shut up and let them battle it out by themselves.

‘Anyway,’ Grieve continued on grimly, ‘if Derry can pick up the trail then we might have an idea where we’re going. And at some stage I have to return you to your village and find me another human.’

Colin flushed. ‘Sorry about that.’

Before anybody could say anything more, there came the sonorous chiming of Derry’s front door bell. She frowned. ‘Now who could that be?’ she muttered, wiping the crumbs off her face and heading out of the room. A minute later she returned, her expression gloomy. When Madam Aramanthe appeared behind her the reason for her gloom immediately became apparent. The witch took in the crowded scene around the breakfast table with a lift of an eyebrow.

‘Well it’s good to see that you’re not all letting the possible end of the universe spoil your appetites,’ she observed acidly. ‘Really, no need to hurry yourselves unduly!’

Grieve paused in the act of spearing a particularly plump sausage. ‘Good.’

Madam Aramanthe exhaled slowly. ‘Marvello sent me to tell you certain things he thinks you should know,’ she began portentously.

‘So I suppose you’ll be wanting a cup of tea then?’ Derry inquired, moving across to the hob to pick up her enormous teapot. The elderly witch hesitated, torn between the desire to blister their ears for their lack of appreciation for the urgency of the situation and a real yearning for a nice cup of tea.

‘D’you have honey?’ she demanded grudgingly.

‘Of course.’

‘Then you can pour me a cup, I suppose. Might as well make myself comfortable while I fill your ignorant ears with some much needed teaching.’ She shuffled across to the stool Friendly was sitting on and thwacked him briskly on the ankle with her walking stick. ‘Move your mannerless bottom! Can’t you see that an old woman wants to sit down?’

‘Ow! That hurt!’ Friendly protested, reaching down to rub at his smarting limb. He gave Madam Aramanthe a baleful look, knowing full well that she was in better shape than he was. Nevertheless, he slid down from the stool before she could take another swipe at him.

Madam Aramanthe hopped up onto the stool with the spriteliness of a teenager and looked around at the four faces that were regarding her carefully. ‘Well,’ she said dubiously, ‘so this is the brave little company that is going to retrieve the Shimmer for us, is it?’

‘Apparently,’ Grieve agreed unenthusiastically. ‘What can we do for you, Madam?’

‘It’s more like what I can do for you,’ the witch retorted, accepting a large mug of steaming tea from Derry. She spooned in several globs of honey and stirred it while looking at them with sharp blue eyes.

Colin stared at her uncertainly. This was his first close encounter with a bona fide witch and he had to admit that she looked an awful lot like he’d always imagined a witch would. For a start she was old. Her face had so many creases that it seemed in danger of swallowing itself down the cracks. Her nose was a large, bony hook, her hair wispy white beneath the dark hood of her black robe.

Madam Aramanthe caught him looking and smiled sardonically. ‘Well, cub? What do you think of your first witch?’

Colin hesitated, then shrugged. ‘Pretty awesome, really. You look just like your pictures . . . ’ He trailed off, realising that she might not know witches featured rather heavily in fairytales as characters to be avoided at all costs. ‘I mean, you look . . . very authentic.’

‘Ha! Well peel those green ears of yours, human, because I am going to tell the lot of you a thing or two.’ She took a loud slurp of her tea to wet her whistle. ‘Are any of you aware of why it is so dreadful that the Shimmer has been taken now?’

‘You mean there’s a good time for it to be taken?’ Friendly muttered. He’d moved to the other side of the table to be as far away from her stick as possible.

‘Of course not! But now is a particularly bad time and I’ll tell you why. We are five days away from the conjunction of the Par Ilse. Now it stands to reason, given that the education the average cub receives these days is substandard, that none of you have ever heard of the prophecy involved with this conjunction. Am I right?’ She surveyed those seated at the table with narrow eyes.

Grieve shrugged. ‘Beats me.’

Derry shook her head. ‘Nope.’

Friendly rubbed his nose thoughtfully but was forced to concede defeat. ‘’Fraid not.’

‘No, of course not,’ Madam Aramanthe sighed. ‘So let me fill you in as quickly as possible so we can move along. I won’t bore you with all the details of who made the prophecy. All you really need to know right now are the facts which are these. If the Creation Stone – the Shimmer – arrives at Craic Anoo in five days when the conjunction of Par Ilse occurs, and if certain criteria are met, then the Nameless Ones will have a way into our worlds once again and they will once more fight for dominion.’ 

Colin had encountered mention of the ‘Nameless Ones’ before and felt an explanation might be in order. ‘Who are they?’

‘The Nameless Ones,’ Madam Aramanthe repeated, speaking clearly as he seemed to have missed it the first time.

Colin frowned. ‘But why don’t they have names?’

Madam Aramanthe rolled her eyes. ‘Isn’t it obvious? It’s because they’re nameless!’

Colin flushed. ‘But that’s just silly. They must have had names at some stage.’

‘They did,’ Grieve intervened before Madam Aramanthe could blister the boy’s ears again. ‘But nobody has said it in eons. Their name was a word of power. If you said it and you didn’t belong to the first race, then nasty things tended to happen to you. It got so that nobody was game enough to say a word in case they ended up as egg foo yong on the footpath. Now . . . well, I guess nobody remembers what they were called.’

‘Good explanation,’ Colin muttered. ‘Ta.’

‘What’s the criteria you mentioned?’ Friendly asked the witch.

‘The Creation Stone must come into contact with the Warding Rune which lies in the valley of Craic Anoo,’ Aramanthe supplied briefly. ‘This will open a passageway. It will also give unlimited power to the soul who is in contact with the Shimmer and the Warding Rune. It can be anyone. At the time of the conjunction all protective spells will be rendered null and void. Any of the races may touch the Stone with impunity.’

‘What happens then?’ Colin asked quietly.

Aramanthe frowned. ‘Then the worlds will be irrevocably altered.’

‘Not . . . not my world? I mean, I didn’t even know that all this existed before last night. None of us humans do.’

The elderly witch shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter if humans know what is happening or not. If the Nameless Ones somehow wrest power back once more then you and your kind will suffer along with the other seven races.’

There was a long silence. ‘So let me just get this straight,’ Derry said, pausing in the act of spooning a heap of strawberry jam onto a thick slice of toast. It was her seventh but who was counting? She certainly wasn’t. ‘The Shimmer has been taken at a time when there’s going to be some conjunction or other.’

‘The conjunction of Par Ilse,’ Madam Aramanthe agreed.

‘Right. And if it goes north and reaches Craic Anoo in five days, and if it comes into contact with this warding thingy, then some kind of doorway will be opened and the Nameless Ones will be able to return to this world? Is that right?’ Derry demanded.

Madam Aramanthe shook her head in mock admiration. ‘I am in awe of your intellect, gnome. Most impressive.’

Derry ignored the sarcasm. ‘But who would be that dumb?’ she demanded. ‘Who in their right minds would be thick enough to let the first race back in?’

‘Fairies,’ Grieve replied succinctly. ‘They’re crazy enough to do anything and egocentric enough to think they can get away with it.’

Madam Aramanthe frowned. ‘Who took the Shimmer is a question that has troubled the Guild sorely since it disappeared. And while I’m inclined to think Grievous Pepperpot is correct, there is no proof that the fairies are behind this and we can hardly go to Queen Tatania with nothing more than suspicions.’

‘Queen Tatania being . . . ?’ Colin prompted. Hanging about with Other People, as Grieve called anybody who wasn’t human, was a bit like doing a jigsaw puzzle. You had to keep sorting through stuff to get to the right piece of information to fill in the gaps.

‘Queen of the fairies,’ Friendly told him. ‘Rumour has it that she’s slightly less batty than the rest of them.’

Grieve eyed the old witch intently. ‘So what you’re telling me is that if we can’t get some idea of where the Shimmer is in the next day or so we should head north? To . . . ’ and here the troll swallowed a rather large lump that seemed to have become lodged in his throat, ‘ . . . to Craic Anoo?’

‘Correct. The Guild has debated long over this. The Shimmer must head towards Craic Anoo if the prophecy of the conjunction is to be fulfilled. So that is where you must go too, Grievous. And with all speed. You’ve got to be there five days hence. At four in the afternoon, to be specific.’

‘Four in the afternoon?’ Derry blinked. ‘What kind of time is that for an earth shattering event?

Madam Aramanthe shrugged. ‘It’s possible it was more meaningful back in the old days.’

‘Yeah right. World upheaval over tea and scones,’ the gnome muttered scornfully.

The elderly witch gave a sour grin and stood up. Wisdom imparted, her job was done. ‘I wouldn’t delay too long,’ she added, pulling her cloak a little tighter around her. ‘The way is long and – some would say – fraught with difficulty. If I were you I would set off with all speed.’ She allowed her eyes to range around the small group and shook her head pityingly. ‘Good luck, travellers.’ And she began to leave, only to turn back at the door. ‘Oh . . . one more thing you we thought you should know. There is a small troop of Guild guards heading towards Craic Anoo even as we speak, accompanied by three wizards and two of my sister witches.’

‘So why do you need us?’ Grieve demanded indignantly.

The old witch gave him an enigmatic smile. ‘Because it is the dark horse that will win this race, Grievous Pepperpot. Go well and go soon. Our survival might well depend on you.’

When she had gone, Colin sighed. ‘Grieve?’

Grieve paused, a forkful of mushroom, tomato and sausage half way to his mouth. ‘Yes, Colin?’

‘That plan of yours. I think you can skip the bit about having to find a new human. I mean, I’m here and everything. I guess I might as well go along.’

Grieve raised an eyebrow. ‘What happened to returning to your village then?’

Colin shrugged. ‘The witch said that everybody would be affected if the Nameless Ones succeed. That means people I know – my dad, everyone at school. It seems to me that nobody thinks much of us humans. Maybe I can change your minds about that.’

Friendly grinned, leaning across to ruffle Colin’s hair. ‘Spoken like a true hero!’

‘Hang on!’ Colin said, alarmed. ‘I never said anything about being a hero!’

‘Never mind about all that. We’ll all be here to help you.’ Friendly thought about it for a moment. ‘To be honest, none of us are exactly save-the-day types. I guess we’ll just muddle through as best we can.’




C H A P T E R   T H I R T E E N

Enter Pod, Stage Right

‘Bloody trolls! Always asking the impossible,’ Derry muttered, for perhaps the fiftieth time in an hour.

Behind her Colin rolled his eyes. He was beginning to think other races had a bit of a problem with their outlook on life. They seemed so stressed out. His mum would probably have recommended some chamomile tea and a nice hot bath ages ago.

‘Why don’t we just head straight to Craic Anoo if we know that’s where the Shimmer is supposed to end up?’ Friendly had demanded just before they’d set off on their fact-finding expedition.

‘Because maybe we don’t need to,’ Grieve had told him. ‘If Derry can find the human that took the Shimmer we might be able to catch up with them before they get too far. Save ourselves a trip to a place I’d really prefer not to go.’

Now they were in the woods. Colin wasn’t too sure where because places just didn’t look the same when you were in the presence of magical beings. They’d been slinking through the forest while Derry applied her nose to the task of sniffing out shades of either the Shimmer or anybody who might have been about when it had made its journey. They’d started at the Portal and were working back from there, but as Derry kept pointing out, it was impossible. The trail was over a week old and traces of human scent were lucky to last for twelve hours. Derry had announced earlier that she thought she could smell fairies. 

‘Thanks for the newsflash but we already know about the fairies,’ Grieve had grunted, earning him an earful on just how unappreciative he was.

Now Derry paused at the base of a large oak and cast an uneasy glance upwards. ‘Ever get the feeling you’re being watched?’

‘You smell them?’ Friendly asked, glancing around him as if he expected a bunch of psycho-midgets to come bursting out at any moment.

‘Nope. Fairies are good at hiding their stink if they have to. It’s just . . . a feeling.’

But it was a feeling they all shared. There was a nasty, creeping sensation sliding up and down all their backs, as if they were being observed by unseen eyes. Colin’s eyes darted every which way. He still found it hard to believe that the cute little creatures he’d read about in books were actually evil little maniacs. Secretly, he was hoping to catch a glimpse of one. It was hard to feel really frightened of something that was about six centimetres tall, after all. What were they going to do? Flap you to death with their wings? Despite what the others had said, after the ogres, fairies seemed like a bit of a giggle.

‘Let’s just get on with it,’ Grieve muttered, after a few uneasy moments. ‘I’d really like to get out of these woods.’

Derry grimaced but applied herself once more. It had been a frustratingly slow morning. After three hours they’d travelled approximately two kilometres. Derry had been forced to pace back and forth, concentrating all her energies on catching an elusive thread.

For Colin, the search had taken on a strangely dreamlike quality. Since making the committment to help Grieve and the others, he’d tussled with himself, trying to find the reason why he’d ever agreed to anything so rash. The only one that seemed to hold any weight was that it was the right thing to do. Going home – back to Hags End – would have been the safe option. But he would still remember everything that he’d heard and still know that his world was under threat. It was hard to imagine how releasing the Nameless Ones would actually affect his world but the others didn’t seem to have any doubt that stopping it was the way to go.

He gave a quick, sideways glance towards the bushes to the right. Had there been a sudden flash of movement there? A brief shimmer of gossamer wings? Probably not. Most likely just wishful thinking on his part. He really wanted to see a fairy, no matter what the others said.
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Colin might not have been able to see the fairies but they could certainly see him. Dewdrop and Pyro had been keeping an eye on the little troupe all morning and they were alternately nervous and bored. ‘That gnome doesn’t seem to have a clue, does she?’ Dewdrop hissed.

Pyro gave him a cold look. ‘Why would she? Humans can’t be tracked.’

‘Right. Gotcha.’

With this in mind, Dewdrop wondered why they’d wasted a whole morning sitting in trees and spying. Dewdrop might be big and muscular but he was still occasionally capable of intelligent thought.

Pyro had been thinking much the same thing but as Bluebell had told him to keep an eye on the little band below, he was unwilling to abandon his post. Not that he would ever let Dewdrop know that Bluebell scared the spit out of him. As one of the orchestraters of the up and coming worlds takeover, it was his job to look cool.

‘So,’ Dewdrop said after a while. ‘We just gonna let them go for it?’

‘I think Bluebell has something in mind. Something to distract them. Wait and see. It shouldn’t be long now.’
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Not far away, in another part of the wood, Bluebell was going over last minute instructions for her new recruit.

‘You understand exactly what I want, right?’

Pod blinked his large dark eyes and nodded. He understood all right. Probably more than this precious little fairy princess knew.

Pod was an interesting character, even in a place that was full of interesting characters. For a start he was a possum, although he’d started out life as a goblin. Despite the fact that he was born into a good family with excellent magical connections, Pod had managed to get himself into all kinds of trouble from a very early age. He had been expelled from ten schools in no less than five villages and had been caught after committing his first major felony at the age of twelve when he’d burnt down the alchemist’s manufacturing plant in Great Bottom, creating one of the most memorable fireworks displays in modern history. Despite receiving a severe warning and the offer of a free, if unwelcome, apprenticeship as a trainee alchemist – they thought he showed potential – Pod preferred to freelance. Why pursue an honest day’s work when lying, cheating and stealing were so much more enjoyable? 

Throughout it all, his misguided parents continued to support him. They believed he was just going through a ‘difficult’ stage of his development. But as this particular stage had been going on for twenty years, it might be assumed that Pod’s parents, while full of good intentions, were seriously deluded as far as their only child was concerned. The truth was, Pod was a little sod, through and through.

Pod’s luck – and his parents’ assistance – ran out one night when he had decided to steal the purse of an ancient wizard named Balderax. Pod had made the mistake of thinking that ‘old’ meant ‘past it’ and as a result he hadn’t been nearly cautious enough. Slipping out of the shadows, he’d come up behind the old man on silent feet, knife at the ready to slice the fat purse from Balderax’s belt. He had been about a foot away when circumstances changed – and not for the better for the greedy goblin.

He had suddenly found himself being elevated into the air where he’d hung, suspended, about five feet off the ground. Balderax had turned around slowly to survey him and for the first time Pod had gotten a look at the old fellow. He’d been wearing an expression of unadulterated malevolence, his eyes glinting up at the young goblin with malicious delight.

‘Oh my,’ he’d wheezed. ‘What have we here? A thief?’

‘No way!’ Pod had denied it vehemently. ‘I was just walking home. Why’d you have to go and do something like that? I wasn’t doing anything.’ The knife had dropped out of his hand and fallen to the cobblestones with a clatter. Balderax had regarded it for a moment, then raised an eyebrow at Pod, who’d stammered, ‘Uh . . . it fell out of my belt?’

‘You were planning on taking my purse, weren’t you, you little sea-slug?’.

Pod had thought about it. The opportunity to put in a performance as a poor, misunderstood youth was tempting but he was tired. What was the worst that could happen, anyway? He was well and truly nicked which meant a night in the holding house when Mr Bleedin’ Whiskers below called out the guardi. His mum would have him out in the morning and then it would be business as usual with a lesson learned about picking future marks more carefully.

‘Well yeah. I was, actually. You know how it is. Nothing personal, just a business transaction.’

‘I see. And what do you think I should do about such a transgression?’ Balderax had demanded, leaning on his staff.

It was oak, Pod had noted, with a nice veneer and would have fetched a pretty price in one of the under-the-counter, fell-off-the-back-of-a-truck markets he usually flogged stuff at.

‘Well, you could be a lamb and let me go,’ Pod had suggested, but without any real hope. There was something about Balderax that told him that cutting somebody a break was not high on his list of priorities.

‘I could,’ the elderly wizard had agreed with a wheezy chuckle, ‘but that’s not really me, somehow. Do you know what I mean?’

Pod had sighed. ‘You betcha.’

‘So I think I’ll try something else instead. I just learnt it, you know, from a great friend of mine who hails from the Eastern States and frankly, I’m bursting to try it out on somebody.’

Pod had begun to get alarmed. The silly old codger was supposed to call the law. He wasn’t supposed to set spells on people. It just wasn’t the done thing. ‘Now look here . . . ’

‘Shut up,’ Balderax had snapped, then proceeded to put a spell on the elevated Pod.

A strange feeling had begun to come over the young goblin. He’d felt . . . different, as if the bits of him that he was comfortably familiar with were no longer so reliable. It hadn’t been painful, merely spooky.

‘What are you doing to me, you old sod!’ Even his voice had sounded different. It was higher. Almost squeaky.

Balderax had laughed in delight. ‘Well burn my beard and call me Betty! It worked!’

‘What worked?’ Pod had demanded in alarm.

Balderax had been grinning like a loon. ‘Oh you’ll see. You’ll see!’ And he’d gone off, chuckling.

Pod had descended to the ground about ten minutes later. He felt different. Everything felt different. A quick look at his reflection in a window told him why. Silver grey face, with black tipped ears and snout. Round, dark eyes and long, lustrous whiskers. Glancing down, he’d observed a plump, sleek body. The enormity of the transformation hit him with all the force of a bus. The furry face staring back at him was that of a bushy-tailed possum.

It had been a shock, there was no doubt about it. Life had certainly changed. For a start, his family didn’t recognise him. His mother had chased him out of the house with a broom when he’d tried to return home. He’d spent all his waking hours alternately foraging for food or trying to find somebody to take the spell off. With absolutely no success. A possum he was and a possum it looked like he would remain. Until Bluebell offered him an alternative.

‘You want me to buddy up to them, right? Get ’em on side, win ’em over with my natural charm and good looks.’

‘Let’s not get carried away, changeling,’ Bluebell sneered.

‘Sure, but let me clarify things here. I’m to get close and then report back to you what they’re up to, right?’

Bluebell nodded. ‘That’s about it. You’re going to be my spy. You’ll report back to me – or one of my minions – twice a day to keep us abreast of their actions. We’ll be journeying to Craic Anoo ourselves so we won’t be far from you. It’s imperative that I reach the place before them. If it looks like they’re getting too far ahead of us then I want you to do something about it.’

Pod twitched his whiskers. ‘Do something? As in . . . ?’

‘Oh I don’t know,’ Bluebell said irritably. ‘Kill one of them or something. Slow them down. Just don’t let them interfere with my plans.’

Pod scratched behind his ear and considered this. Kill one of them? Ri-ght. He didn’t ask how an eight-kilo possum was supposed to achieve this. Did she expect him to gnaw them to death? ‘So what are your plans, exactly?’

The fairy was immediately suspicious. ‘I’m not telling you that!’

‘But how do I know if they’re going to be interfering with your plans if I don’t know what your plans are?’ Pod objected with painful logic.

Bluebell scowled at him. ‘Listen, you ridiculous piece of shagpile, I don’t want problems with you, got it? I want results. If you ever want to return to your original state – although I can’t think why anyone would want to be a disgusting goblin again – then you’ll do as I ask. No questions!’

Pod sighed. That was the worst of dealing with fairies. They were paranoid, neurotic and unreasonable. Unfortunately, he couldn’t pick his business associates. Not if he wanted to walk on two legs again anyway.

‘Fine. I’ll just get on to it, shall I?’

He scrambled out of the hollow and bounded up into the trees, disappearing rapidly into the green canopy of leaves. Bluebell frowned after him moodily. She didn’t trust Pod but then she didn’t trust anybody, really. It was the downside of being a tyrant-in-the-making.

Her mind turned to what lay ahead. She’d scored some excellent points in her debate with Tatiana earlier on. Really, Bluebell reflected, she’d been totally brilliant. When she had gained the power of the Shimmer then all of Fairydom should be ready to fall in behind her. But first there was the Great Journey, as she had come to think of it, to be considered. Bluebell had arranged to meet Ashley Jane Grubb after midday in the usual spot. Then the second part of her plan would commence. They would begin the journey that would ultimately make Bluebell the most powerful creature in the world. The fairy gave a small shudder of delight at the prospect of seeing all her dreams come to fruition. She’d be as tall as a human – taller, actually. She’d be taller than a dwarf or a troll or a gnome or a stupid goblin.

Respect, that was what she was going to get. Respect from everybody! The prospect made her wiggle her wings with glee. It was going to be brilliant!
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Pod leapt through the trees effortlessly, flinging himself from branch to branch with all the reckless abandon of a woodland animal who knew his stuff. It still amazed him, this instinctive ability to climb and leap. He just knew how to do it somehow, and the graceful pleasure of the motion always made him giddy with delight. Possum travel was one thing he was going to miss when he returned to his natural form. Of course he wasn’t going to miss eating the dreary vegetarian diet a possum seemed to live on. No way. As soon as he returned to his natural state he was getting the biggest bit of cow that would fit on a plate and he was going eat until he burst.

He paused to sniff the air with his delicate black nose. The group he was seeking was ahead, maybe one hundred paces on. Pod closed the remaining distance quickly, coming to rest in a tree overlooking his quarry. There were four of them: two trolls, a gnome and a human. A very peculiar group, if ever he’d seen one.

‘This is pointless!’ the gnome was saying through gritted teeth. ‘Are you hearing me? P-o-i-n-t-l-e-s-s! I can’t smell a thing!’

One of the trolls sighed noisily. ‘Oh all right! We’ll just have to go to plan B.’

‘Which would be travelling to . . . ?’ The smallest of the group, a human cub, didn’t sound very enthusiastic.

‘Craic Anoo.’

Pod smirked. There was his intro line. Enter, stage right . . . 

Dropping neatly from a low branch, he succeeded in startling them all and twirled his tail with pleasure.

‘Whoa!’ said the cub, eyes wide. ‘Look at that. A funny looking squirrel!’

Pod swelled with indignation. A squirrel? ‘I’m a possum, you twit!’

The boy’s mouth dropped open. ‘It can talk!’

‘It can talk,’ Pod mimicked nastily. ‘Hel-lo. It can also hear, nitwit.’

Derry was looking at the fat, furry grey creature narrowly. ‘Don’t I know you?’

Pod blinked his dark eyes and remembered – belatedly – that he was supposed to be charming his way into their good graces. ‘N-ooo . . . I don’t think so. I was just passing and couldn’t help overhearing . . . ’

‘Spying,’ the smaller of the two trolls observed disgustedly. ‘Buzz off, fur face.’

Pod winced inwardly. This was going to be harder than he had thought. He needed to convey earnest sincerity which was kind of tricky when you had the kind of face he had.

‘Hang on,’ he protested. ‘Like I was saying, I overheard you talking about Craic Anoo and I thought I could help you out.’

Four faces stared at him with varying degrees of doubt or disbelief.

The gnome spoke. ‘And why would that be?’

‘Because . . . ’ Pod paused. Good question. Why would he be helping out a bunch of total strangers? He decided to play it safe. Half-truths often worked better because they held a grain of honesty. ‘Because if I help you out I might be able to get something for myself.’

‘Now we’re talking,’ the troll with the big mouth said dryly. ‘Go on.’

‘Well as you can see, I’m a possum.’

‘I didn’t know animals could talk,’ the boy observed, studying Pod as if he were an exotic specimen.

‘Yeah, well try to get over it and move on. Like I was saying, I’m a possum but I used to be a goblin.’

‘Pod.’ The troll that had so far been silent nodded. ‘I’ve heard about you. Balderax tried his shape shifting on you a year or so ago, didn’t he?’

Pod gnashed his tiny white teeth at the sound of the scuzzy old wizard’s name. He couldn’t help it, it was instinctive. ‘Yessss! Don’t remind me, okay? Just let me finish what I was saying. If I help you get to where you want to go then that’s a good deed, right? And if I do a good deed – a really good one, mind – then I’ll have a chance of being turned back into a goblin again. By a witch,’ he added, hastily. ‘She said she’d be willing to do it if I showed I truly repented my old life.’

‘Why? What did you do in your old life?’ the boy demanded with interest.

‘Later, cub, okay? It’s a long story.’ The possum looked from one to the other of the four people in front of him. ‘So how about it? We got a deal?’

There was a silence. The four exchanged looks.

Grieve shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. Thanks for the offer but we don’t need any help.’

‘Yes you do,’ Pod objected. ‘How many of you have actually been to Craic Anoo?’

‘I’ve been close enough to know the way.’ Derry was already turning her back on the possum. ‘I’m a tracker. I can find my way anywhere.’

‘If you’ve got a scent to follow,’ Pod pointed out desperately. ‘But you haven’t got a scent, right?’

‘Listen,’ Grieve was frowning now, ‘we can manage, all right? You’ll just have to find somebody else to do a good deed for.’

‘But I’ve been there!’ Pod exploded. ‘That’s why I know I can help. It’s dangerous country and . . . and you’re going to need a scout. You couldn’t find a better scout than me. I’m fast, I’m cunning, I’m . . . ’

‘Devious, low and underhand,’ Derry supplied pleasantly.

Pod huffed out a breath. ‘Look, I’m sick of being a possum, okay? I’m desperate enough to do anything, even escort you lot into a very dubious area. So what have you got to lose? This is a great offer. A free guide, who knows his way about.’

There was another pause.

‘Do you actually know how to get to Craic Anoo?’ Derry demanded eventually.

Pod hadn’t a clue, but how hard could it be? It would be easy enough to find out from the creatures he encountered on the way. Animals knew everything. ‘Course I do. I told you, I’ve been there. I went with a wizard’s scouting party a few years ago when I was a goblin.’

Derry glanced at Grieve. ‘Your expedition, troll. Personally I wouldn’t trust the little creep an inch.’

Grieve glanced at her. ‘Did you go all the way to Craic Anoo when you were after that bond jumper?’ he demanded.

‘No. It was a hurried trip a long time ago,’ she shrugged. ‘I’m sure I can find it but I can’t promise we’ll be following the same trail as I took then. Things change in the Badlands.’

‘I can travel through tree tops,’ Pod pointed out quickly. ‘I’m just the animal to give you an overview of the surroundings. You won’t ever get lost with a possum around.’

Grieve stared at the fat ball of fur in front of him and considered. An unlikely looking guide, this one. But maybe they’d need a bit of extra help getting to Craic Anoo . . . 

‘You’re on,’ he grunted. ‘I’m Grieve, this is my brother Friendly. That’s Derry and the cub is Colin Bundle but you can call him Colin.’

‘Right.’ Pod swished his tail happily. He was good, there was no doubt about it. He hoped the fairies had been watching. ‘So when do you want to leave?’

‘’Bout now sounds right.’ Grieve patted his stomach. ‘Straight after a spot of lunch. I’ve got nine pieces of silver in my pouch and I don’t mind spending them. Let’s go get supplies and eat. We’ve got a long road ahead.’




C H A P T E R   F O U R T E E N

Travelling North

After three hours on the road Colin was well and truly over his unexpected adventure, especially as for the first two hours they had all been entertained with Grieve’s and Derry’s endless argument about using the chute. It went something like this.

Derry: ‘It makes sense to get as close as we can as quickly as we can. I know we can’t go the whole way by chute but we can knock off at least a day.’

Grieve: ‘Yeah, and I can spend the next one heaving my insides out. No thanks. If I want my intestines to trail in the dust I’ll go insult an ogre.’

Derry: ‘Geez you can be stubborn! Get over yourself, would you? It’s for the good of the group. You’re the one who keeps going on about the need for speed.’

Grieve: ‘My speed, achieved on foot thank you very much. And the group wasn’t my idea, gnome! I have no intention of arriving at Craic Anoo feeling like I’ve been dragged through the alchemist’s machine shop backwards.’

Derry: ‘This is daft. It’s all in your head!’

Grieve: ‘Better there than all over my shoes.’

And so on. It was like being on a day trip with a bunch of kindergarten kids.

They’d left Grumble behind them, heading down narrow, but well maintained, dirt roads. By the look of the ruts they were used to seeing a fair bit of traffic, but not the kind that could be found on most of the roads Colin was familiar with. He hadn’t seen anything that resembled a car or a truck since he’d left his old life behind him. Around him the landscape was all countryside: rambling fields, sparse woodland and the occasional cottage to be seen in a distance.

They stuck to the main road, walking between hedgerows filled with birds that twittered and chirped a continuous, noisy chorus. The further they went, the more farms they saw. Beyond the hedgerows were fields of wheat or barley or paddocks with placidly grazing sheep or cows. Further across the fields Colin could see farmhouses and blue-grey smoke drifting lazily up from chimneys. The farmhouses weren’t all the same. Some looked exactly like human dwellings but occasionally he’d see structures that seemed to be built out of large slabs of grey stone. They gave the unlikely appearance of small, rocky hills and looked incongruous, sitting beside a normal veggie patch in the middle of a fenced paddock. When he stopped to stare, Grieve paused too. ‘Troll farm,’ he explained. ‘Trolls like to live between stone walls.’

A little later Colin saw a grassy mound rising up about two metres. At first he thought it was just part of the ground but then he caught sight of a red chimney stack that appeared to be growing crookedly out of the mound. Peering at it intently, the boy could see several small windows set snugly back into the smooth green surface. ‘Gnome farm?’ he inquired of Grieve, who nodded.

‘Gnomes are more comfortable underground. Trolls and gnomes are the races that usually take to farming. Wizards and witches aren’t interested and neither are dwarves. And elves never do anything that might entail getting their hands dirty.’ 

It was peaceful scenery but Colin still couldn’t make much sense of it. Where was the ocean, for a start? Hags End, his village, was only six kilometres from the sea. It felt like they should be walking towards it. Actually, by his calculations, it felt like they should be smack dab in the water by now. Somehow, directions had become all mixed up.

After four hours of walking they stopped for a bite to eat beneath an enormous, spreading oak that was set back from the road a little way. The weak sun that had shone on them earlier had disappeared and the sky was clouding over. To the west, great thunderheads could be seen scudding across the sky.

‘Rain, d’you think?’ Friendly asked his brother, looking up at the purpling mass of clouds.

‘Not for another couple of hours. We’ll have time to find a decent camp before we receive too much of a wetting.’

They’d broken out a light snack – Colin was quickly coming to realise that the Other People took their meal breaks very seriously – of dried fruit, some kind of dense flat cake that was filled with nuts and seeds, and a hunk of goat’s cheese. With surprising efficiency, Friendly set up a little tripod and had a fire lit beneath a billy can in next to no time so they could have a hot drink. When there came the sound of a distant rattling, Colin rose to his feet to take a look down the road. Squinting, he saw a donkey trotting along from the direction they’d been heading in, pulling a cart. 

‘There’s somebody coming,’ he annnounced, a little apprehensively. So far most of the creatures he’d met since encountering Grieve had behaved in an extremely anti-social manner. Things like ogres and the wulf were very much on his mind.

Derry shrugged. ‘It’s a public road. Come and get some tea.’

Reassured by their apparent indifference, Colin sat down again. Pod was making a nuisance of himself, trying to get as much food as possible until Grieve swatted him away.

‘Possums need to eat regularly!’ Pod protested.

‘You’ll get your share and no more,’ Grieve replied firmly. ‘If you don’t behave you can go and find your own food.’

The noise of the approaching cart was louder now. The group of travellers looked towards the road and saw a two-wheel trap being pulled by a small brown donkey. In the trap an elderly gnome in overalls and checked shirt was holding the reins. He was just about as whiskery as his donkey, wiry grey hair sprouting all over him. He pulled the animal to a stop and nodded to them politely. ‘’Lo there!’

‘And hello to you,’ Friendly responded cheerfully. ‘On your way home?’

‘Aye. There’s a storm brewing up. Where you heading, if I may be so bold?’ When the gnome spoke, air whistled through the very large gap between his very large front teeth.

‘Tadmartin,’ Grieve told him. ‘So we’ve got quite a tramp ahead of us yet. Any news?’

This was a standard conversation between travellers who came from one of the larger towns and those who were farmers or hailed from one of the smaller villages. It was generally mutually beneficial to all. Questions would be asked about road conditions, the general state of the land or any troubling sightings of creatures that shouldn’t be about. In return, information would be given about interesting town gossip, what the Guild was up to these days and what football team was currently triumphing.

Friendly invited the old gnome to sit and have a cup of tea which he accepted with a nod of thanks, leaving his donkey to graze placidly on the grass at the side of the road. If the old farmer thought it odd that such a strange collection of people should be travelling together, he was too polite to mention it, even though his round yellow eyes strayed to Colin quite a lot. It was obvious that humans were an unusual sight hereabouts.

After a comfortable fifteen minutes of chatting the gnome rose to his feet. ‘Thanks for the tea and mind how you go, then,’ he said amiably. ‘Things are quiet around here but of course, all that changes once you go beyond Tadmartin. Not that the village itself is entirely right. It stands too close to the Badlands. There’s a goodly place to shelter up ahead. It’s in a stand of old oaks. You’ll see ’em from the road. You should be dry enough there.’

‘Thanks.’ Derry had begun packing up their temporary camp. ‘May your feet find a good road, Grandpa.’

On the move once more, Colin fell into place beside Friendly. ‘Pity there isn’t an easier way of getting there,’ he observed. ‘You obviously don’t have a bus service.’

‘Sure we do,’ Friendly told him. ‘But not on these roads. If you want to get to Tadmartin then you have to fly or walk. Or we could take the chute but I think you’ll have noticed by now that Grieve’s not too keen on that option.’

‘I keep hearing about this chute thing. What is it?’ Colin demanded.

‘Oh the chute is the best thing! It’s instant transport. There are chute circles all over the place. You stand in one, weave a simple charm and poof! – suddenly you’re in the place you want to go.’ Colin stared at the troll uncomprehendingly. ‘I’ll show you when we get back, if you like.’

‘Can humans use it too?’

Friendly frowned, considering this. ‘Don’t see why not. All you need is a simple finger charm and I could probably teach you that.’

‘But humans don’t have any magic,’ Colin reminded the troll. He still felt like his race had been short-changed in that department.

‘True enough.’ Friendly ruffled Colin’s hair. ‘But if I held onto you then I could take you through with me.’

‘That’d be great!’ Colin assured him fervently. Whatever this chute was, it sounded cool. ‘How does it work?’

‘It has something to do with anti-reality.’

‘Anti-reality?’ Colin repeated incredulously.

Friendly merely shrugged. ‘Very techinical.’

Colin thought about it. ‘So why doesn’t everybody just take this chute, then?’

Friendly grinned. ‘Because some people don’t like it. They feel like Grieve does. It makes them sick.’

Colin considered this for a moment. ‘It must be like car sickness, I guess. I know some kids who go green in the back seat of a car.’ He thought of another pressing question. ‘Do you know how far we’re going?’

‘It takes around four days to get to Craic Anoo. At least, that’s what Derry told me and she’d know, being a tracker and all. I wouldn’t have a clue myself. This road leads to Tadmartin which is the village nearest the Badlands. If we’d used the chute we would have been there by now but I don’t reckon it would have been worth it, when you consider Grieve’s moaning. To be honest it’s better to walk for an extra day than listen to my brother carry on.’

‘And this Tadmartin place is the last proper village, is it?’ Colin demanded, wondering what lay beyond. They kept mentioning ‘the Badlands’. Anything called the Badlands couldn’t be good.

‘Yeah. From Tadmartin on, the countryside starts to get pretty hairy.’ Friendly looked unnaturally happy with the prospect of the perils to come. ‘Exciting stuff, ay?’

Colin stared at the troll. Exciting stuff? Yeah, right! ‘What are we supposed to do when we get to this Craic Anoo anyway?’

‘Get the Shimmer back. That is, you get the Shimmer back.’ Friendly clapped Colin on the shoulder. The boy lurched beneath the weight of it. ‘I guess that makes you the most important member of this rescue party.’

Colin managed a feeble smile. He didn’t feel particularly special. ‘Fantastic . . . Um . . . Friendly? What about the human who took the Shimmer in the first place? Won’t they be there too?’

‘I suppose.’ Friendly frowned, considering this. ‘They’ll have to be. The fairies will have to get the Shimmer to Craic Anoo somehow.’

‘Uh-huh . . . ’

Colin had been giving this a lot of thought. If the fairies were as bad as everyone said they were, then the human they’d found to steal the Shimmer must be a proper horror. It was something he preferred not to think about. Not yet, anyway.

Beside the small band of travellers Pod bounded with light-footed ease. He wasn’t too sure what he was supposed to be doing which meant he was trying to do everything at once. His cunning plan began with listening to what this not so merry group were intending to do. So far, however, all they’d done was gripe at each other. It seemed to just about cover the conversation. He thought he might try a bit of subtle probing and climbed up onto Grieve’s shoulder, a position that lasted all of two seconds. The possum ended up back on solid earth with a bump almost immediately. ‘Don’t do that,’ Grieve snapped, without breaking his stride. ‘I’m not here to carry you.’

‘Nice!’ Pod sniffed, offended. ‘I just wanted to have a talk.’

‘So talk.’

‘But you’re so much bigger than me,’ the possum protested. ‘It’d be easier if I was on the same level as your face.’

‘For you, maybe. If I want something riding on my shoulder I’ll get a parrot. You’ve got four legs,’ Grieve pointed out. ‘That’s two more than me, fur face, so you’ll have no problem keeping up.’

Pod would have made a face if the face that he was currently inhabiting allowed for that sort of thing. It didn’t so he just had to make do with a hiss of disgust. ‘What do you want to go to Craic Anoo for anyway?’ he demanded, having taken a moment to re-group. This was a question that had been troubling him greatly. He felt at a distinct disadvantage that Bluebell hadn’t seen fit to share what he considered vital information. ‘Report on their movements’ seemed obvious enough but if it came down to stopping them then he might have a problem. He knew what he was supposed to do but he didn’t have a clue when or why he was supposed to be doing it.

Grieve was as unhelpful as Bluebell had been. ‘We fancied a holiday. Change of scenery and all that.’

Pod had the distinct feeling the troll was pulling his leg. ‘Nobody in their right mind wants the scenery to change to Craic Anoo!’

‘Did I say I was in my right mind?’

‘You’ve brought a human with you.’ Pod glanced back at the boy. He was chatting to the other troll, the one who didn’t seem as bright as this irritating specimen. Perhaps he or the cub might be a bit more helpful in the information department?

Grieve glanced at Derry. ‘He’s observant, isn’t he?’

‘For a goblin,’ Derry agreed. ‘Must be the skin he’s wearing. I always knew that dumb, four-footed animals were brighter than goblins.’

Pod bounded off in disgust. It was perfectly obvious he’d get nothing from these two. Gnomes and trolls, they were always a pain in the behind.

The weather was growing increasingly threatening and the air smelt damp. Friendly glanced at the sky and made a face. ‘Not long now until the rain.’ He pulled the pack off his back and began to delve into it. Colin watched with interest. Troll packs were fascinating things. They seemed to carry more items than your average convenience store.

Friendly pulled out a small, shapeless brown thing and tossed it to Colin. ‘Put that on.’

Colin studied the little package. ‘What is it?’

‘It’ll keep you dry. Hang on . . . I’ll show you.’ The troll pulled another one out. Shaking it to get rid of the creases, the brown ‘thing’ somehow transformed itself into a garment. It reminded Colin of the plastic ponchos that could be bought at the footy to keep you dry except that this wasn’t made of plastic but something soft, like wool. He slipped it over his head. It was a funny piece of material. The brown didn’t seem to be one particular shade but many, and the shifting hues all merged with the landscape so that suddenly Friendly’s short, solid form didn’t seem as substantial anymore. ‘It’s waterproof so you’ll stay dry. Grieve pinched a bunch of them from a wizard in Hooting Mare.’

Colin pulled the poncho over his head. Surprisingly, it fitted him very well, sort of moulding itself to his form. It also kept out the cold sting of the wind. They started walking again. The break had reminded Colin of something else that he wanted an answer to. ‘So how come Grieve ended up as a thief?’ 

Friendly seemed surprised by the question. ‘Not sure. Being a thief is something you just end up doing, really.’

Right. ‘But doesn’t he get into trouble? I mean, it’s illegal. Isn’t it?’

‘Of course it is. But Grieve’s never been charged with anything. He’s got talent.’ It was obvious, from the way Friendly said it, that he was very proud of his brother. ‘I remember this one time he stole a wizard’s staff right out from beneath him. I bet him he couldn’t so of course he just had to after that. Oldo didn’t notice until Grieve was two streets away,’ he chuckled. ‘You should have seen the fireworks!’

Colin gave the troll a sideways glance and sighed. He looked at the possum that had suddenly appeared around his feet and grimaced. There was another thing. Possums that talked. If the past twenty-four hours had told him anything it was that just about anything was possible. Trolls, gnomes, wizards and witches. Why shouldn’t animals talk? They probably put on musicals in village halls . . . 

The possum looked up at him hopefully. ‘So how come you’re going to Craic Anoo?’

‘Don’t answer any of his questions,’ Friendly murmured.

The boy frowned. ‘Why not?’

‘Because even though he looks all cute and cuddly he’s still a low-life goblin.’ Friendly smiled at Pod amiably.

‘Aren’t you? I’ve heard all about you, Pod Habernutley. You were a very bad lad before Balderax did his hocuspocus on you.’

‘But if I’m going with you I should know why,’ the possum wheedled. ‘I mean, it’s only fair.’

‘Ask Grieve,’ Friendly suggested. ‘I’m sure he’d be happy to tell you.’

Pod gave the troll a dirty look. Not as stupid as he looked after all. Sometimes having a reputation was very inconvenient. He let out an exasperated snort. ‘Blow this for a lark! I’m off to find some food.’ And he bounded into the trees.

They walked steadily for another hour or so with the weather slowly getting wilder as they marched. Even though it was only four in the afternoon a gloomy twilight had descended with the lowering sky. It did indeed start to rain and Colin was very grateful for Friendly’s cloak. As soon as they spotted the densely packed stand of oaks the old gnome had mentioned, Grieve called a halt.

‘Do we really need to stop here?’ Derry demanded impatiently. ‘There’s probably someplace further on that’s just as good.’

‘Yes, we really need to stop here,’ Grieve replied briefly.

‘Don’t be such a fairy! It’s only a bit of rain. You won’t melt, you trollish twerp!’

‘We’re setting up camp,’ Grieve replied dampeningly. ‘The cub needs rest.’

Derry paused, glancing back at Colin. He looked like a wilted flower, white faced and exhausted.

‘Oh,’ she muttered, abashed. ‘Right.’

They turned off the road and headed for the oaks.
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Ashley moved as if in a dream.

Actually, she was in a dream. A delightful dream where she was the centre of a wonderful procession of fairies. They were talking to her, telling her that she was the best, the prettiest, the most popular girl they’d ever seen. She agreed with them one hundred percent. She’d known she was perfection personified for years. She’d just been waiting for the rest of the world to catch up.

The reality was a lot different. She was being held well and truly in thrall by Bluebell and her followers as they moved her in the same direction that Grieve and his band were heading. Unfortunately nobody but Ashley was having a particularly fabulous time of it. For a start, riding in the pockets of the girl’s clothing or in the flaps of her backpack was uncomfortable. Humans made rotten mules. Ashley’s great, long strides were making them all a little bit nauseous.

Bluebell, ensconced in the top pocket of Ashley’s denim shirt, blew out a long breath and glowered over the lace embroidered edge of the material. She was sick to death of this human child. ‘Only a couple of days!’ she whispered to herself for maybe the fiftieth time. ‘And then I can grind her into dust.’

Using Ashley as transport had seemed like a stroke of genius back in Uglam. She needed to transport seven members of the FFP and herself; it wouldn’t be difficult for somebody as tall as Ashley to manage that many.

The tiny fairy ground her teeth. Ashley liked to use some kind of perfume. It seemed to saturate everything – hair, clothes, skin – and for the past forty minutes Bluebell had been sneezing her head off and now her eyes were beginning to water. Enough was enough. One way or another she had to get rid of the child’s pong. When they stopped to make camp for the evening, Ashley was getting a bath no matter what.

‘I hate humans!’ Bluebell snarled and made a mental note to reduce the whole race to rubble just as soon as she ruled the world. The rest of the races were going to suffer too, there was no doubt about that. But humans were really going to cop it. As the long kilometres passed it was the one thought that sustained her. Crushing the humans was going to be fun.
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Grieve’s group – not a kilometre from where the fairies were passing by – had found shelter beneath a thick canopy of oak leaves. The trees were so old that their grey-green trunks were massive, spotted with pale moss, the leaves above dense enough to shield them from the worst of the rain. Close to the trunks, hardly any rain touched them at all. It wasn’t difficult to find spaces between the huge roots at the base of the tree to make semi-comfortable beds. Friendly produced a very respectable stew which they mopped up with the thick brown bread that seemed to accompany every meal. Colin felt much better after getting some dinner inside him.

Almost immediately after his meal he fell into a drowsy doze, with the conversation around him turning into a comfortable background murmur as his chin began to nod. The sound of the rain pattering on the leaves above was soothing. When Pod came and settled on his feet he didn’t object. It was a bit like having a dog lie across him and it increased the warmth factor in a big way. Before long the quiet conversational buzz of his companions disappeared completely.

Grieve looked over at the cub for a moment. ‘Maybe I should have got a bigger one,’ he mused.

‘Bit late for that now,’ Derry observed. ‘Besides, he seems lively enough.’

‘I’m going to get him back to his dad again,’ Grieve muttered. ‘Just as soon as I get the Shimmer.’

Derry shook her head. ‘Let’s hope so. This is a dangerous thing we’re doing.’

‘No, I owe it to the cub. One way or the other, I’m going to get Colin back home. That’s a promise.’

Derry gave a crooked smile. Promises like that were pretty hard to keep but for once she held her tongue.

When Colin opened his eyes again it was morning and Friendly was still sitting at the campfire, cooking something that smelt delicious. Except that this time it was breakfast.

The troll grinned at him. ‘Sleep well?’

‘Like a log.’ Colin sat up and yawned. Considering he had slept on the ground wrapped in no more than a blanket, he didn’t feel stiff at all. Pod had disappeared off his feet at some stage. Derry and Grieve were breaking camp, folding bedding into their packs. The rain had stopped although it was still overcast.

Grieve glanced at Colin, round black eyes enquiring. ‘Feeling better?’

‘Uh-huh.’ The boy jumped to his feet and began to fold up his own blankets. He didn’t have a pack; his bedding had been lumped in with Friendly’s.

‘Good. We’ll have breakfast now. And then we’ll be on our way.’

It took the better part of the day to reach Tadmartin and Colin found himself vaguely disappointed by the sight of the village. After the peculiar architecture of Grumble, Tadmartin bordered on dull. It was a lot smaller than Grumble and had the look all places get if they happen to reside next to a particularly dubious neighbourhood. Like a pioneer settlement off a cowboy movie, Colin decided, staring around him. The strangest thing about the village was that it was just suddenly there. One minute they had been trudging along the road and he’d been feeling a little cheesed off with the need for all this walking, the next they were bumping into the ramshackle gatehouse that stood at outskirts of the village.

Friendly gave a surprised laugh. ‘Cool! They’ve got a cloaking spell over the place!’

‘I knew it was there,’ Pod observed smugly. ‘You can’t fool a possum with some lame cloaking spell.’ Everybody ignored him.

‘A cloaking spell would have to be the least of their defences. I reckon they need all the help they can get around here,’ Derry muttered. ‘This village sits right on the edge of the Badlands. Nobody in their right mind would want to attract attention to themselves.’

The houses in Tadmartin clustered together, as if eager to hang out in each other’s company. The buildings looked odd, stone on the bottom half, wood on the top, with narrow windows and really well fortified doors. It didn’t take much to figure out they were used to receiving unwelcome company in Tadmartin. There were walkways strung between the rooftops, connecting some of the houses. ‘They say there are tunnels underground as well,’ Derry murmured, as they moved through the streets. ‘And escape routes to the nearest chutes.’ 

Grieve let out a whistle. ‘Night life around here must be murder!’

Derry shrugged. ‘I think that’s the problem.’

The villagers they encountered gave them suspicious looks before putting their heads down and hurrying on with their own business. It was all very different from Grumble.

Grieve led them on, ignoring the inhabitants as they ignored him. ‘We’ll get some grub here and anything else we need by way of provisions. And then we’d best press on.’

‘We should stay here the night,’ Pod said, his bright black eyes darting around. He could smell all sorts of good things to eat, things a hungry possum might find harder to obtain further down the road. ‘Lots of shelter, lots of food.’

‘Lots of opportunity for you to get up to mischief,’ Derry returned dryly. ‘Dream on.’

Pod scowled; his foraging the previous evening on his way to his meeting with the fairies had not been very profitable. The animals he’d met had also painted a very depressing picture of the prospects of food when you’d gone past Tadmartin. Actually, they’d painted a very depressing picture of an animal’s life expectancy as well. Pod was having serious doubts about his participation in the entire venture. It was only the knowledge that the fairies would undoubtedly hunt him down if he didn’t fulfill their expectations that was keeping him around. Having a bunch of psychotic midgets on his tail was the last thing he wanted.

The straggling streets all converged onto the village market, the shops and a rather tatty looking green at the heart of the place. Despite his crash course in the peculiarities of other worlds, Colin couldn’t help but wonder how places like Tadmartin could exist in the same one that he inhabited. Perhaps, he reflected uneasily, they didn’t. Perhaps they existed next to the world he knew. If that were the case then it would explain a lot.

They’d gone to take a look at the forest they were supposed to be travelling through. A very unencouraging looking forest, made up of dark, misshapen trees. All forests have a personality. Some are pleasant, open and welcoming. Some are dense, green and slumberous. This one almost screamed, ‘Go away! Trespassers mauled!’ And beyond that were snow-covered peaks quite visible in the hazy distance, their destination.

The four and a half travellers – nobody thought Pod actually qualified as a full member of the troupe – eyed the forest with varying levels of foreboding.

‘Don’t tell me,’ Friendly winced. ‘To reach Craic Anoo we have to go through that.’

‘We do,’ Derry agreed. She had come this far and further when she had been fulfilling her duties as a tracker and had some idea of what lay ahead. ‘Through that and to the first of the mountains beyond. Craic Anoo lies in that first range of mountains. The Crack is beyond that again.’

‘Oh joy.’ Grieve studied the forest glumly. He was a city troll, built more for stone streets and buildings. ‘Come on,’ he sighed, turning back towards the temporary comfort of civilisation. After taking a look at that forest, he’d decided it would be best to tackle it in the morning. ‘Let’s go eat. We’ve got a few things to purchase and then we’ll find somewhere to stay. I think we could all do with a good night’s sleep.’ His tone seemed to indicate that he doubted that such would be had any time in the near future.

[image: image]

‘But I’m collllddddd . . . !!!’

‘No,’ Bluebell snarled, ‘you’re not! You’re going to have a lovely time in a warm pool of water in the middle of the forest!’

‘I am?’ Ashley said doubtfully. The glamour that had entranced her was slipping a little, possibly due to Bluebell’s foul mood. Another thing the fairy had not anticipated was that spending more than two hours at a stretch with the ghastly little human would prove to be so exhausting. Her search for water the night before had proved futile and the fairies had been forced to make camp with the scent of Ashley up their delicate nasal passages. Two days and a night travelling with the cub had shredded Bluebell’s patience to dangerous levels.

But she still needed the horrible girl and they had a long way to go before they reached Craic Anoo. Bluebell drew a deep breath and pulled herself together. She fought for calm. ‘Yes, beloved child,’ she cooed, exerting herself to reel the little brat firmly into her spell again. ‘This is a beautiful place and you would like nothing more than to dive down into the lovely clear water.’

‘But I had a bath yesterday morning,’ Ashley objected. ‘And I didn’t bring my hair drier or body balm . . . ’

Bluebell curled a lip but didn’t let herself lose control. ‘But this is a special pool, sweet one. This is a mermaid’s pool. If you go beneath the water you will see all the pretty mer-people swimming around.’

This was an out-and-out lie. Every idiot in the four worlds knew that mermaids were so much bunkum but Ashley had once expressed a desire to see one.

The child’s face lit up. ‘Really? Mermaids?’

‘Yes indeed.’ Bluebell could make Ashley see flying elephants if she was so inclined. The cub was as malleable as warm honey.

Ashley stepped into the water cautiously but, as she was once again on a different wavelength to reality, the water really did feel deliciously warm. ‘Go into the water,’ Bluebell urged her firmly. ‘Look beneath it and see all the pretty mermaids.’

The fairies, hovering beneath the foliage around the pool’s banks to escape the rain, watched with satisfaction as the infuriating human they had been forced to ride on for so many hours submerged herself slowly, dunking her head beneath the surface. Never mind that it was drizzling. Never mind that the temperature was a little bit less than balmy. If ever a creature deserved a good wetting it was Ashley Jane Grubb!

Pyro, who had been hovering a careful distance from Bluebell, figured that it might now be safe enough to approach. She was smiling grimly as she watched Ashley wallow. Smiling was good. At least it was most of the time.

‘Do we stop here for the night?’ he inquired tentatively.

Bluebell frowned. She was tired. She was cranky. If they were at home she would have probably found something to kill by now but under the circumstances that wasn’t really an option. She was travelling light. She needed all the personnel she’d brought with her.

‘I suppose so,’ she allowed sourly. ‘There’s plenty of things for us to shelter in. I’ll get the little horror out in a minute and try to dry her off. First light we move again.’

Pyro nodded. It had been a long, hard day. The kind of day that fairies were not used to. He’d never travelled so far in his life. ‘We’d better feed her, don’t you think? We have to use her to get to Craic Anoo. If she doesn’t eat she’ll fall down.’

‘So true. We’ve got to keep the little horror upright.’ Bluebell thought for a moment, then glanced around. ‘Get everyone to look for some slugs and snails. As many as you can find.’

Pyro winced. ‘Slugs and snails? Do they eat them?’

‘No,’ Bluebell admitted, smiling unpleasantly, ‘but she will tonight. Very nutritious, slugs and snails are. And I’ll make her think it’s . . . what’s she always going on about? . . . cream cakes and chocolate!’

Pyro grinned. ‘Oh nice! I’ll get everyone to start looking now.’

Bluebell gave a beatific smile, her eyes fixed on the pool where Ashley was playing happily with imaginary mermaids. ‘Not too much longer, beloved!’ she called out sweetly. ‘We’re preparing a feast for you!’

‘Ooo!’ Ashley replied ecstatically. ‘That’s great! I’m so hungry I could eat absolutely anything!’

‘You just about will be,’ Bluebell muttered.

Slugs and snails . . . Life had to have some compensations, after all . . . 




C H A P T E R   F I F T E E N

A Little Bit of
Nocturnal Nastiness

‘How long will it take us to get through it?’ Friendly demanded of Derry as the small group stood contemplating the forest for the last time before venturing inside.

‘Depends,’ she replied shortly. ‘Last time it took me two days but I’ve heard it can take longer.’

‘People get lost?’ Colin inquired, voice uncertain.

Derry shrugged. ‘I suppose so. Although one of the other trackers I know told me he stuck to the path, didn’t deviate at all. It took him eight days.’

They all fell silent. This did not sound good.

‘Isn’t there another way around?’ Pod demanded. He’d signed on for this job with the view of returning to his goblin state at the end of it, but there wasn’t much point if the end happened to be a horrible – and from his point of view, pointless – death.

‘Certainly there is,’ Derry replied amiably. ‘There’s no reason in the world why we can’t go around it.’

‘Great!’ Pod brightened up immediately. His delight didn’t last.

‘Yes, indeed,’ Derry continued on. ‘All we need to do is go forty or so leagues to the left. Shouldn’t take us more than a week. Or we can always go right. It’s the long way, of course, but I do believe it’s more scenic.’

‘Oh very funny!’ Pod glared at the tracker. ‘I mean, I’m splitting my sides here. I never realised gnomes were such a barrel of laughs!’

‘Big surprise there. Goblins being so observant and all.’

‘Let’s just go,’ Grieve sighed. ‘We could stand here and bicker all day but it isn’t going to get us any further.’

Colin cast a longing look behind him at the small village of Tadmartin. It hadn’t been much but it was a lot more appealing than what lay ahead. The villagers had supplied provisions with a minimum of conversation and a maximum of speed. They were used to the various races coming into the village and stocking up for the journey through the forest; it was one of the reasons the village had sprung up in the first place. But they showed no inclination to talk, even less to chat, and nobody had been left in any doubt that they were about as welcome as a fox in a chicken coop. Colin, as a human, had received a few interested glances but there had been no questions. If Tadmartin had a motto it would have gone something along the lines of ‘Hello, where’s your money, there’s the door’. But maybe in a nice script . . . 

It was obvious that the villagers of Tadmartin regarded those who headed towards the Crack as being not quite right in the head. Colin was beginning to think they might be right.

‘So what’s it called then?’ Colin demanded when they’d been walking for about half an hour. His voice was hushed. Not that there was any particular need to whisper. It’s just that ever since they had entered the forest it seemed like a bad idea to raise his voice.

‘What’s what called?’ Grieve inquired.

‘The forest.’

Grieve gave him that look that trolls seemed to be rather good at giving. A sort of flat, blank look. ‘It’s called a forest, Colin.’

And that was another thing. Trolls took things so literally! ‘I know that! But what’s its name?’

‘It hasn’t got one.’

‘What do you mean it hasn’t got one? What do people call it? And don’t say a forest!’ Colin said hastily. ‘They must call the place something or otherwise nobody would have a clue which forest anybody was talking about.’

Grieve considered this for a moment. ‘They call it that ugly great lump of a forest outside of Tadmartin, I do believe.’

‘Okay.’ Colin shook his head. It made sense, as long as you were looking for the same sort of sense that seemed to apply to everything else he’d encountered since meeting Grieve.

‘Like that forest near Grumble?’ Grieve continued, warming to his theme. ‘Now that’s called . . . ’

‘Let me guess! Could it be . . . the forest near Grumble?’

Grieve grinned. ‘Nope. It’s called Uglum forest actually. Nice spot apart from the fairies. They tend to give a place a bad reputation.’

Colin opened his mouth to speak but then thought the better of it. He looked around him nervously. This forest, no matter what it was called, was unpleasant. Ever since they had walked beneath the first tree they had all felt a creeping sense of unease that had become less creeping – and more of a stomp – the further into it they travelled. The trees loomed around them and were draped with a nasty grey-green lichen that bore an uncomfortable resemblance to cobwebs. Several times Colin had accidentally walked into the trailing strands, only to discover they felt like cobwebs as well, clinging to his skin and hair whenever they came into contact. He was doing his best not to repeat the experience.

Before they’d begun down the path, Derry had invited Pod to take the lead. ‘Off you go then. Start guiding us.’ Reluctantly, Pod had moved forward but he didn’t go too far ahead and he kept glancing around him uneasily, as if he was expecting something unpleasant to happen.

Derry followed close behind him. Like everybody else, she seemed a little subdued. Her eyes were alert and her nose was working double time, trying to pick up trouble before it arrived. There was a path, a cleared trail through the crowding sentinels of dark, misshapen boles. Colin had spent a few moments trying to work out what kind of trees the forest was made up of but the best he could come up with was mutant oaks and elms, which wasn’t a particularly comforting conclusion. Surely, he reasoned, whatever lay on the other side had to be better than this dark, nasty place?

Conversation between the travellers was desultory. The atmosphere simply didn’t encourage idle chit-chat. Since the trees had enveloped them, they all had the feeling that they were not entirely alone. Shadows moved on the edge of their vision, although when they turned their heads to look, there was nothing to be seen.

Grieve hated it. As a thief he liked to have a clearly defined escape route available. Forests were unfamiliar territory. After some hours had passed he trotted up to walk close to Derry. ‘This place is driving me nuts!’

‘Now that must be a short journey!’

The troll ignored this. ‘I keep thinking I can see things. Out of the corner of my eye . . . ’

‘Oh that,’ she shrugged. ‘You can. There’s all sorts of things in a forest this old. Some of them get curious about who is invading their home.’

Grieve swallowed. ‘What sort of things?’

‘They probably don’t have names.’ She glanced at him. ‘Look, troll, we’ve left the Midlands behind and then some. Things aren’t the same here. We’re getting closer to the Wilds with every step we take. Most people would think we’re well and truly in them already! There are creatures living in this forest that we don’t know anything about. Which suits me just fine,’ she added as an afterthought. ‘I don’t really want to know more about them.’

Grieve felt his skin crawling uncomfortably. He couldn’t stop himself from looking at the trees, half expecting who-only-knew-what to emerge. ‘But . . . are they dangerous?’

‘Not if we stick to the path,’ Derry replied, which was not a very comforting answer, all things considered. ‘I recommend not going into the trees for a toilet break.’

‘Right, right . . . ’

They decided to stop in a clearing they came across before dusk. By the look of the circles of charred ashes around the place, this was a popular choice for a campsite.

‘I’ll go find some wood,’ Friendly offered.

‘We’ll all go find some wood. We’ll need a good supply because I want to have a fire burning all night.’ Grieve removed his pack and looked around him. Now that the sun had dropped towards the horizon the shadows were long and had taken on an impenetrable inkiness. ‘And let’s make sure we stick to the edge of the tree line. No going off the cleared ground. Colin, you stay with the packs.’

‘No problem.’ Colin was only too happy to oblige. He suspected that the evening ahead was not going to be as pleasant as their first night out, or even as nice as those two shabby rooms in the seedy Tadmartin inn they’d stayed in the night before. The approach of darkness seemed to increase the general air of unpleasant expectation that had been hanging about like a bad smell all day. Colin had given up looking around sharply when his neck had started to hurt. He knew there were some nasty things out in those trees. Best just to leave it at that and hope they weren’t contemplating adding twelve-year-old boys to their diet.

‘I’ll stay with him,’ Pod offered generously. ‘Let’s face it, I’m not much good at gathering sticks anyway.’

Derry, Friendly and Grieve foraged as far from the trees as possible. Fortunately there was plenty of deadfall wood for a fire and they brought back the armfuls they collected, dumping them in a pile next to Colin and Pod. Friendly had a heart-stopping moment when he reached for a thick stick that was half in the bushes and found it wouldn’t come. Frowning, he tugged harder and it crept towards him, only to jerk back so abruptly that he was almost pulled of his feet.

‘I’d drop it if I were you,’ Derry recommended, having observed this little interchange. ‘This isn’t a good place to make an enemy.’

Friendly released the stick and both he and Derry watched it disappear into the undergrowth, looking like a rather stiff snake in retreat.

Friendly swallowed. ‘Nice!’ He dropped his voice. ‘What do you think was on the other end of that?’

‘Do you really want to know?’

The troll gave it a moment’s thought before deciding that no, he didn’t. ‘This place is seriously unpleasant, Derry.’

‘Hey, you’ll get no arguments here. Go start the fire. I’ll get some more wood.’

An hour later they were sharing a quiet meal, each of them wishing they were somewhere else.

‘All things considered, I think it best we take turns at sentry duty tonight,’ Grieve said as he unrolled his bed and spread it close to the fire. The light from the flickering flames did not reach far enough, as far as he was concerned. He wondered if the limited illumination would prompt whatever was out there to come in for a closer look. ‘That includes you, Pod,’ he added, noticing that the possum was trying to make himself invisible, which was a difficult feat for a large, fat marsupial. ‘You can make sure that the fire stays lit just as well as the rest of us.’

‘Possums need a lot of sleep,’ the creature said defensively. ‘We’re not like you two-leggeds, you know.’

‘Very true. There aren’t a lot of two-leggeds who have been turned into possums,’ Derry agreed. ‘It takes someone really special to lay claim to that.’

Pod decided sourly that the worst thing about having a cute, fuzzy face was that it was hard to convey disgust. It just ended up looking . . . quirky or adorable.

‘Two-hour shifts.’ Grieve glanced at Colin. ‘Except for you. You go to sleep.’

‘That’s not fair! How come he doesn’t have to keep watch?’ Pod demanded shrilly.

‘I need Colin to be well rested for the journey tomorrow. A tired youngling can get into trouble.’

‘What about a tired possum?’ Pod whined. ‘I need to be well rested so I can guide you.’

‘If worse comes to worst we’ll ask directions,’ Grieve replied, eyeing the possum grimly. ‘You, I can do without. Colin is too important to risk. Besides, I promised myself I’d return him to his father in one piece. I don’t recall making any such promises about you.’

This promise business was news to Colin. He had no idea that Grieve had such a firm view on his future but he was awfully glad to hear it, just the same. Being returned to his dad in one piece seemed like the nicest prospect in the world around about now.

Friendly had already shaken out Colin’s bed. He grinned at the boy, a wide troll grin. ‘In you get.’

The boy climbed in gratefully. ‘Thanks, Friendly.’

The troll patted him on the shoulder with a large, leathery hand. ‘No problem. Just relax. We’ll be out of here tomorrow.’

Colin’s eyes were already heavy but he thought he heard Derry mutter, ‘With any luck . . . ’
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Colin lay for some moments, blinking sleepy eyes. He stared up at the darkness above him and sighed, wriggling deeper into the warmth of his bedroll. It took a few moments for it to register that it was far darker than it should have been. When he had fallen asleep the firelight had been bright enough to touch the spreading canopy of leaves above them. Now he could barely see a thing. Frowning, he turned to find that the fire had burned down to a dull red glow.

Colin sat up, thinking that he’d better put another log on before it went out completely. He was leaning forward when something made him look into the darkness. To his horror he saw a pair of evil, yellow eyes that seemed to be hovering in mid-air. They moved at the edge of the faint light and were – most assuredly – coming closer. For a moment Colin refused to believe what he was seeing because it seemed so incredible. Then the eyes blinked. One moment they were looking at him, then they disappeared, then they were there again. Definitely a blink . . . For a hideous moment the boy sat paralysed with fear, tongue cleaving to the roof of his mouth. It wasn’t dissimilar to the feeling he’d had when the wulf had been near.

He rediscovered what his vocal chords were for and let out a bellow. ‘GRIEVE!!!!’

Grieve, along with everybody else, woke up. He snapped into a sitting position like a jack-in-the-box, staring around him wildly. ‘Wha –?’ Without even thinking he mumbled a charm while his fingers moved automatically and light flared around them, illuminating their surroundings.

For a moment Grieve, Friendly, Derry, Colin and Pod all stared at a huge, misshapen creature, the owner of the yellow eyes. It shrank back from the sudden light but its ungainly mass, a small mountain of coarse black fur, was unavoidably there. It looked like a wild boar, but the shape wasn’t quite right. The heavy legs were stuck to the body at strange angles, the long, ugly tusks sprouting out of its mouth twisted and broken. It snarled at them, taking a step back but it didn’t retreat all the way into the darkness.

‘Blimey!’ Grieve shouted and lunged forward to fling a pile of sticks onto the fire. He croaked a combustion spell and the wood flared quickly into life, sparks shooting upwards in a shower of red-gold. Seizing the end of a burning brand, Grieve leapt to his feet and lunged forward, waving the branch at the thing. ‘Shoo! Shoo!’

The creature uttered a low, guttural grunt and backed off, obviously disturbed by the leaping flames or possibly the troll that was dancing frantically in front of it. With a final, feral look at them it turned and trotted away, disappearing back into the trees. The small group of travellers could hear it crashing through the undergrowth.

There was a long, stunned silence. ‘You useless piece of fur!’ Derry hissed at length, glaring at Pod. ‘You let the blasted fire burn down!’

Pod looked both terrified and defensive. ‘I told you,’ he squeaked. ‘Possums need sleep!’

‘They need a good swift kick up the behind,’ Grieve retorted grimly as he fed a couple more sticks onto the fire. They were all staring around them nervously but nothing else appeared to be intent on eating them just at the moment. ‘Lucky Colin woke up or who knows what would have happened.’

‘Possums aren’t designed to be sentries,’ Pod muttered sullenly.

‘You’re not a possum, you brainless dimwit!’ Derry snarled. ‘You’re a flippin’ goblin.’

‘I have the metabolism of a possum,’ Pod sniffed. ‘Same thing, gnome!’

Derry stared at Pod for a long moment, then looked at Grieve. ‘Let me kill him. Please?’

‘Maybe later.’ Grieve climbed to his feet and peered into the shadows. He’d received a very nasty shock and knew that it was unlikely that he would sleep again. The sight of that monstrous creature had shaken him. ‘I’ll take sentry duty until dawn. The rest of you might as well try to get some more sleep.’

But even though they settled down, nobody slept any more that night.

[image: image]

Ashley couldn’t believe how beautiful it all was. The forest, the sky, the soft, balmy breezes that caressed her skin. She lay back on her well-sprung bed of ferns and smiled blissfully up at the starry vault overhead. Bluebell had given her ever such a lovely dinner. She wondered where on earth the fairies had managed to find chocolate and cream cakes once again. Admittedly the chocolate had been a little crunchy – maybe it had been peppermint crisp – but it had been delicious!

She sighed. This was their third night, camping out. Even though she knew that the fairies were anxious to reach this strange place that they’d been talking about, she was enjoying their adulation so much that she was quite happy for the journey to go on forever. It was all so fantastic. Ashley couldn’t wait to show Mindy and Lisa – her best girlfriends – her special companion Bluebell. She happily constructed the scene in her head, imagining her friends’ faces when they heard what she’d been doing. How jealous would they be! How cool would she be! Ashley fell asleep in a state of euphoria.

The fairies were close to exhaustion. They’d never had to maintain a glamour for so long before and creating a continuous wonderland for the horrible Grubb child to travel through was giving them a headache. The only positive thing was that they were making good time. Bluebell was moving Ashley along at a snappy speed, making the cub run for one hour, then walking her for the next, rather like one would pace a horse. Under normal circumstances the girl could not have done it. While she was slender as a gazelle the most exercise she usually got was walking from shop to shop in her quest for the perfect outfit. At school she’d actually failed physical education because sweating was so unattractive and she refused to get all red in the face for anyone. But with the glamour upon her, it was easy. The fairies had the ability to make her think it was all an effortless stroll.

Now they were encamped in the forest and Ashley had begun to snore with the rattling resonance of a chainsaw on full throttle.

‘We’re on track for Craic Anoo,’ Bluebell observed to her followers, who were grouped around her for the fairy equivalent of a team meeting. ‘We should be there well before the alignment,’ she smirked. ‘Not bad, if I do say so myself.’

‘But we’re all so tired!’ one of her acolytes, Rosebud, moaned. ‘And that human is disgusting! I don’t think I’ll ever be able to wash the smell of her off my wings.’

‘Get over it,’ Bluebell advised coldly. ‘We’ve come a long way and are within sight of our objective. It would be a pity if some of us,’ and her pretty blue eyes rested suggestively on Rosebud at this point, ‘lost the plot now. You’ll be able to do whatever you damn well like when you get a grip on the Creation Stone. The benefits will far outweigh whatever tiny little inconveniences you’re going through now so stop being such a baby. We’re doing it for the good of Fairydom, right?’

‘I suppose . . . ’ Rosebud muttered. She caught Pyro’s warning look and blinked. ‘I mean yes, absolutely! Go Fairydom! It’ll be fabulous, I’m sure.’

‘Right. In the meantime, get some rest. We’re two days away from something that is going to completely transform us. The time when our race will rule the other seven.’

Bluebell couldn’t stop a small wiggle of pleasure at the thought of the future. Fairies ruling the worlds . . . how good was that? And she would make sure that she was the one who did most of the ruling. Why leave it in the hands of amateurs?

‘Then can we return to our forest?’ another fairy, Gumleaf, spoke up in a small voice.

‘We can do whatever we like,’ Bluebell said impatiently. ‘We can go wherever we like.’

‘Great.’ Gumleaf sounded relieved. He was happy to follow Bluebell who was, after all, a bit of a visionary – if you liked your visions filled with death and destruction – but he was really a homebody at heart. Most of the time he just liked hanging out with friends, drinking mead and making up rude ditties about other fairies.

Bluebell shook her head. She’d brought the best her kind had to offer and they were still nothing but a bunch of wimps and whiners. It took a special sort of someone to take the reins of power in hand and it pleased her no end that she had no competition. Her eyes rested on Pyro. He was the only one who came close to wielding the same sort of persuasive skills that she did. But she knew Pyro. He was a good second-in-command but he would never be more than that. He simply wasn’t capable of seeing the bigger picture. He thought that unleashing wild magic meant setting bigger fires to burn things. He didn’t understand what could really be achieved.

When their meeting was over, Pyro stayed put so he could have a word. ‘Pod reports that their party is keeping pace with us.’ He pointed out softly, ‘In fact, they’re a little way ahead.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Bluebell said dismissively. ‘I’ve told him to delay them.’

‘And how is he planning on doing that?’

Bluebell shrugged. ‘Who cares, just as long as the revolting ball of fur does as he’s told. Relax, Pyro. Our goal is in sight.’

When he’d gone, Bluebell found a place to settle herself for sleep. Tomorrow was promising to be a big day. Perhaps she could arrange some kind of celebration for her loyal followers? Something to perk them all up, get them in the mood for world domination. She thought back to her last conversation with The Voice. Before she had left for Craic Anoo, she’d been told by The Voice that she should come for some final instructions. Bluebell had crept into the darkness of the small glade one more time.

The glade had become familiar by now but it had still made her twitchy with its reek of old magic. She could feel it permeating the air long before she’d flown beneath the secretive shadow of the trees. She had pushed aside her fears. I’m going to be queen of the world, she had reminded herself with just a smidgin of terror. What have I got to worry about?

The Voice had spoken to her immediately.

‘Welcome, Child of the Woods. I have been waiting for you.’ The words that were everywhere, and yet nowhere in particular, had surrounded her.

‘Well I’m here, just as you asked,’ Bluebell announced. ‘Now then . . . what do I need to know?’

There had come a pause. ‘We have worked together for this journey, O Queen of the Air. Craic Anoo beckons and with it, the opportunity to fulfill your destiny. You will rule this world. And I . . . ’

Bluebell had sucked in a breath. Here it was! She’d known all along the old fool wanted something! In Bluebell’s experience nothing came for free in this world. At least, nothing she wanted, anyway. ‘Yes?’

‘Do you know who I am, Bluebell, daughter of Snowdrop?’

‘N-oo.’ Bluebell had ideas but ideas weren’t facts. She preferred to believe that The Voice was a sweet, harmless benefactor who had her own best interests at heart. It was just so much . . . nicer that way.

‘I am one of the first in this, or indeed any, of the worlds.’

The fairy had thought about this for a moment. Then she’d thought about it a bit more but The Voice’s meaning hadn’t exactly slapped her in the face. There was, of course, one possible explanation but it was just too weird. ‘Which would make you . . . ?’

‘Do you not know me? I am the last who survives of the Ulural.’

Overhead, the sky had darkened. As soon as that . . . word was said the atmosphere had become thicker and a chill wind had began to blow. She had gasped, flying upwards to make a quick exit, suddenly anxious to get away as quickly as her wings could take her except something – some power – had held her fast. ‘Don’t say that!’ Bluebell had begged. She’d never heard the word before and yet she had known exactly what it meant. Ulural was the name that had once belonged to the Nameless Ones. And even in a forest many leagues from Craic Anoo and the Crack, the very air had recognised it. ‘You’re not supposed to say that name!’ 

‘Why do you worry, O Queen of the Air? Am I not helping you to attain your heart’s desire? Ulural is my name and the name of my people. Who better to speak it than me?’

Bluebell had paused. It made sense. It also made her skin crawl. She wasn’t much of a one for working situations through. She’d known all along that the voice that spoke to her in the dell meant serious consequences somewhere down the track. She had merely hoped that they wouldn’t come down on her. ‘I s’pose so. But . . . I mean, the . . . the first race haven’t been around for a long time. I don’t understand . . . ’ Really, she didn’t want to understand. She just wanted to rule the world. Was that so much to ask?

‘Listen to me, Bluebell. When you wield the Creation Stone the power of the earth and the sky will be with you. With that power you will be able to unlock the very fabric of the universe. Do you understand what that means?’

‘I’m going to be big?’ Bluebell had said hopefully.

‘You will be whatever you wish. You will hold sway over the other seven races and they will yield to your kind in all things.’

Now they were talking! ‘Excellent!’ the tiny fairy had breathed.

‘But you must do one thing when the time is upon you,’ The Voice had continued.

Bluebell had hesitated. ‘Such as?’

‘You must place your body on the Warding Rune. Do you know what that is?’

Bluebell had frowned. ‘Sorry, no.’

‘It is a large stone that rests beside a pool at Craic Anoo. You will not be able to mistake it.’

‘If you say so. So I get the Shimmer and stand on a rock and then it all happens, yes? I get to be Queen of everything?’

‘That is correct.’

Bluebell had hesitated. ‘What does happen, exactly? I mean is there going to be thunder and lightning or a rainbow appearing in the sky or something?’

‘Listen, and I will tell you. When the time of the conjunction is upon you, you will be in contact with the rune which will awaken the Creation Stone and unlock its power.’

Bluebell had considered this. By that time she’d more or less recovered from her shock encounter with the remaining member of a race she had thought extinct. ‘Could you just run me through the steps?’ There was one aspect of things that had really been troubling Bluebell. It was the bit where she would actually have to lay a dainty hand upon the Shimmer. A part of her – a very nervous part – was more than a little convinced she’d get incinerated.

‘It is quite simple. At the moment of the conjunction – and you will know that moment for the sky will darken – you must step onto Warding Rune and be in contact with the Creation Stone.’

‘Shimmer and Warding Rune. Got it. And then?’

‘Once you stand upon the rune and touch the Creation Stone you will become the conduit between air and earth and the power within the stone itself.’

‘And I won’t get burnt?’

‘No, my child. When the conjunction occurs you will be perfectly safe.’

‘Excellent! Well thanks for going through it with me.’

By that time Bluebell had been eager to be away. The Voice had delayed her for a little longer, however, giving instructions on pathways and directions. At the end of their meeting she had flown away, confident that she would succeed. And while it had been a bit of a shock to discover just who she’d been talking to for the past few weeks, it had obviously been nothing to worry about. So what if he was one of the Nameless Ones? He must have long since realised that they’d had their time.

‘I appreciate your help,’ Bluebell had said as she fluttered up into the air. ‘Trust me, I won’t forget those who supported me. I mean, really. Stop by anytime.’

It didn’t occur to her that in her haste to bring about her elevation to all-powerful being she had forgotten to ask the Ulural what it was he wanted.

Yes, Bluebell decided as she settled herself for sleep, with her insider information she was sure that everything would go just as she planned. ‘Nearly there,’ she murmured and wondered if The Voice knew how close she was. Somehow, she rather thought he did.




C H A P T E R   S I X T E E N

Why You Should Always
Stick to the Path in an
Enchanted Forest

Colin had fallen back around the curve of the path because, no matter how difficult the circumstances, he still couldn’t get used to going to the toilet in front of other people. Especially when they were Other People. Rather disconcertingly, Pod had followed him.

‘Uh . . . hello.’

‘What are you doing?’ Pod demanded, bright eyes inquisitive.

Colin gave the possum a look. ‘Three guesses. And if you don’t get it in one, you’ve been a possum for way too long. Would you mind? I’d like a bit of privacy.’

Pod obligingly turned the other way so that Colin was presented with a view of his marvellously bushy tail. While Colin was occupied, Pod wandered towards the edge of the trail. The foliage was particularly dense here, with clumps of thick bushes that grew large, shiny green leaves in abundance. Beyond them the sombre trunks of the forest trees rose up, their canopy of leaves so thick that they created a perpetual twilight on the ground. The possum stuck his nose between the lowest branches, sniffing loudly.

‘What are you doing?’ Colin demanded, having finished what he came for. ‘Don’t go off the edge of the path!’

‘But something smells good . . . ’

Pod pushed his head a little further into the dark mass of leaves. Colin walked towards him nervously. The others were waiting for him just ahead and he really didn’t want to hang around. As usual, he had that ever-persistent feeling that he was being watched. At least being on the move and in the company of the others made him feel less paranoid.

‘Come on! They’ll be wondering where we are!’

‘Hang on, hang on . . . ’ By this time Pod’s fat, grey body had disappeared into the bushes completely. There was a loud rustling noise and then Pod gave a high-pitched squeal of alarm. ‘Oooo . . . lemme go! Lemme go! Colin . . . help!!!’

Colin stared at the bushes in horror. It was obvious that something had snatched hold of Pod. He cast a desperate look up the path, wondering if he should fetch his companions. But how could he leave Pod? With a small groan, Colin dropped to his knees and stuck his head cautiously through the last spot that he’d seen the possum. It was even dimmer in among the dense foliage but he could just make out Pod’s furry bum, a couple of metres ahead. He couldn’t see what had taken hold of him but if he could just reach forward . . . 

Crawling in between the dense leaves – and scraping his cheek on the shaggy roughness of a twisting branch

– Colin aimed directly for the bit of Pod that he could still see. His fingertips almost brushed the sable-tipped end of the tail before the possum squealed again and moved forward. Twisting his head, Colin tried to see what had the possum in its grip but the bushes were so thick he could see nothing but leaves and twigs and wood . . . and a rapidly disappearing Pod!

Desperately, Colin opened his mouth and bellowed at the top of his voice while scuttling awkwardly on hands and knees. ‘Grieve! Derry! Friendly! Help us!’

The denseness of the bushes seemed to muffle his cry and he bit his lip as he tried to stay focused on Pod, moving as quickly as he could. Leaving the path had been a terrible idea; he knew it with every atom of his being. But what was he supposed to do? Something had snatched Pod and – as he was the only one around – he’d had no choice but to try and help the furry fool.

His mad scramble forward was kicking up the debris of forest floor, and he squinted painfully, his eye watering when some leaf litter flicked up into it. Colin paused, dabbing at the watery edge with his sleeve. It was only for a moment, just long enough to remove a large piece of grit, but when he looked ahead again Pod had disappeared completely. Colin lay very still, listening for the scuffling and the whining sounds that had accompanied the possum’s unruly capture but all he heard was the forest. It sounded dense and impenetrable and . . . ominous. ‘Pod?’ Colin called, hating the fact that his voice sounded so feeble. ‘Pod, where did you go?’

There was no response and the boy’s heart thumped with fear. Pod had gone. He hadn’t been quick enough to catch hold of him. What was he going to tell the others? He wriggled forward a couple more metres and suddenly emerged from the thick cluster of bushes. Before him were tall, ancient trees and the leaf-strewn forest floor. The shadows seemed to stretch away in every direction, shifting and moving in the uncertain light. Colin climbed cautiously to his feet and strained his eyes looking for the absent Pod, but the fat marsupial was nowhere to be seen. ‘Well . . . ’ the boy muttered, ‘that sucks!’

He turned back to the bushes. He knew he wasn’t far from the path. All he had to do was climb back into them and crawl the opposite way that he’d just come. The path couldn’t be more than fifty metres away. Dropping back onto his hands and knees, Colin re-entered the dark tunnel of leaves.
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‘Where is he?’ Derry demanded.

‘I don’t know! He said he was going off for a quick pee,’ Grieve snapped. He scanned the empty path which remained stubbornly empty of a small human cub. Which only left the forest. ‘Why under the four skies would he go in there?’ Grieve muttered anxiously, eyeing the dark shapes of the malignant trees.

Derry was sniffing, her nose close to the ground. ‘If he’s in there, we’ll find him,’ she told the two nervous trolls. ‘His scent . . . ’ she sniffed deeply and scowled, ‘and that stupid possum’s, are very fresh.’

‘Pod was with him?’ Friendly asked in surprise.

‘Yup.’ Derry shared a look with Grieve. ‘How are we going to do this? You know, if we go in there, we might have quite a job finding this path again.’

Grieve glanced up at the tiny thread of grey that was the distant sky above, visible through the overhanging branches. It felt like it was coming up to morning tea time. He’d been hoping to move as quickly as possible today but the delay was unavoidable. ‘We haven’t got a choice. We need Colin. And even if we didn’t,’ he added flatly, ‘I still wouldn’t leave him in there.’

‘Maybe Pod went to help him,’ Friendly suggested.

‘And maybe the sun’s going to rise in the west tomorrow,’ Derry replied tartly. ‘The only creature that useless goblin is likely to help is himself.’ She checked the straps on her pack, settling it more comfortably. ‘Under different circumstances I’d suggest going in there by myself, but as this forest makes a habit of losing people and there’s no guarantee I’d find you again, I think it better if we all stick together.’

‘Agreed.’ Grieve chewed his lip anxiously. Colin’s disappearance into the forest was very bad news. ‘Is his trail fresh enough to sniff out?’

‘It’s only been twenty minutes. Shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Okay then. Let’s not leave the cub in there any longer than we have to.’
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How could he be lost? Colin could have sworn he’d followed the exact same route that he’d taken when he’d headed after Pod. Head down, bum up, he’d scrambled back through the bushes, confidently expecting to emerge at the same point that he’d gone in.

It hadn’t happened. When he had emerged, after an unaccountably long time, he’d found that he’d reached the same place he’d come out the first time. Repeating the exercise saw the same thing occur not once but three times. It was time to face facts. Somehow this ruddy forest was muddling him up and turning him around and he was lost.

‘Don’t panic!’ he muttered, sitting on a fallen, decaying tree trunk. ‘They’re going to come looking for you. You know they are! And Derry is a tracker so it stands to reason that they’re going to find you. Just stay right where you are and make it easy for them . . . ’

It was a sensible thought but Colin felt his muscles twitching, as if they were raring to break into a run at any given moment. Maybe they knew something that he didn’t; perhaps staying still was a bad idea because it made you a sitting target.

He looked around nervously. Derry had told him that people had become lost in this forest forever, unable to find a path or an end to it. Grieve had told her off for putting the wind up him and Colin couldn’t help but think of it now. It would be awful to be lost in among these dismal trees forever, struggling to find a way out while the forest turned you around again and again. What would he eat? He glanced down at the tree trunk he was sitting on. There were clumps of pale, evil looking fungus clinging to the edges of the rotting wood and he shuddered. Ugh! Who would have ever thought that he’d find himself longing for his dad’s under-cooked spaghetti!

He sat there for perhaps ten minutes, unable to rid himself of an increasing sense of unease. He was sure he’d seen dark shapes moving in the shadows beneath the trees a little way to his right. He strained to see but there was nothing solid to look at, just a darkness that seemed to be moving closer, coming nearer. When a voice spoke Colin nearly tumbled off the tree trunk in shock.

‘I s’pose you’d be lost, then?’

Colin looked around him wildly but couldn’t see who the voice belonged to. There was nobody there. It spoke again, impatiently.

‘Down here, b’gum!’

Down . . . ? Colin looked down and found himself staring at a small – a very small! – man. His jaw dropped in astonishment. The man could have been no more than thirty centimetres tall with a full, bushy brown beard and a single eyebrow that ran bristling across deep-set dark eyes that glittered up at Colin maliciously. This odd apparition was dressed in browns and greens and he carried a soft pouch over his shoulder. Colin realised that his mouth was open and closed it with a snap. ‘Uh . . . hello?’ It was a feeble effort but his brain was still catching up with what his eyes were telling him.

‘Like I wuz a’saying . . . I s’pose you’d be lost?’

‘Lost? Oh! Yes . . . that’s right. I’m lost.’ The only good thing about his experiences of the past few days, the boy reflected, was that his recovery rate upon seeing the unexpected had increased enormously.

The man folded his arms and tilted his head a little. ‘And is you a’thinking that setting yourself down here all the day is going to get you unlost?’

‘No. I’m waiting for my friends to find me. If I start wandering around the place then it’s going to take them heaps longer.’ Colin paused. He was enormously curious about this little man and wondered if it would be polite to ask questions. ‘Excuse me, if you don’t mind me asking, are you . . . what are you?’

The man gave him a grim smile. ‘A pixie I am, yessum. My name is Esselazbuttalial.’ Seeing that Colin’s jaw was in danger of falling down again, the pixie added, ‘Call me Essel, biggun cub. It’ll save some breath.’

‘Essel,’ Colin repeated with relief. Now that he had gotten over his initial shock, he was delighted with the company. He glanced across at the trees beneath which he’d been so sure that something dreadful was lurking. There was nothing there now and he turned his eyes to the little man gratefully. His knowledge of pixies was as sketchy as his knowledge of every other magical creature he’d met so far but he had a vague recollection that pixies were supposed to be nice. It occurred to Colin that as the pixie man lived in the forest then perhaps he could act as a guide back to the path. ‘I’m Colin. Pleased to meet you.’

‘It’s not safe for a cub such as yourself to be wandering in this here wood,’ Essel commented. ‘There’s bad things that live around abouts, yessum.’

Colin nodded. ‘I know. I didn’t mean to leave the path but . . . you haven’t seen a large grey possum anywhere, have you?’

‘No,’ Essel returned in his deep, flat voice which seemed surprisingly big for one so small. ‘But if it came in here there’s a goodly chance it won’t be leaving again.’

Colin winced. Poor Pod . . . It seemed as if he’d never get to return to his goblin form now. ‘I was wondering if you could lead me back to the path? Please?’

Essel seemed to consider him for a long moment before giving a slow, thoughtful nod. ‘Why not?’ he agreed amiably. ‘You could be waiting here a long time for your friends, yessum and so you could. Follow along with me, cub. I’ll show you where to go.’
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‘I would have thought we’d have found him by now,’ Grieve murmured to his brother. They’d been in the forest for nearly an hour and that was far too long. Derry was having no trouble picking up fresh human scent but it seemed to be leading them on a wild goose chase through the trees.

Friendly nodded unhappily. He found the heavy gloom they’d encountered away from the path to be totally nerve-wracking but at least he was with Grieve and Derry. He could only imagine how scared Colin must be.

Derry paused again, her frustration perfectly obvious. ‘Oh this is ridiculous!’ she snarled. ‘I keep feeling that the cub should be right ahead of us but he never is! It’s driving my olfactory senses nuts.’

Grieve looked around him frowningly. This place was playing tricks on them, he just knew it. They all kept starting nervously at the sound of branches and twigs snapping in the distance, as if something large was moving not far off. ‘What’s confusing you?’ he asked Derry softly.

She hesitated. ‘It’s like there’s a puzzlement spell on the cub’s scent.’

‘What would happen if you closed your eyes?’ Grieve was keeping his voice down, worried that something might be able to overhear them. Perhaps the forest itself . . . 

‘I’d run into something?’ the gnome replied acidly.

‘Not if I guide you. Close your eyes and focus on Colin’s scent. Don’t let anything else distract you. Here . . . take my hand.’

Derry stared at Grieve’s leathery hand for a moment then put her own into it with a grimace. ‘Mention to anyone that we held hands and I’m going to cut you into cubes and pan fry you in hot sauce. Got it?’

‘As usual, you make yourself crystal clear.’

Derry began again and this time it was better. Whatever had confounded her with her eyes open didn’t work with her eyes closed and soon they were moving with more confidence, going as fast as they could because they all felt an increasing sense of urgency. Grieve scanned the ground ahead, wary of traps that would delay them even further, and wondered how long it would take to find Colin. And if they would escape this wretched forest before another night had fallen.
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Colin had followed the pixie, so relieved to have found a guide that his feet almost danced as they tried not to step on the little man ahead of him. He’d followed him without any thought as to the creature’s trustworthiness, lulled by the relatively normal appearance of the man. At least he’s not interested in eating me, Colin had reflected happily. Which made a nice change. 

In retrospect, Colin had to admit that lack of caution had definitely backfired on him. He’d been taking only a cursory interest in his surroundings, trusting the pixie to lead him, which was how he’d walked smack dab into the net that had been laid so cunningly across the forest floor, its fine network of fibrous vines concealed by the scatter of fallen leaves. One minute Colin had been walking on solid earth, the next he was lifted off his feet with breathless speed, the net closing around him with a swiftness that left his head spinning. It all happened so quickly that Colin was still coming to grips with events when he began swinging in the air. He pushed the hair out of his eyes and looked towards the ground in bewilderment, the slow pendulum swing of the trap he had walked into making everything tilt first this way, then that.

When he could finally focus, his fingers gripping the net to steady himself, he saw something that made his heart beat a great deal faster. Essel was standing on a rock, peering up at him. But he was no longer alone. Around him, emerging from behind tree trunks and rocks, were more pixies, lots more pixies, all dressed like Essel. ‘Hey!’ Colin called down indignantly. ‘What do you think you’re doing? Get me down from here!’

‘Oh we will, human, yessum we will,’ Essel replied. ‘For you’re certainly of no use to us up there, b’gum!’

‘Well . . . great.’ Colin paused. It struck him that just maybe he’d been a little bit too trusting. ‘What did you trap me for anyway?’

Essel laughed. It wasn’t a very jolly noise. ‘Tis the easiest way of keeping you still, biggun. And now we’re going to be putting you to sleep for a time.’

Colin swallowed. ‘Why would you want to do that?’

‘Easier to move a biggun iffen they be asleep.’ Essel and his companions were pulling out small blowpipes from their belts and delving into the pouches on their shoulders from which they extracted tiny little darts.

‘Hang on! Just where do you want to take me?’ Colin demanded, eyeing the darts nervously. They were so small. Could they really put him to sleep? ‘And why?’

‘To our village, cub. We’re inviting you to a meal.’

‘A . . . a meal?’ Colin repeated with growing anxiety.

‘Yessum! You’re invited to a meal.’ Essel was grinning up at him evilly, displaying an unpleasant number of pointed teeth all of a sudden. ‘And you can’t be refusing us. Indeed, we won’t be taking no for an answer. Because you see, young biggun, you’re to be the main course!’

Colin closed his eyes in despair. It seemed he’d been wrong about the pixies. He’d been about as wrong as he could get. Like almost everybody else he’d met in this strange country, he’d found yet another lot who wanted to eat him, after all.
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Derry, Grieve and Friendly studied the scene before them grimly.

‘How many of them, do you think?’ Derry murmured.

‘Thirty or more, by the look of it.’ Grieve had been silently cursing ever since they’d stumbled across the crowd of pixies minutes before. He looked at Colin, swinging lazily in a net above his vicious little captors, all of which were preparing to take aim. There wasn’t a lot of time to think about strategies. Slipping the knife out of its sheath at the back of his belt, he drew a deep breath. ‘Here’s the deal. You two go and blast them with whatever spells you can think of. Fire, wind, water . . . I don’t care, just raise as much pandemonium as you can. I’ll get Colin down.’

‘Got it,’ Friendly agreed, while Derry nodded.

All three slipped out from behind the tree trunk that had been hiding them. They moved forward silently, wanting to be as close as possible. Already Friendly and Derry were weaving spells beneath their breath and with their fingers, preparing to launch their first volley.

Derry loosed a wind spell and the air was suddenly stirred into life. It grew slowly but steadily so that in moments it had gone from a light breeze to a stiff gale. The pixies began to stare around them in a confusion that only increased when Friendly hurled his water spell. It took the shape of rapidly forming balls of moisture that expanded into large spheres. They rolled and spun lazily in the air, blue-grey blobs that burst when they reached the size of beach balls, dumping a drenching onto the pixies.

The pixies, catching sight of Derry and Friendly, gave a shout of rage. ‘Aiyee! Looka there! Tis bigguns! Get ’um!’ Immediately, tiny darts began to fly towards Friendly and Derry but the pixies were finding it hard to aim when they were being buffeted by the sudden wind or half drowned in Friendly’s exploding spheres. Meanwhile, Grieve had nimbly scaled the tree and, as surefooted as a cat, was padding along the branch and sliding down the rope to the net.

‘All right then, Colin?’

‘Grieve!’ Colin gasped, turning a white face to look at the troll. ‘I am so glad to see you!’

‘Yeah, well let’s save the cheering until later. We need to get out of here.’ And he began to saw at the supple, twisted vines that the net was made of. Fortunately his knife was sharp. It took less than a minute to open up the top of the net, although he was careful not to let it fall. Helping Colin up to the branch, he sawed the rope through fully, letting the net drop onto the infuriated pixies below which further increased the general mayhem. From there it was a mad scramble down the trunk onto the ground. Taking to their heels, all four fled, leaving a damp, furious band of pixies behind them.
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It took them another hour to regain the path and they only found it because Derry refused to allow her eyes to befuddle her again and closed them tight. Colin stuck as close to his companions as possible.

‘They were going to eat me!’ he said disbelievingly, ‘I mean . . . honestly! What is it with this world, anyway?’

‘Pixies are nasty little horrors, all right,’ Friendly agreed sympathetically. ‘They’re related in some way to fairies, you know.’

‘Big surprise there!’ Grieve muttered.

They regained the path with an enormous sense of relief but Colin looked behind him sadly. ‘Pod’s still in there. I couldn’t find him.’

‘You shouldn’t have followed him at all,’ Grieve said, then, seeing Colin’s downcast face, he patted his shoulder.

‘But you did a good thing, trying to save the little twerp.’

‘He’ll be back,’ Derry predicted glumly. ‘The Pods of this world are survivors.’

They began walking again, moving quickly, anxious to be gone. And wondering how much more forest still lay between them and the open air.




C H A P T E R   S E V E N T E E N

Beyond the Forest
 (THINGS AREN’T MUCH BETTER)

‘Are we there yet?’
 
‘If you ask me that one more time I’m going to break one of your arms, Friendly,’ Derry replied pleasantly. ‘We’re there when we’re there, okay?’

‘But you’ve been through here before.’

Friendly never wanted to see another forest. He hated the way the leaves blotted out most of the sky above, crowding out the light while pressing down on him. He was well and truly over the all-pervading darkness beneath the trees. Those trees could have gone on forever or for no more than twenty feet. There was no way of knowing. He was also feeling claustrophobic, which was an unusual thing for a troll as they were usually comfortable in enclosed places.

‘Can’t you remember any landmarks?’ Friendly asked.

‘No. I can’t remember any landmarks. It’s been three years since I came this way and I wasn’t out for a pleasant stroll at the time. I was tracking a bond breaker and moving like greased lightning. And what kind of landmark would there be in a flippin’ forest, anyway? Interestingly shaped tree trunks? Leaves with a personality?’

Friendly was silent for a couple of moments. ‘Yes, but do you think we’re nearly there yet? I mean, do you sense it?’

‘Shut up!’

The afternoon was wearing on and the truth was that everybody’s nerves were frayed. Their brief foray with the pixies had left them all shaken and they were desperate to get out of the trees. There was still no sign of Pod – it seemed increasingly possible that he’d met his end in the forest, a fact that disturbed Colin more than his companions.

Grieve found himself wondering if they were going around in circles. The scenery never seemed to change; it was the same dark brown trunks, the same grey-green leaves and same stupid strands of lichen. Occasionally the path was broken up by the presence of a rock but that was about as exciting as it got.

Like everybody else, Grieve had forced himself to stop peering off into the mysterious shadows beneath the trees. It wasn’t good for his mental health. He was so tired that all he wanted to do was lie down, tuck his pack under his head and have a nice long kip. If his current surroundings had been more inviting that’s exactly what he would have done.

‘What can we expect to see on the other side of this?’ he asked Derry. Maybe it would do them all good to have something else to think about.

‘We come out about three kilometres from the mountains.’ She sounded far from happy with the prospect. ‘And eager as you all are to leave this forest, believe me, it’s not much of an improvement.’

‘It’s dangerous?’

Derry gave a snort of laughter. ‘Well let’s see now . . . it’s home to ogres, dragons, serpents, spiders, taurs and some of the most unpleasant jinns that ever drew breath. What do you reckon?’

Colin’s eyes had gone saucer-wide. ‘What’s a jinn?’

‘Ugly little demons with nasty manners. Not the kind of creature you’d ever invite to dinner.’

This did not sound promising. Craic Anoo definitely sounded like one of those places parents warn you not to stray into. He still had a morbid desire to know more, however, and he was intrigued by one thing in particular. ‘Are there really such things as dragons?’

‘Yep.’

‘The flying-through-the-air kind?’

‘Is there another kind?’

Colin didn’t have a clue. His entire knowledge of dragons had been gleaned from the Young Readers’ Guide to Fairytale Creatures which an aunt had given him – it had very cool pictures of dragons, in full colour, that were very realistic looking – years ago. ‘Do they honestly shoot flames out of their mouths?’

‘Out of each end, actually. As my old dad used to say, “Never get a whiff of a dragon’s fart.” Although getting close to either end would be a mistake, if you ask me. Dragons love a barbeque.’

Colin swallowed. He was amazed that Derry could sound so casual about it all. ‘And the other stuff? The spiders don’t sound so bad . . . ?’

‘They’re about seven feet across and have fangs the size of pogo sticks.’

‘Oh.’ Colin blew out a breath. ‘What was the other one you said? A . . . a taur?’

‘Oh, now they’re really nasty . . . ’ Derry began, only to be cut short by Grieve.

‘Knock it off! You’ll be scaring the cub senseless.’ Not to mention the rest of them. Grieve had heard about all the creatures that she’d mentioned but he’d been spending quality time in blocking out the possibility that he might soon be meeting any of them. Raising the subject had obviously been a big mistake.

‘Give me a break, troll!’ the gnome sounded aggrieved. ‘He’s going to find out about them sooner or later.’

‘Yeah, well later is plenty soon enough. Let’s just keep going, okay? So far we haven’t come across another clearing and setting up camp on this track isn’t exactly appealing.’

They all strode on in silence. Colin had been thinking about his dad, wondering if he’d woken up yet. If he had he would surely be curious as to where his son was. He pondered – briefly – how long it might take them to save the world so that he could go home but gave up speculating about it almost immediately. World saving was just one of those things you couldn’t really put a time frame on.

An hour later Pod reappeared, bounding out of the forest with hysterical speed, his fur in fluffy disarray and his black eyes wide. The small party of travellers stopped and regarded him with varying emotions.

‘You see?’ Derry said in disgust. ‘I told you he’d survive!’

Colin was delighted. ‘I thought you were dead! I saw something drag you off. Well, that is to say, I didn’t actually see anything but . . . ’

‘It was horrible!’ Pod shuddered dramatically. ‘I nearly died!’

‘But apparently you didn’t,’ Grieve observed. ‘What happened?’

‘This . . . this thing grabbed hold of me. It was huge! And ugly! It was soooo ugly!’

‘Yes, but what happened?’ Grieve repeated. ‘How did you escape?’

‘Sheer cunning.’ Pod was absently licking at his fur, trying to smooth it down. Bits of twig and leaves were sticking out of it at peculiar angles. ‘It was taking me somewhere – probably to its lair – and I pretended to be unconscious. You know . . . I let myself go all limp. I was hoping it would relax its grip a bit so I could wriggle free. Then something attacked it and . . . well, actually, while they were fighting I ran off.’

‘Hmm.’ Grieve regarded the possum for a moment. ‘I suppose if I mention the stupidity of going off the path in the first place . . . ?’

‘I’ll never go off it again!’ Pod assured them fervently and he meant every word. While his plan to lure the cub into the forest had worked a treat he hadn’t banked on the consequences. It had been a good plan; no, it had been a great plan and it should have delayed the others, possibly indefinitely. What he hadn’t counted on was the ruddy great beast that had seized hold of him while he was scampering away from the place he’d left Colin. His escape had been exactly as he’d described. He’d managed to find Grieve and the others only after hours of searching and sniffing. Next time he came up with a cunning plan, he reflected grimly, he’d make sure he was well out of the area. 

‘I’ve had a terrible time and I’m very tired. Anybody want to carry me?’ Pod looked from one to the other with big, hopeful eyes.

‘No.’ Grieve’s voice carried an unmistakable note of finality. They continued on.

Two hours later, they ran out of forest. Initially, the only one who was aware of the fact was Derry who had been watching where she was going. The rest of them had been staring gloomily at their feet, wondering if their next meal would be in the near future or if they would be the next meal for something in the near future. As a result of this sad introspection the sudden stop caused Grieve to run into Derry, Colin to run into Grieve, while Friendly brought up the rear with a heavy tread causing them all to sway precariously. Pod, with a possum’s nimbleness, managed not to get sandwiched by stepping smartly to one side.

‘Ooof! Would you lot watch where you’re going?’ Derry demanded irritably.

‘We’re here!’ Friendly said incredulously, staring at the sparsely treed landscape before him. ‘At last. We’re out of the forest! Yessss!!!’

‘Settle down, fish brain.’ Derry was scanning the terrain, tensely sniffing the wind. ‘And keep your voice down!’

Colin moved in front of the two trolls, who had a habit of blocking out the light with the broadness of their bodies. He stared at the vista before him. It really wasn’t worth all the attention it was getting. The path emerged into a flat tract of land that was interspersed with scrubby vegetation. It was wild terrain, covered with rocks that graduated to boulders of all shapes and sizes. This was an alien landscape, nothing like the countryside back home. Colin made a face. ‘Back home’ was technically only a few days behind him but it seemed they had crossed more than kilometres in their journey.

Evening was falling and the sunset stained the ground red. It reminded them all – unpleasantly – of blood.

‘Can you smell anything?’ Grieve demanded of Derry, after a moment.

‘All sorts of things. Most of them nasty. We’d better get a move on and find somewhere relatively safe to make camp for the night. There’s no point in going on in the darkness.’

‘All right,’ Grieve agreed. ‘But we’ll have to make an early start. According to legend, the convergence happens tomorrow.’

‘At four o’clock,’ Friendly reminded them helpfully.

They moved with cautious speed, leaving the cover of the trees. A light wind was blowing and it brought the scent of smoke, along with a curiously metallic tang. ‘We can’t be far from a nest of dragons,’ Derry murmured. ‘Probably up in those crags to the north. Good thing it is sunset. They’re half blind at this time of day because their eyes can’t adjust. Of course they’re deadly in daylight or full darkness.’

‘Okay, people, let’s make it happen!’ Grieve hissed. ‘Double time on the footwork!’

Like crabs scuttling towards the safety of the ocean, they scurried forward towards an outcrop of boulders. They crouched in the overhang while Derry turned this way and that, scenting the wind with a delicate nose.

‘There’s ogres over to the north but the scent isn’t that strong so I’m guessing they’ve either passed this way or their caves are quite a distance off.’ She turned her head the other way and winced. ‘I hate the stink of dragons! I mean . . . what a pong! Let’s not go that way. I reckon our best bet is to the north.’

It seemed like a reasonable suggestion. They set off, heading for cover wherever they could find it. This worked fine until they came to rest beside some bushes. As they sat panting, catching their breath, they heard a rustling noise somewhere behind them. Each of them froze. A moment later a giant, wedge-shaped head pushed through the scrubby foliage, slipping sinuously over the ground with fluid, inhuman grace. A silver-green body, the diameter of an ogre’s upper arm, followed the head. It was extraordinarily beautiful, the iridescent skin gleaming, a pattern of dark emerald diamonds running down its back.

There was a horrified pause as five pairs of eyes stared at the serpent. It froze, realising that it wasn’t alone. With terrifying slowness, it turned its head and fixed its beady black eyes on Colin, who was the closest. The boy stared back. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. He thought it was possible his heart had stopped in shocked sympathy with his brain. I’m never going to see my dad again, he thought sadly. I’m never going to sit on the couch and watch footy and eat really bad pasta again. And I miss my mum!

Suddenly Pod gave a high-pitched squeal. His hypersensitive possum senses had hit overload. Leaping to his four feet, he shot off like a furry grey missile, squeaking pitiably. The serpent, startled, reacted instinctively by slithering after the fleeing marsupial with awe-inspiring speed. For a moment the group beneath the bushes sat frozen with shock. Grieve was the first to move. Seizing Colin, he ran in the opposite direction to the one Pod had taken, with Friendly and Derry hot on his heels.

‘What about Pod?’ Friendly huffed.

‘If anyone can get away from that thing it’s him.’ Grieve was heading towards a rocky outcrop that was about two hundred metres away. Never had two hundred metres seemed so far. ‘Let’s just focus on saving ourselves.’

The outcrop was a sizeable one; massive boulders were piled on top of one another, as if a giant had dropped them carelessly after he’d finished playing an industrial-sized game of marbles. With Grieve pulling and Friendly pushing Colin, they scrambled upwards, finally coming to rest in a snug crevice about ten metres off the ground. All four pushed as far back into it as they could manage, trying to get the stone to give a little.

They lay for long moment, catching their breath while their eyes searched for signs of pursuit but the landscape was empty. It was hard to see any distance – the light was failing fast now – but even the troll’s long-sighted eyes could pick up no sign of Pod or the serpent.

‘I hope it didn’t get him,’ Colin whispered. He was grateful. The possum had saved him through an heroic act of cowardice.

‘It didn’t,’ Derry said with complete confidence. ‘I think Pod has already demonstrated his ability to survive. Trust me, that goblin is going to hang around like a bad smell, turning up at the most inopportune times. He’ll be back.’

[image: image]

They decided to make camp where they were. It wasn’t exactly comfortable but nobody wanted to venture down to the ground again unless there was a really good reason. Derry vetoed the idea of a fire. ‘Too dangerous to look for wood. Besides, it would only act as a beacon for anything that’s around down there. Or up there,’ she added, jerking her chin up towards the sky.

Instead they ate cold rations and bedded down as well as they could on the uncomfortable rock. They dozed off and on but couldn’t get down to having a really good sleep even though they were all exhausted. This irritated the two trolls no end. They were the kind of creatures that could usually sleep anywhere, especially in times of stress. And now, when stress was practically kicking the door in, they were too tense to do more than nap for fifteen minutes at a time. It was, Friendly realised wearily, because there was a definite atmosphere about the place. A nasty, uneasy kind of atmosphere. As if something was waiting for them to make a move. As if something was sitting patiently, biding its moment until they dropped their guard then . . . BAM!!! It would spring at them, rending them limb from li – . . . Friendly decided – quite quickly – to stop thinking along these lines. Much more of it and he’d fall off the rock in a quivering heap or run screaming into the darkness like Pod had.

It should have come as no surprise that there would be a nasty vibe around. Friendly wasn’t as well versed in world lore as some but even he knew that any place in the vicinity of the Crack was a dangerous place to be.

Several hours before dawn Pod rejoined them, his sudden arrival scaring the pants off everybody but Derry and Colin. Derry had been able to smell his approach for at least ten minutes before he got there and Colin was nicely oblivious, being the only one who had been able to fall into a proper sleep, aided by a gently persuasive spell from Grieve.

The possum flopped exhaustedly onto the ledge and glared at them.

‘That was the pits!’

‘Yet here you are again,’ Derry observed, without a smidgin of sympathy. ‘All things considered, you’ve been rather lucky today. You just keep surviving.’

Pod bared sharp, shiny teeth. ‘Yeah, well no thanks to any of you.’

‘True.’ Grieve sat up and rubbed his aching back. ‘But we knew you had the equipment necessary to escape.’

Pod preened a little. Despite the last seven extremely uncomfortable hours of dodging, running and hiding, all things he did particularly well, it was actually nice to think his companions’ opinion of him had risen a little. ‘So . . . guess I showed you I’m not so hopeless after all, eh?’

‘No . . . it’s more I have this little theory,’ Grieve yawned. ‘It runs along the lines of if the worlds ended tomorrow there would be two survivors. You and the cockroaches. And you’d be shoving the cockroaches out of whatever dark hole you’d found to crawl into.’

Pod gave a snort of disgust. Turning around several times, muttering to himself all the while, he settled down to sleep. Grieve looked at the furry bundle for a moment then shook his head. From the beginning he hadn’t been too confident about the inclusion of the goblin/possum in this venture and had wondered if he’d live to regret it. The incident with Colin in the forest had demonstrated that he might have good reason for his doubts. But it was too late now, of course. Even if Grieve was hard-hearted enough to send Pod off by himself – and he knew perfectly well he wasn’t – it was possible that the little brute might come in handy at some stage. Possible, just not likely.

As soon as dawn began to streak the sky Grieve had them up and packing their poor excuse for a camp. They had a long way to go before four o’clock and who only knew what they would have to overcome along the way. On his job with the militia his old dad had created the ‘difficulty meter’, his own, personal indicator of how hard a job was. The harder the job, the greater the rating. Grieve suspected that if he was using his dad’s meter on their current situation, the previous evening would have hovered between ‘a tad nasty’ and ‘sodding awful’. In fact, the nearer they grew to Craic Anoo, the more difficult things would become. Bad things were to be expected. Probably by the bagful.

They breakfasted on dried seeds and fruit and a handful of cold meal. A wary survey of the landscape showed them a distant group of lumbering ogres to the north. It was a large group, maybe ten or more. For a few moments they nervously watched the slow-moving figures.

‘Too far away for them to smell us,’ Derry decided. ‘The wind’s in the wrong direction as well. Let’s go.’

They climbed down from their eyrie and set off towards the mountains, heading east. ‘If we’re quick we should be able to reach some kind of cover before full daylight,’ Derry observed briskly, setting a good pace. ‘Dragons aren’t any fonder of dawn than they are of dusk and their favourite place to hunt is out in the open.’

‘A good time to be moving then,’ Friendly observed, swinging his pack into place.

‘Yes and no,’ the gnome replied reflectively. ‘There’s plenty of other things that do like to hunt at dawn.’

‘You’re such a little mother’s comforter,’ Grieve growled. ‘Honestly, you’re in the wrong profession, Derry. You should take up motivational speaking or something.’

Derry shrugged. ‘Hey, you’re motivated to walk faster aren’t you? What’s the problem?  Don’t you want to know what we might run into out here?’

‘No,’ he assured her earnestly. ‘Actually, I don’t. I’d much prefer not to know what was eating me until the event was actually inevitable. So do me a favour. Lie to me, okay?’

Despite Derry’s dire observations, they made good time, fear lending their feet wings. The air was cold but they warmed up quickly enough with their brisk half trot, heading upwards all the time as they moved into the foothills. At that pace it wasn’t long before they began the climb upwards, following the steep path into increasingly mountainous terrain.

By mid-morning they had progressed halfway up the mountain. Colin paused for a moment to ease the muscles that were burning like fire down the length of his legs. He peered down at the plain below. The forest spread out into the distance, looking like a dark, malevolent growth on the land. The view was rather good, actually, and he wouldn’t have minded taking a break to enjoy it. There had been few enough things to enjoy since embarking on this unexpected adventure. Once again he found himself wondering how his dad was doing.

‘You all right then?’ Friendly asked, coming up behind him.

‘Yeah. Just catching my breath.’

‘Take a look over there,’ Friendly suggested, pointing with the sturdy stick he’d been using as a staff. ‘See anything?’

The boy peered in the direction the troll was pointing and gave a soft gasp. Against the blue backdrop of the sky he could see two shapes flying. They were long and sinuous and even from this distance he could see the huge, serpentine heads and the long tails that whipped around behind them. They were an incredible sight, giant wings beating the air as they twirled and soared, both of them swooping with incredible speed towards the ground, only to bank sharply to the right or left as they rose again into the sky. Colin strained his eyes and saw long gouts of orange fire streaming out of their reptilian mouths, almost invisible from this distance.

‘Dragons!’ he whispered. ‘Un-be-lievable!’

‘Yeah, well let’s not hang about all day admiring the sights.’ Derry spoke from above them, tone sharp. ‘The best place to see a dragon is in the distance. They might look good from here but it’s wise to remember that we’re just fodder to them.’

After another hour of walking, the path wound into a narrow seam that cut through the stone. The red rock of the mountain rose up on either side so sharply that the way ahead lay in shadow, cut off from the sunlight. Grieve paused, peering into the narrow opening dubiously. Pod bounced up behind him, then paused as well, standing up on his hind legs to sniff the air.

‘Uh-oh,’ he murmured, immediately backing behind the troll’s solid legs. ‘Hate to tell you, sunshine, but there’s something bad in there!’

Grieve already suspected as much. ‘What is it?’

‘Hungry!’ the possum chittered unhappily. ‘Let’s find another way up. Or better still, let’s go back down again.’

By this time the rest of the group had caught up. They all peered into the daunting seam of rock. Derry shook her head. ‘There is no other way around,’ she told them grimly. ‘This is the way I came last time. We have to go through.’

‘But there’s something in there!’ Pod moaned.

‘True. Unfortunately we don’t have any options. Not if we want to go on.’

There was a long pause. ‘I’ll go first,’ Grieve sighed. Reaching around, he pulled his knife free of its leather sheath. Colin looked at it hopefully.

‘That’s an excellent knife.’

‘It’d be even more excellent if he knew how to use it,’ Friendly observed sadly with a shake of the head.

‘Shut it,’ his brother advised. ‘And let’s get a move on.’

As soon as they set foot in the shadow of the rock they felt a chill run through them. They moved cautiously, straining their eyes in the sudden gloom. The pathway led onwards and upwards but the way was narrow, no more than a couple of metres across. Colin craned his neck to look up at the towering walls of rock. They grew steeper the further they went and he was horribly conscious that if there was anything in there with them, they had nowhere to go but back.

For a time nothing happened. But as they moved deeper into the narrow mountain seam they began to hear things. Occasionally there came the sound of scraping, as if something were climbing across the sheer stone walls, and several times showers of scree pattered down around them. Each time, the group of travellers would stop and peer up, trying to see what was above them but rewarded with nothing more than an unnerving blur of movement that disappeared as soon as they tried to focus on it.

‘This is terrible!’ Friendly muttered. ‘I feel like something is going to drop on my head at any moment!’

‘Just keep moving,’ his brother replied, although he felt exactly the same. There was something in here with them, keeping pace with them as they walked. He was hoping it would be put off by their number. Five was a lot of opponents to tackle.

Derry was ahead of Colin. It was obvious she kept catching a whiff of something because her head turned this way and that and she was quivering like an overstrung bow string. ‘Do you know what it is?’ Colin whispered.

‘No! Yes . . . Maybe!’ Derry drew a deep breath. ‘Trust me, it’s not anything we want to meet, okay?’

Where the trail narrowed to no more than a metre across they came to a small pile of . . . something. It was rounded and, in the dim light of the pass, looked a sickly mustard colour. There was a faint sheen across it so that it gleamed dully. They all paused to stare at the mound.

‘What do you reckon that is?’ Friendly demanded.

‘It’s refuse,’ Derry swallowed.

Grieve was frowning down at the small mass. ‘That’s poo? What kind of creature takes a dump like . . . ’

‘You don’t want to know!’ the gnome hissed. ‘Let’s move it, people!’

But they hadn’t gone more than a hundred metres before there came the sound of nails scraping across stone again. It was much louder now and they all stopped, eyes straining to see through the gloom as they stared upwards. Something was moving with astonishing speed across the rock face. Colin blinked, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. It looked a bit like an enormous lizard except that its body was a lustrous black and seemed to be covered with a hard carapace. It was quite long and undulated as it moved, like black liquid, so fast that it appeared to ooze across the rock. The head wasn’t at all like a lizard’s, however. It was broad and bony, with two horns sprouting out of a thick ridge that ran across its skull.

‘Oh no!’ Grieve breathed.

‘Is that what I think it is?’ Friendly demanded.

‘If you’re thinking a taur, then you’re spot on the noggin,’ Grieve groaned. ‘This is not what we needed!’

The taur flowed down the wall, dropping down so that the pathway ahead was effectively blocked. It raised its head and regarded them from beady eyes that were set into the bony ridge that ran across its wide face. When it opened its jaws wide they could see the inside of its very large mouth and they all flinched.

Pod was so terrified he’d scaled Friendly and was busy insinuating himself down the troll’s top. Friendly barely noticed. He was too busy staring at the taur, his black eyes round with horror.

‘Grieve?’ he whispered. ‘Do you have a plan? Please tell me you have a plan!’

The only really appealing plan that came to mind was one where they all retreated rapidly backwards but Grieve didn’t think the taur would be in favour of that. It had the look of a creature that had just discovered its next meal. Between them, they didn’t have enough magic to deal with a taur. Kneeling down, he hastily scrambled through his pack, searching for something that might come to their aid. His fingers found a round bundle and, pulling it upwards, he regarded the small bag that had worked its way to the bottom.

Derry glanced at him quickly. ‘What’s in that?’

‘A bunch of Fiery Fizzers.’

‘Fiery whats?’ Colin demanded, his eyes never leaving the beast before them.

‘They’re firecrackers,’ Grieve explained. ‘I must have left them in there from Elderry Hornset’s coming of age celebration last month.’ He paused, considering both the firecrackers and the knife. It wasn’t much to slay a creature like the taur. Dropping the firecrackers, he grasped the knife more firmly. ‘Right,’ he said, taking a deep breath. The taur seemed to be waiting for them to do something. How polite was that? ‘Here we go.’

‘Hang on!’ Derry sounded startled. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m going to distract it. While I’m doing that, you run past it. Keep running – don’t wait for me.’

All of them peered towards the taur which was taking up most of the available space. ‘That’s nuts!’ Derry objected, voicing what Friendly and Colin were pretty much thinking. ‘That thing’s going to take you apart piece by piece.’

‘Look, it’s as good as it’s going to get,’ Grieve snapped, exasperated. ‘Just get ready to run because we’re not going to get many opportunities here.’

Grieve approached the creature, looking for the right place to attack. There didn’t seem to be a right place. The taur was impressively built, with any suitable areas to stab either armour-plated or inaccessible. He considered the creature’s head, wondering if his feet could find purchase enough to scale it. If he could just get to an eye . . . 

Then the unexpected happened. Despite the fact that Grieve was still a good distance away, the taur opened its mouth wide once more and flicked out its tongue. It was enormously long and yellow and it wrapped itself around Grieve in an instant. Suddenly he was being pulled towards the creature’s mouth. Grieve, dragged across the ground sideways, stabbed his knife into the stone floor to try to stop himself from being pulled towards destruction but while the knife scored the surface of the rock it only slowed him down. 

Colin drew a deep breath. Almost without thinking, he lunged and grabbed Friendly’s staff, sprinting forward. He reached the creature’s mouth moments before Grieve and pushed the sturdy piece of spruce between the gaping jaws so that the creature couldn’t close them. The stick bent beneath the pressure when the taur tried to close its jaws but spruce is hard and the wood held.

‘Take the knife!’ Grieve wheezed. ‘Cut its tongue!’

Colin grabbed the knife and stabbed it into the disgusting yellow tongue, trying to saw it through but it was surprisingly tough. The taur made a hideous noise at Colin’s assault and tried to shuffle forward but it was unable to move freely because the path was so narrow. Colin continued to hack away, desperately trying to free Grieve. The taur kept trying to retract its tongue and the troll’s head kept smacking against the wood propping the jaws open.

‘Keep going . . . oof! . . . don’t stop . . . ow! . . . you’re doing great . . . ouch! . . . ’

Suddenly Friendly was beside them. In his hand was the entire bundle of Fiery Fizzers whose wicks were blazing. ‘Hold tight! Heartburn coming up!’ He hurled the firecrackers directly into the taur’s mouth, lobbing them as far back into the throat as he could. There was a short pause, then they exploded with a highly satisfying BOOM and Colin and Friendly – and Grieve’s luckless head – were all splattered with bits and pieces of the taur’s tongue and spittle. Its tongue suddenly went slack and Friendly hastily unwrapped his brother, dragging him to his feet.

‘You okay?’

‘Yes!’ Grieve sputtered. ‘Let’s just get out of here!’

The four of them – Pod was still hitching a ride in Friendly’s underclothing – grabbed their packs and ran, squeezing painfully past the taur’s stubby legs. The creature was thrashing around, its head swinging from side to side. Grieve had no idea if it would survive and, quite frankly, he didn’t care. He was coated in a nasty residue from that ghastly yellow tongue and the knowledge that he’d been seconds away from being an appetiser made him a little short on sympathy.

They didn’t stop running until the taur was long behind them. When they finally stopped they were gasping from their exertions.

‘Are we all okay then?’ Grieve demanded, looking around.

‘All right, yeah,’ Colin huffed.

Derry blew out a breath. ‘Where’s Pod?’

Friendly pulled his shirt out of his trousers to reveal the terrified marsupial that was clinging to him for dear life. ‘Are we safe?’ he demanded, dark eyes rolling anxiously.

‘Uh-huh.’ Friendly poked the beast. ‘You can get down now.’

‘Do I have to?’

‘Yes, Pod. You have to.’

Grieve looked at Colin and grinned. ‘You know, Colin Bundle, for a cub who isn’t a hero, that was a pretty heroic thing you just did back there.’

Colin blushed. ‘Ah . . . thanks. But I didn’t really think about it.’

Derry smiled at him saying, ‘I think you’ll find lots of heroic acts are based on people not really thinking about them.’

Colin felt a mixture of pleasure and embarrassment. It was nice having the approval of his fellow travelling companions but he felt like a fake, just the same. He really hadn’t thought about his actions and he suspected that if he had then he would have been too scared to do anything. But it was awfully nice to bask in their approval. It was awfully nice to belong.

They began walking once again. Drawing closer to Craic Anoo.




C H A P T E R   E I G H T E E N

Murderous Plants, a Thrilling
Pursuit & a Very Big Bang

When Grieve and the others emerged from the narrow pass, they were only a couple of kilometres from Craic Anoo. They had come out close to the summit of the mountain and now began to descend again. Here the environment was very different. No longer were they surrounded by red stone. The area wasn’t forested, but it gradually transformed into a lush green valley.

A small stream chattered quietly nearby, the water appearing out of the rock further up the mountain. Tall, silver-trunked trees stood around and the undergrowth didn’t have the harsh, stunted appearance of the plants on the plain on the other side but instead were green and healthy looking.

It should have been beautiful and it was, on the surface. But it was a beauty that made them all uneasy because it was so unnatural. Otherworldly, and somehow alien. Grieve knew instinctively that this place was not good for trolls, gnomes and humans. It probably wasn’t even good for bizarre creatures like Pod. This place, he knew, was a predator. He had the urge to back away. Except there was nothing to back away to. 

Derry was also looking uneasy. Even though they had a clear view of their surroundings there was a definite sense of some unseen danger. It was in the very air and brought the hairs on the back of their necks up. ‘This is as far as I went, last time,’ Derry murmured. ‘I found my bond breaker here.’

‘Too scared to go on, hey?’ Grieve observed without surprise.

Derry nodded. ‘He was a mad dwarf who had some idea of reaching the lands beyond the Crack. For some reason he thought he had family there. You know dwarves. According to them they’ve got family everywhere. But he couldn’t bring himself to continue on from here. Actually, he seemed awfully glad to see me.’

‘I’ll bet.’

They were all staring at the way ahead. There was a path, a narrow trail through the undergrowth. ‘Well?’ Grieve demanded, looking at Pod. ‘Is that the way to Craic Anoo?’

‘Why are you asking me?’ Pod demanded.

‘Because apparently, you’ve been here before,’ Grieve retorted. ‘Remember?’

‘Oh. That,’ Pod shrugged. ‘It was a long time ago. Sorry, but I can’t recall the exact direction. So . . . let’s just go home!’

‘You really are the most useless object,’ Grieve grimaced. ‘I’m guessing Craic Anoo lies beyond this path.’

‘Any particular reason why?’ Derry enquired.

‘Because it’s the direction I least want to go in.’

If they saw anything that looked in anyway threatening – and this applied to anything from an aggressive sparrow to a hostile insect – Grieve decided they would run. It wasn’t the best plan in the world but under the circumstances it was about all that he could come up with. ‘We’d better be getting on. Colin?’

The boy cleared his throat nervously. ‘Yes, Grieve?’

‘Stick close to us. Okay?’

‘Like glue to paper!’ Colin assured him fervently.

They’d walked for no more than ten minutes when it happened. The trouble they had been anticipating ever since they had entered into the leafy silence of the glade. The ground was carpeted with thick green foliage, stretching out on either side of them. They had to pass through about a hundred metres of it. There was a sudden sound, like wind shaking the leaves in the trees. Except that there was no wind. Derry paused and glanced over her shoulder. ‘Uh . . . Grieve?’

Grieve was about to reply when he saw the ground moving. Or, more accurately, he saw the ground cover beside the path move. It rippled and undulated as if it were waking up. Grieve squinted at the green mass and saw that it wasn’t ground cover, it was vines. Thick, ropey vines covered with leaves. And they were heading towards them . . . 

‘The ground!’ he yelled. ‘I mean . . . the plants! Watch out!’

Immediately Pod scampered ahead, disappearing rapidly.

There was a bellow from behind Grieve. He span around to see Friendly fall, his ankle snared by a tendril of the far too animated plant life. Grieve lunged forward. ‘Run!’ he told Derry and Colin, before reaching down to grab his brother beneath the arms. He pulled and felt Friendly’s body stretch out like an elastic band.

‘Get it off get it off get it off!!!’ Friendly begged. ‘It hurts!’

It didn’t take Grieve long to realise that the only thing they were going to get if he continued to play tug-of-war with Friendly was several pieces of troll. He had to think of something else. Glancing down, he saw Friendly’s face scrunched up with pain. Grieve let go and began to weave a fire charm. He felt vines shifting around his feet and danced up and down madly, not letting them get a hold on him. Building the charm, he flung it with as much accuracy as he could manage at the vine. It was difficult as he didn’t want to burn his brother. The released charm exploded several centimetres next to the plant and it shuddered, obviously not liking the heat one little bit.

Grieve didn’t hesitate but created another immediately. It took three bursts of the magical flame before the vine released its grip on Friendly’s leg. From further up the path where it was clear of the vines, Derry had also joined in and small blossoms of fire were appearing all over the place. The proximity of the fire seemed to be alarming the rest of the plants because suddenly they were shying away from the area around the two trolls. Grieve dragged Friendly to his feet. ‘You okay?’

‘I think so . . . ’

Suddenly Friendly gave a yelp. Looking down, Grieve saw a vine had come from the opposite side of the path and was once again beginning to wrap itself around his brother’s other leg.

‘Stand still while I fry it!’

Friendly was desperately trying to pry the vine off his leg. ‘These things are the pits! Why are they picking on me?’ he gasped. ‘Ooo, Grieve! It feels really awful!’

‘It’s about to feel really hot,’ Grieve replied grimly and worked another quick charm. It was true; the vines did seem to have it in for Friendly. Enormous white flowers were growing off their thick, swollen lengths and with the sudden burst of fire they seemed to secrete a sickly scent into the air. It made Grieve’s head spin but he didn’t hesitate, building another charm, then another until the vine was blackened in several places from direct hits. Seizing Friendly’s arm, he kicked at the plant. Reluctantly, it released its grip.

‘Come on!’ Grieve wheezed, but instead of running, Friendly slid to the ground, his eyes closing. Grieve stared at his brother for a moment before muttering a curse. Bending, he grabbed both of Friendly’s arms and dragged him as quickly as he could. The vines seemed to be confused by Grieve’s attack. They were thrashing and flailing around, seemingly without direction.

Grieve didn’t stop, staggering along at a crouching run until they were beside Derry and Colin. Derry was flinging small flames at anything within reach. ‘What wrong with him?’ she demanded, glancing down at the insensate troll.

Grieve didn’t reply. His head felt funny, his thoughts all over the place, an overwhelming sense of sleepiness threatening to overwhelm him. The feeling didn’t last for long; after a few moments his head began to clear. He bent over his brother, slapping Friendly’s cheeks lightly. ‘Oi! C’mon, mate . . . wake up!’

But Friendly didn’t wake up. He lay perfectly still and no matter what Grieve did, it seemed he would stay that way.

‘It was the scent of those flowers,’ Grieve groaned, sitting back on his heels after five unsuccessful minutes of trying to wake Friendly up. ‘It must act like a knockout spray or something.’

‘Nice! They knock you out, tie you up and drag you off.’ Derry shook her head. ‘What are we going to do now?’

‘What can we do?’ Grieve growled. ‘We can’t hang around here. We’re going to have to carry him.’
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The fairies hadn’t had to brave the pass or the patch of vicious vines. Using paths that The Voice had spoken of, Bluebell had neatly avoided some of the trickier areas, thus allowing the oblivious Ashley to survive the journey. The downside of this was that they were more or less the same distance away from Craic Anoo as Grieve and his group and they didn’t have the input of the treacherous Pod to fill them in. Since the forest, communication between the fairies and their furry spy had been cut off.

Ashley’s body was tired but her brain was unaware of the fact. She still thought that she was having a marvellous adventure. Bluebell had begun to push her harder, aware that they were running out of time.

It wasn’t until Ashley stumbled on a rock and twisted her ankle that she really began to take in her surroundings, the sudden pain abruptly jerking her out of her reverie. She sat on the ground, nursing her throbbing limb and began to cry. Bluebell and Pyro flew out of the pockets they’d been hitching a ride in and regarded her impatiently.

‘Come along, cub!’ Pyro snapped. ‘Get up.’

‘I c-c-can’t!’ Ashley wailed. ‘My ankle hurts. Ooooww . . . I want my mum!’

Bluebell and Pyro exchanged glances. This was not on the agenda. Bluebell ground her teeth, wiggled her wings and made with her sweetest smile. ‘Come now, my darling!’ she cooed. ‘Is it very bad? Let Bluebell soothe it with some fairy magic.’

Ashley blinked, momentarily distracted. Her ankle wasn’t too bad – it was just a mild sprain, really – but she had gone through her entire life blowing anything from a paper cut to a skinned knee into epic proportions. Ashley’s philosophy was simple; why suffer alone when you can make the world suffer with you? ‘Fairy m-magic?’

‘Of course, my precious. Come, Peaseblossom . . . let us soothe our lovely child’s pain.’

Pyro blinked, momentarily disconcerted by this bizarre reference to the Grubb cub but he caught on quick. Suppressing a sigh, he joined with Bluebell in tightening the bonds of their enchantment over the horrible little wretch. After a minute, Ashley smiled. ‘The pain’s gone away!’

‘Of course it has,’ Bluebell smiled, a little tightly. The focus needed to keep this ghastly creature under control was truly exhausting. All of her band were nearing the end of their abilities. Thank the sunlight they were nearly at Craic Anoo! She glanced up at the sky anxiously. There had been a definite change in the atmosphere in the last half an hour. It was almost as if the air itself was thickening, the blue vault above them deepening until the sky appeared shaded with purple. It gave their surroundings a most peculiar tinge. ‘Come along, precious. We are very near the end of our journey and then we shall celebrate, just as I promised.’ 

‘And I can have anything I like?’ Ashley demanded eagerly.

‘Anything!’ Bluebell agreed savagely. ‘Trust me, beloved . . . you will never forget your time at Craic Anoo!’

[image: image]

‘Is he heavy?’

‘Of course he’s heavy!’ Grieve gave the gnome an incredulous look. ‘Does he look malnourished?’

‘Can’t say that he does, actually,’ Derry admitted, casting her eyes over Friendly’s solid form. ‘I’ve rarely seen a better-fed troll. I’d be happy to carry him for a little while if you like.’

‘No!’ Grieve said shortly, and tried not to grind his teeth. Derry had been offering to carry Friendly for the past half an hour but Grieve was having none of it. It was his fault that Friendly was in his current state. He was going to bear the burden even if his legs ended up three centimetres shorter as a consequence.

Derry shook her head, half admiring, half exasperated. ‘Talk about stubborn!’

‘Put a shoe in it!’

They were drawing close to their destination and as yet Friendly had shown no signs of waking from his plant-induced sleep. His breathing was regular and slow and his colour good but he was completely out to it. Grieve had lugged him for two kilometres (none of them flat) and his back was killing him. Pod was still missing from when the vines had made their surprise attack and had not been seen since. No one was particularly surprised.

‘Has anyone noticed that things are changing?’ Colin demanded, peering around him.

‘Yeah,’ Derry nodded. ‘We’re getting close to the conjunction, I guess.’

‘What time is it?’ Grieve demanded, too intent on putting one foot in front of the other to look up at the sky.

Derry peered at the sun. ‘We’ve got about a half hour before four o’clock. We’d better move it along. It would be a pity if we were late.’

Colin made a face. His anxiety was growing with every step he took towards Craic Anoo. Not only was he worried about Friendly but they were drawing closer and closer to what he privately thought of as High Noon – even if it did happen to be at four o’clock. The showdown between two gunslingers – himself and some other, no doubt tougher, human – battling it out for the Shimmer.

He cleared his throat. ‘Grieve?’

‘Yes, Colin?’

‘What am I supposed to do when I get there?’

‘It’s a simple plan,’ Grieve assured him.

‘It’d have to be if you thought it up,’ Derry commented.

The troll ignored her. ‘Find the Shimmer, grab it and leave.’

Put like that, it sounded almost easy. Derry and Colin shared a look. ‘Relax!’ the gnome assured him gently. ‘You’ll be fine.’

Colin knew neither of them believed it but it was a nice thing to say, anyway.
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The countryside had changed once again. They had walked – or, in Grieve’s case, staggered – out of the green glade that had contained the disgruntled plant life, moving up a gentle slope as they headed towards Craic Anoo. It wasn’t far now. Grieve had been dreading another attack of some kind, but although there was a sense of tension building in the air, nothing else had appeared. The closer it grew to the time of the conjunction, the more perilous everything felt.

Colin peered ahead. In the distance lay the final mountain range and the Crack, or so Derry had told him. Colin had imagined anything in close proximity to the place would be a great deal more wild and desolate. Instead it was extraordinarily serene, intense in its green beauty. Everything . . . trees, bushes, grass, the sky itself appeared just as it did back in Grumble only more so. It almost hurt to look at it. The narrow incline they had been scaling flattened out as they passed through surrounding hills. Suddenly the vista opened up to a wide expanse of glorious valley.

They all paused for a moment, contemplating their first sight of Craic Anoo.

‘Whoa!’ Derry murmured. ‘That’s amazing.’

‘But it’s so beautiful,’ Colin breathed.

Grieve was unimpressed. ‘Pretty faces can hide black hearts,’ he grunted, changing his grip on Friendly. ‘This might look like paradise but try to remember that it’s probably going to have a shot at killing us.’

The sky overhead was changing again. It was as if storm clouds were amassing and yet there wasn’t a cloud to be seen. It seemed to flicker, the blue shot through with silver, an eerie, silent kind of lightning.

They stopped to stare at it. Abruptly, Derry stiffened. ‘Hold on . . . there’s somebody up ahead!’

They all paused, staring down the path. It wound around small hillocks, never keeping to any one direction and now they could all see the solitary figure that had emerged from the curve of a bend. From a distance it was difficult to make out anything about the creature, except that it was small. Derry reached around for her backpack and rummaged inside, pulling out a spyglass and raising it to her eye. ‘It’s a cub!’ she said incredulously. ‘A human cub!’

Colin’s eyes widened. A human cub? ‘Here! Let me have a look!’

Silently, Derry passed him the spyglass and he peered through it. ‘Well I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!’ he said after a moment, incredulous.

‘What?’ Derry and Grieve demanded in unison.

Colin continued to stare at the solitary figure. Could he be wrong? Surely not . . . he recognised that top, that backpack, the ponytail of fair hair. ‘It’s . . . No, that’s totally unbelievable!’

‘Co-lin!’ Grieve snapped. ‘Tell me what you see!’

‘Not what I see.’ Colin turned to stare at them, his expression incredulous. ‘More like who! That’s Ashley Jane Grubb down there, that is. I can’t believe it!’

‘You know her?’ Derry enquired.

‘I sure do. She’s . . . ’ Words failed him for a moment. To think that his school nemesis was the one the fairies had chosen to carry the Shimmer. He shook his head. ‘And to think I was worried about the human I’d have to face,’ he observed bitterly.

‘This could be good.’ Grieve had placed his brother down so he could take the spyglass and was peering at the small figure in the distance. ‘If she’s your friend then she’ll be willing to help us.’

‘She’s not my friend,’ Colin replied firmly. ‘Ashley is popular. I don’t usually get to share the same oxygen as her.’

Grieve dropped the glass to look at Derry. ‘I suppose it makes sense the fairies would take a child. They can be awfully gullible.’

‘Hey!’ Colin said indignantly. ‘I’m not gullible!’

‘Present company excepted,’ Grieve allowed. He glanced at the sky. ‘Not long now. We’d best be getting a move on.’

‘Better than that!’ Colin objected. ‘Now that I know who I’m up against let’s just catch her up, take the Shimmer and go home.’ He looked from one to the other of his companions. ‘Now that’s what I call a plan!’

‘You won’t have any trouble tackling this girl cub?’ Derry was peering through the spyglass again.

‘Ashley Jane Grubb? You’ve got to be kidding!’

Colin was dancing eagerly from one foot to another. The prospect of taking the Shimmer off stuck-up Ashley was making him light-headed. He thought he’d be taking on a six foot three thug who was shaped like a tank and, while he was up for it, he’d had serious doubts about his ability to win. But now . . . now it looked like they’d be heading for home come morning! ‘C’mon! Let’s go get her!’

‘We’ll have to move really fast,’ Derry said, looking pointedly at the recumbent Friendly.

‘Let’s find somewhere to put him then,’ Grieve agreed reluctantly. ‘Looks like we’re going to have to run.’
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Ashley was moving more slowly now, despite the fairies’ admonitions about her lack of pace. ‘Come along, precious!’ Bluebell snarled sweetly. The electricity in the air was raising goosebumps on their skin. In the distance the fairies could see the pool that The Voice had told them of, and the vague shape of a large, flat stone next to it. The Warding Rune. ‘We’re very nearly there.’

‘I’m hurrying,’ Ashley whined. ‘But my ankle still feels funny . . . ’

When Pod suddenly popped out of the long grass, Ashley gave a small squeal and faltered. The possum ignored her. ‘I’d shift it if I were you lot!’ he panted. ‘They’re coming up behind you fast!’

Bluebell and Pyro immediately flew upwards and were dismayed to see the unmistakable figures of a troll, a gnome and a human cub bounding up the hill towards them. Bluebell fluttered down to Ashley and perched on her shoulder. ‘Hurry, precious! Bad people are coming. They want the Shimmer!’

Ashley turned and stared up the path she had just come down. She caught sight of the three figures moving quickly and gasped. ‘What are they going to do?’

‘Nothing if we can get to that stone before them!’ Bluebell replied sharply. ‘Come, Ashley Jane Grubb. You must not let them catch us. They will hurt us. They will hurt you! Take me to the stone and I will protect you from them.’

Ashley gave a small sob of terror. Suddenly her adventure had stopped being fun. She turned and began to run, heading for the stone.
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Colin, Derry and Grieve were gasping for breath but they’d closed the distance. A weird kind of twilight had fallen, the sky above them a roiling mass of rainbow colours. The atmosphere felt thick and viscous; it was like running through salt water and they struggled against the invisible resistance that was the air itself.

‘Are we . . . going to . . . make it?’ Colin gulped.

‘Don’t talk!’ Derry puffed, ‘Just run!’
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The Warding Rune was closer. It loomed ahead of them, clearly visible because there appeared to be some kind of pyrotechnic display happening around it. Ashley was in a bad way but fear of whatever it was that lay behind her kept her moving, staggering on with Bluebell’s voice in her ear, urging her to go faster, faster, they were nearly there!

Beside them Pod bounded, keeping pace. He had readily betrayed his companions, terrified that he would miss out on his promised reward. He had to stick close to the fairies! It was the only way he was ever going to say hello to his goblin body again.

‘Take the Shimmer out!’ Bluebell instructed sharply. ‘We must be ready. The time is almost upon us . . . ’

Awkwardly, Ashley reached behind her, footsteps slowing as she swung her backpack around. In between the chaotic jumble of not-particularly-coherent thoughts that were bouncing around her head was one that said, quite clearly, that this wasn’t exactly what she had in mind when she’d agreed to help the fairies. Nobody had said that anybody would be chasing them! Ashley didn’t like being chased. It made her wish that she was back safe in Clackham, watching soap operas on TV while her mum waited on her hand and foot. Adventures were all very well, but only if they were going her way.

Her fingers felt around until they found the hard bundle and she pulled out the pouch that contained the rock. ‘I’ve got it, Bluebell.’

‘Good. Now run!’
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They were almost upon them. Grieve ran like he’d never run before. His legs were aching; indeed, everything was aching. Trolls were pretty good at sustained running, but at their own pace. This crazy gallop was hard to keep up.

He spared a thought for his brother who he’d left snoring beneath a tree at the top of the hill. It hadn’t been easy, leaving Friendly there with nobody to look after him, but Grieve figured the need for speed outweighed the possible risk. He’d go back just as soon as they’d stopped the fairies from grabbing absolute power and ruling the world.

He saw, with dismay, that the other human cub, the female, had almost reached the stone. By squinting his eyes he could see the faint flicker that indicated the tiny presence of fairies. Beside him Colin seemed to put on a last, desperate burst of speed, surging forward. The air felt like treacle now, so thick that running was an enormous effort. There was magic in the air and not just any magic. It was old magic. The most potent in the universe and a force that no sane soul would want to diddle around with.

The sky had darkened so much that it was as if night had fallen, and under different circumstances Grieve knew he would be gaping up at the wondrous sight above him. As things stood he could barely spare it a glance but when he did it showed him a sky roiling with every imaginable colour, a psychedelic kaleidoscope that made the heavens churn. Grieve didn’t look for more than a moment. Instead he concentrated on his feet.

[image: image]

‘We’re here! Yessss!’ Bluebell hovered in the air over the stone impatiently. She could feel that they were on the very brink of the conjunction. Within the next minute or so it would occur. They had made it in time! ‘Prepare the Shimmer,’ she instructed Ashley. ‘Wait until I give the word and then hand it to me.’

‘But you’re not big enough,’ Ashley pointed out doubtfully. It was true. Bluebell measured no more than four centimetres and the stone was a good twelve centimetres long.

‘So lay it on the rune!’ Bluebell replied impatiently. ‘It’s almost time. Just stand there and when I say so, stick the Shimmer on this piece of rock here. Got it?’

‘I s’pose so,’ Ashley muttered. She didn’t like being spoken to like that. Bluebell sounded really mean.

While Bluebell sank downwards so that her dainty feet were in contact with the Warding Rune, Ashley stood beside it, holding the Shimmer in her hand. She was totally taken aback when something came whizzing out of nowhere, leaping past her nose and seizing the Shimmer out of her outstretched hand on the way.

‘He jumps, he catches, he scores!’ Colin crowed, holding the Shimmer aloft.

‘Arrgghhh! Give that back, you horrible little trog!’ Bluebell screeched in fury. ‘You’re ruining everything! Mess up my transformation and I’ll have your guts for garters! I’ll rip your entrails out and knit a scarf with them! I’ll pop your eyeballs and slam dunk them into the business end of a wasp’s behind!’

Colin blinked at the dainty creature. ‘Nice!’

Grieve, half doubled over in an effort to catch his breath, grinned at Colin. ‘Well done!’

The boy opened his mouth to answer but before he could something hit him square in the back. He fell forward onto his face, the Shimmer bouncing out of his hand to tumble onto the grass. Pod didn’t hesitate; he had no idea what would happen if he touched the Shimmer but he grabbed a leaf to wrap it in so he didn’t have to touch it directly. He was also hoping that the fact that he wasn’t quite a goblin might save him. Seizing it, he raced to Ashley. ‘Take it out!’ he squeaked. ‘The conjunction is happening. Take it out and give it to Bluebell!’

Ashley fumbled the stone free.

Strange, jagged slashes of light were flickering across the sky, opalescent and beautiful, a terrible beauty that seemed to slash the heavens apart. The air had grown so heavy that it pressed against them like a tangible weight and they gasped, suddenly struggling to breathe.

‘The conjunction!’ Derry wheezed, struggling through the turgid air. ‘It’s time!’

Grieve and Derry continued to lurch towards Ashley but they were too late, for the child bent forward, laying the Shimmer on the surface of the Warding Rune. Bluebell crouched over it, hands clamping against the stone’s surface. It no longer gleamed softly but pulsated with light, as if in rhythm to the colour-shot sky. ‘Nobody is going to stop me!’ she shrieked. ‘Do you hear me, you pathetic fools? This is my moment!’

Suddenly the air was rent with an almighty sound and then – out of nowhere – came the wind, sweeping across them with the forceful howl of a bad-tempered banshee. It swept Bluebell’s band of fairies – all but the quick-thinking Pyro who’d taken shelter behind the Warding Rune – away. They were currently travelling in a northerly direction at speeds in excess of five kilometres an hour which, no matter how you slice it, is pretty damn fast for a fairy.

Grieve and his companions stared at the Warding Rune in horror. Bluebell was growing. She was growing really big. And Pyro, touching the rock behind her, was doing the same. Crouched over the Shimmer, they were both expanding so fast that they’d reached the size of a human child within seconds. A few more and they were the size of full-grown adults. Bluebell rose to her feet and laughed insanely, holding the Shimmer aloft while behind her, Pyro Pease stared down at his body in uncomprehending astonishment.

‘Yessssss!’ Bluebell exalted. ‘Look at me, you underlings! I am queen of the universe!!!’

Grieve was appalled. A large fairy was a seriously unpleasant prospect. Especially this large fairy who was most assuredly insane. ‘Colin,’ he bellowed above the roar of the demon wind. The boy had regained his feet and was staring at the sight of Bluebell in awe. ‘We . . . need . . . that . . . stone!’

The boy nodded and took another step forward, fighting the wind which seemed determined to drive him back. Bluebell’s brilliant blue eyes fastened on him, her lovely face twisted with a mad glee. ‘Let’s see what this piece of rock can do, shall we!’ she cackled. ‘You get to be the demonstration of what I’m capable of. It’s time to die, you horrible little human cub!’

And raising the Shimmer into the air, she pointed it straight at Colin.

Colin stood petrified. Not so Grieve who body tackled the boy, rolling him over to the shelter of the Warding Rune. Grieve put his lips to Colin’s ear. ‘Stay here!’ Then he began crawling around the base of the ancient rune.

Some distance away, Derry was considering her options while she weighed up the rock in her hand. She eyed Bluebell’s golden head calculatingly. The fairy, frustrated by a sudden lack of victim, had now turned her attention to the terrified Ashley. Derry paused. She had to allow for the wind, of course, but at this distance . . . Smiling, she brought her arm forward in a perfect overarm throw. Straight as an arrow, the rock flew at the oblivious fairy’s head, where it connected with a most satisfying smack. 

Like a great pine toppling in a forest, Bluebell went down.

The Shimmer flew out of her hand, up, up, up into the air.

Four pairs of eyes fastened on it like limpets.

As one, Grieve, Derry, Colin and Pyro Pease hurled themselves towards it.

Then the world seemed to fragment, splitting apart with an ear-shattering, mind-numbing crack.

Grieve had the sensation of falling and suddenly it was a very long way to the ground. The universe span and churned in a mad cacophony of light and sound.

Finally, he hit the earth. Hard.
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‘Ugh!’ Grieve lay still and tried to figure out if he were still alive. His body was aching as if it had taken a beating, which was probably a good sign. Dead bodies didn’t ache. At least, nothing he’d ever heard about the afterlife led him to think they did.

His face was buried in grass and dirt. Cautiously he raised his head and took in the scene.

Colin was laying nearby, stirring weakly and not far away from him the female cub was curled up in a tight ball. Derry seemed unscathed as well, trying to untangle her limbs while cursing in a continuous stream. The second fairy, the one that had tried to seize the Shimmer, was now as full-sized as the revolting Bluebell. He was stretched out cold next to his glorious leader.

A profound silence lay over everything which was almost as deafening as the the wind that had screamed moments before. The sky had lightened and was now a shallow, washed-out blue.

‘I’m alive,’ he decided. ‘We’re all alive, which has got to be good.’ It was a much better result than he’d been anticipating, anyway. ‘But what happened? Where’s the Shimmer?’

Derry was climbing carefully to her feet. She dusted herself off and looked around. ‘No idea . . . ’ After checking on the female cub, she began to search around the Warding Rune and, after a moment, Grieve joined her. There was no sign of the Shimmer.

‘I suppose it’s possible that traitorous possum has taken it,’ she said doubtfully. As usual, Pod had disappeared. Before Grieve could reply, Derry spoke again sharply. ‘Heads up! We’ve got company.’

Grieve twisted his head to follow the direction of the gnome’s gaze. Sure enough, he could see the unmistakable sight of a witch approaching, riding sidesaddle on her besom as she drifted downwards. When she landed a couple of metres from them the troll shook his head in disgust. ‘Boy are you late!’

The witch, middle aged and sturdy, walked towards him. Grieve vaguely recognised her as having some standing on the Guild. Her name was Madame Allabella. She stared around her, taking in the unconscious forms of the fairies and the human cubs and shook her head. ‘Don’t I know it. We ran into deep trouble in the forest and even more when we emerged from it.’ She observed wearily, ‘The Shimmer . . . ?’

‘It seems to have vanished. I’ve no idea where.’ Grieve had gone to sit beside Colin. The boy was murmuring beneath his breath. He had a bruise on his cheek and had torn a hole in the knee of his pants, but apart from that he seemed to be relatively unscathed.

The witch looked grim. ‘My companions are following. They’ll be here shortly.’

‘Excellent.’ If the Guild’s official representatives were here it meant that Grieve’s rescue mission could call it a day and go home. They’d rest up for a couple of hours, he would go and collect Friendly and then they could all make their cautious way back to Grumble. The sooner they left Craic Anoo, the happier he’d be. ‘We’ll hang about for while and explain what happened before we go.’

Madame Allabella raised an eyebrow at him. ‘I do not take your meaning, Grievous Pepperpot.’

‘It’s simple enough. We tried and we failed. You’re here now and you can take over. I mean, I’m very sorry that we didn’t get the Shimmer back and everything but we gave it our best shot. Now that you’re here we can leave it in the hands of the . . . uh . . . professionals.’

But even before he’d finished speaking, the witch was shaking her head and Grieve felt his heart sink in anticipation of what was to come.

‘I’m afraid it is not that simple, Grievous.’ she told him regretfully, ‘You cannot return to Grumble. You still have a task before you. When my companions join me then we will talk about what must be done but I tell you now, your role is far from over Greivous.’

‘Are you sure?’ Grieve demanded. ‘I mean, it feels like it’s over. We’re fresh out of ideas here.’ And energy. And enthusiasm. ‘The Shimmer could be anywhere by now. I think it’s time to let other, more magically inclined people have a shot at it.’

Madam Allabella’s green eyes surveyed him gravely. ‘We know where it has gone and who has taken it.’

‘There you go then! And don’t for one moment feel you have to share that information!’ Grieve told her hastily. ‘The less people who know about it, the better if you ask me. I mean, information like that should be for the Council’s ears only.’

‘It has gone towards the Crack, to fulfill one of its many possible destinies.’ Allabella continued on relentlessly, completely ignoring his last remarks. ‘Your role in all of this continues to be of prime importance. All of your roles.’ she added, with a thoughtful look at the unconscious Colin.

Which was just about the worst news Grieve had heard all day. Glumly, he stared at the witch who returned his look with a mixture of sympathy and steely determination. Derry had come to stand by Grieve’s shoulder. She shook her head at Allabella in disgust. ‘In a world where anything can go wrong, it usually will!’ She gave the witch a speculative look, ‘So what is the Council going to do now?’

‘Don’t ask leading questions!’ Grieve hissed.

Allabella shrugged. ‘We are a long way from Grumble. Therefore the Council must be represented by myself and my companions.’ She cast a quick look over her shoulder at the ragtag bunch of wizards and the solitary witch that were trailing dejectedly down the path towards them. By the look of it, none of them had fared very well on their journey. Allabella made a face, ‘As you can see, our journey was eventful.’

‘Tragic.’ Derry observed, deadpan. ‘But you’re here now so –’

‘We are here too late, as we feared would be the case. It seems that the fates did not wish us to succeed.’

‘Bloody fates!’ Grieve muttered.

‘You, however, came very close to succeeding. As we journeyed onward it was revealed to us what must be, if we are ever to recover the Shimmer and save the worlds.’ Allabella sat down rather heavily on the grass. It was perfectly obvious from the exhaustion on her face that she had not been having the best few days of her life. ‘Come, Greivous Pepperpot and Derry Featherstone . . . we have asked much of you, I know, but there is still more for you to do. We need you to continue on to the Crack, to pursue the Shimmer and bring it home again.’

‘Continue on to the Crack?’ Grieve croaked.

‘It is a mission redolent with dangers, I know but it must be done.’ Allabella stared at him, green eyes intent, ‘Would you refuse to save your friends, your loved ones? Would you turn your back on the worlds, just when they need you most?’

Now that was a loaded question! Grieve looked at Derry and she looked back. Clearly they were both trying to find the most tactful way of saying thanks-very-much-but-we’re-just-not-up-for-it. 

Before they could say anything, another voice spoke from behind them. ‘Of course we’ll do it. What kind of dumb question is that? ’ Grieve and Derry swung around to stare at Colin who was sitting up, rubbing the bruise on his cheek absently. He grinned at them. ‘I mean, we’ve come this far, right? What’s a little more world saving. Right?’

And Grieve, staring into Colin’s earnest grey eyes, resigned himself to a long, uncomfortable, and quite possibly life threatening road ahead. He turned back to Allabella and offered her a weak smile. ‘I guess we’ll be sticking around for a while after all,’ he acknowledged wanly, knowing full well he was going to regret those words. The road from Grumble had been full of nasty surprises but it would be nothing compared to the road to the Crack and whatever lay beyond.

Grieve flopped onto his back and stared up at the sky, wishing himself a universe away.

It looked like it was going to be a very long road back to Grumble.
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The origin of the Four Worlds has been hotly debated for many centuries, for who does not seek the answer to that greatest of 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 hotly discussed over a prolonged period of time, most people accept that the tiny rift in the space-time continuum, known colloquially as The Crack, lays, 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 First Race, 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 seven races (we do not, of course, include the eighth race 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, and 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 of my colleagues undertook to enter into that mysterious portal. Unfortunately, when they didn’t return, I was unable to mount a rescue expedition as I had to take care of various offices left vacant due to the absence of the five aforementioned wizards. However, I’m sure they learnt a great deal of interest before their probably tragic demise.

Yes, I fear the Crack will ever 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 that mortal folk 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 . . . 




Chapter One

From a relatively safe distance (a really safe distance would have been in the neighbourhood of Quentin Titmarsh where absolutely nothing of any interest has ever been known to happen) Pod surveyed the aftermath of bedlam with startled dark eyes.

It wasn’t that he actually was startled but, being a possum, he was sort of stuck with the expression, along with a cute, furry face. Beneath the fur – quite a long way beneath as it happened – was a nasty little goblin just longing to get out.

Pod had undergone something of a transformation, after a slight misunderstanding with a wizard a year or so before, which had seen him giving up what he considered to be a decent living as a low life thief, for a life of forest food and fleas.

Some would say that his new form was an improvement on the old one.

Pod wouldn’t have agreed with them one little bit.

He’d taken up position in a tree branch. It was far enough away from things that his presence could remain undetected, but close enough to hear what was going on. And, he really wanted to know what was going on. Pod was at a stage in his life where he needed to make some serious decisions about his future. The most important thing in the world to him was at stake; his self preservation.

Evening, such as it was, had fallen but it wasn’t particularly dark. Instead a strange, eerie twilight had settled over the countryside. He’d been listening to a conversation between two human cubs who were seated on the ground below him. It was hardly edifying stuff.

‘I can’t believe you’re here! I mean . . . really!’ Ashley Jane Grubb snarled at the scruffy-looking boy in front of her.

‘Yeah, well I can believe you’re here,’ said Colin Bundle, the object of her disdain. ‘I’ll bet those ratbag fairies told you how wonderful you were and you fell for it hook, line and sinker. Typical!’

Ashley tossed her head. ‘They are not ratbag fairies. They’re my friends.’

‘Then you’ve got horrible friends. Not that I didn’t know that already. Look at those dipsticks you hang about with at school. Always giggling and talking about dumb things. Clothes and makeup and boys –’

‘We do not talk about boys!’

‘Whatever. All I’m saying is that you were tricked into stealing the Shimmer and now we’re all in deep poo because it’s gone.’

‘I don’t even know what this Shimmer thing is!’ Ashley complained, ‘I just took some stupid rock and I only did it because it really belongs to the fairies -’

‘Shut-up, both of you!’ Derry said wearily. ‘You’re making my ears hurt.’ The gnome girl was sat on a rock a few paces away from the bickering humans looking thoroughly fed up.

Ashley gave the gnome tracker a nasty look. She’d woken up to find that the world had changed and not for the better. Instead of the wonders that her special friend the fairy, Bluebell, had promised her she was surrounded by a bunch of weirdoes of all shapes and sizes.

On the plus side, at least the sky didn’t look like it was about to fall on them anymore. When Bluebell had held the rock, that everyone was now making such a fuss over, Ashley had thought the world was about to come to an end. The sky had appeared to be full of storm clouds, shot through with iridescent bolts of silvery light.

It could have been considered quite pretty to look at, if you liked that sort of thing but Ashley didn’t. She preferred the world to look like it was supposed to. And to do what it was supposed to; namely, revolve around her.

There was no sign of the group of fairies who had accompanied her to this strange place. Apart from the comatose Bluebell and Pyro. And it must be admitted that the sight of those particular fairies was a bit unnerving. Bluebell certainly seemed different from the sweet, adorable creature who 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 on her list of ‘boys to ignore’ at school. He wasn’t popular and if a kid wasn’t popular then they might as well not exist, as far as Ashley was concerned.

Her eyes drifted back to Derry – a gnome, apparently. It seemed Colin was keeping strange company with creatures who looked like they belonged in a zoo. She’d never seen anything like them. They were short and sturdy and . . . and uncomfortable looking. Not like the svelte and sparkling fairies at all. ‘Who are you, anyway?’ she demanded fretfully.

‘I’m somebody who is going to wrap you up so tightly in a binding spell that you won’t be able to do more than wiggle your eyebrows if you keep spouting off at the mouth.’ Derry replied in a flat voice. ‘We’ve all had a horrible day so far and you’re not brightening it any with your ridiculous babble.’

Ashley flushed angrily and Colin gave her a hopeful grin.

‘Go on,’ he pleaded. ‘Keep talking.’

Ashley scowled. ‘I want to go home!’

‘We all want to go home.’ Derry returned dampeningly, ‘But thanks for sharing. It means so much.’ She looked across at the subdued troll who was staring at the assembling group of witches and wizards morosely.

Grieve had been watching the small group of stragglers, appointed by the council in Grumble to rescue the Shimmer, wandering down the path that led into Craic Anoo for the past hour. It seemed that Grieve’s group had definitely fared better on the journey.

In the straggling group there were three wizards and one witch who, by the look of their robes, had been dragged through bramble bushes backwards. Of the company of guild guards who had travelled with them, only two remained and one seemed to be gibbering incoherently about giant chickens. Allabella, the witch who had preceded her comrades, had told Grieve that once everyone was assembled, 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.

A loud snore turned his gaze to the slumbering form of his brother Friendly, who was still immersed in the deep sleep he had fallen into as a result of an encounter with some 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 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 an overweight troll back home.

Derry came and plopped down beside him. From the look on her face, it appeared that 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 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.

‘Oh please; just give me a break.’

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 unconscious. They had, thankfully, been this way ever since the world had righted itself, returning from a reality that appeared intent on bending itself out of shape.

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. And Grieve was more than happy to thump them over the head with the nearest heavy object if they even looked like stirring.

This left only one member of their rather rag-tag group unaccounted for, Pod, the cowardly, treacherous possum, was missing in action. Grieve considered that something of a bonus; at least something good had come out of this wretched situation. Having thoroughly betrayed them, surely the little creep would stay lost and they’d never have to see his hairy, lying, cheating snout again.

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

Derry shook her head. ‘Not after I hurled that rock at that cow of a fairy, I didn’t.’

‘No. Neither did I.’

With so much going on, it was difficult to work out exactly what had taken place in the mad confusion that had occurred after Bluebell had connected herself to both the Warding Rune and the Shimmer. She had presumably opened up a rent in the Vail. It had certainly felt as if the world was coming to an end but as they were all, quite obviously, still breathing; it was to be assumed the end of the world had been put on hold.

‘She hasn’t got it.’ Grieve 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 was beginning to get an unpleasant glimmering of what had happened to the creation stone but it wasn’t a prospect that offered any comfort whatsoever.

If it had been taken by one of Bluebell’s people it would have been inconvenient but fixable. Grieve was a first rate thief. He could steal the underpants off a wizard’s bum without getting caught if he set his mind to it. But he also knew that his life wasn’t meant to be that simple. It was meant to be full of hardship, irritation and strife. So in keeping with this reasoning, the only ones who could possibly be in possession of the Shimmer were the last people he wanted it to be.

The Nameless Ones.
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