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		For my Nephew, Daniel. You have a heart of gold, a love for life and adventure, a mind bursting with curiosity and wisdom. The world is blessed to have you in it, and I am blessed to know you. 

	

The three brothers: Creepy, Kind and Cunning gave their last quarens for bread. Creepy bought oil, Kind—yeast, and Cunning—flour, and they gathered by the great oven in the village square.

“But what is oil without yeast and flour?” cried Creepy. “Add your share to my bowl that we might feast.”

“I do not trust thy countenance, said Kind.

“And I do not trust thy charity,” said Cunning. 

“Surrender thine oil and yeast, that our stomachs might be silenced, for more is my flour.”

“Begone,” said Kind, “for greater is my bowl, and more forthright am I.”

“Rogues,” yelled Creepy. “Deceivers the both of thee, for more costly is oil and many are its uses. I shall carry it to market and make a tidy profit, and thou shalt see none of it.

“So they parted in fury, clutching their bowls and cursing each other, and they all went home to die.




Belina Belgots tales from afar. 1252
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Chapter 1
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“Whatcha think you doing, Charlie Pratt?” Bertha bellowed. “Spying on me like a misfit. You just wait until I get my hands on you.” 

“What do you mean? I wasn’t doing anything,” Charlie said in a voice that was far too high for a respectable lad of his age.
 
As usual, the plan had started out quite innocently, but had quickly spun out of control...





History was the final lesson on a Friday, and to Charlie, it lasted forever like leftovers from his mother's meatloaf; no doubt, the school had arranged it that way as a final kick in the teeth before the weekend and in this case the holidays.

All around him, students sat slumped over their desks like drunks huddled over their whiskeys, while Mrs Bird, the ancient relic of a teacher, droned on in a voice that reminded Charlie of an old fridge that was about to pack in.

The afternoon sun streamed in through the windows raising the temperature by a hundred degrees, and even the old fan clicking noisily above them could do little to stave off the musty smell.

Two seats over, Melvin Blake's eyes slid shut, his head dipped forward and he snorted awake.

Behind, James Morand’s brow rested in his hand like he was reading, but drool hanging from his mouth to the textbook said history had claimed another brave soul.





Charlie was staring through the dusty window, thinking of all the things that he could be doing right now if he wasn’t in class, when he noticed how close the gym roof was to the tennis courts. If everyone else played as badly as he did, a lot of balls would have found their way up there over the years—balls just waiting to be gathered up like ripe fruit... In a sea of stooped shoulders and sunken heads, Charlie suddenly sat bolt upright and didn't hear anything else about Archimedes or Benjamin Franklin or Mr Jim Papadopoulos who pinched Archimedes' sandals when he left them at the tub—an idea was forming in his mind: If he could get his hands on those balls, he could sell them to some kids on the way home and make a small fortune for the holidays.
 
It was a passing thought, a silly thought, but as it marinated that afternoon in a stuffy classroom, he began to see a lot less going wrong, and a whole lot more going right.

The final bell rang, and Charlie jostled through the door, rubbing his hands together eagerly as he considered all the wonderful things he was going to buy with his fortunes: a laser quest had opened in town, and he could do with a new music player...

Excited students stood in the walkways, getting in the last few words before the holidays. Some called to him, and he waved back, but he didn't stop; he had more important matters to deal with.





He collected the ladder from the janitor’s storeroom and pulled up his socks for extra support, but unfortunately, things didn't quite go according to plan.

Upon the roof, his first pass yielded no results, and he was using a stick to extract the evidence of a wedgie from the gutter when he heard a strange wheezing sound coming from inside the gym.

He scooted closer to the skylight for a better look and was surprised to see a pig doing sit-ups. The glass was distorting the shape, so he may have been seeing things, but he did a double-take as anyone else would, just as the shape looked up, and a few seconds later, Bertha stormed out with a thundercloud over her head.
 




Bertha was the captain of the wrestling team, boy's league, with the temper of a constipated goat. Last summer, she had tied some kid in a knot, so the rumour went, and they had to lift him off the mat with a pizza spade and cart him out in a wheelbarrow. He was so twisted up he could smell his own rump after that, and every time he sneezed, he left a skidmark across his forehead. Gary was there—said he saw the whole thing, so it had to be true.

“What you done spying on me for?” Bertha said, cracking her sunken knuckles. “Are you a weirdo or somefin’?”

“No. It’s not like that,” Charlie said. “I—I thought I would find some tennis balls up here—that’s all, I swear it—" He tried to explain what happened, but it was no use. Bertha wasn’t listening.
 
"Thems weasel words,” she snapped, “and you ain't gonna weasel your way out of it now. I saw you watching, don't think I didn't. Oooh, I'm gonna stuff you like a sandwich; I'll thump you like a horn; I'll wring your blooming neck."

Bertha tried climbing the ladder to get to him but couldn't quite figure it out, and so she kept up her barrage from the ground. "You come down here so's I can lick you one, you hear me?"

Well, that wasn't much of an incentive. "As much as I'd love to," he said, desperately scratching his mind for a way out of this. "I'm—I'm sleeping."

He shut his eyes hoping she'd buy it, but his heart was drumming so hard he was sure the tiles would rattle loose from under him.

"Yeah? Well if you sleeping, why is it you still talking—'ey?” She tapped her head smartly. “You ain't fooling me. You was hoping for an eyeful, and you ain't the first to try your luck neither."

"I'm not?" Charlie suddenly raised his head in interest. "Who else was spying on you?"

"No one that you would know nuffin about."

"Come on; Maybe I'll come down if you tell me." This had certainly piqued his interest.

"Forget it."

"Fine."

"Okay. It was one of them lads in the ring, but I ain't telling you which one."

"Where was he spying on you?"

"In the ring when we was facing off."

"Wait, he was right in front of you? That makes him like the worst spy ever."

Bertha clicked her tongue irritably. "He was giving me the hungry eyes look as we was facing off which is just about the same thing, and he's a strapping lad—worth two of you for sure."

Charlie imagined that was a look of sheer terror but decided not to say anything.

"So you coming down or what?"

"Not a chance."

She punched her head in anger.

He glanced around wondering how in the world he was going to get out of this. The closest building was the kitchen, but he'd have to cross a ten-foot gap to reach it, and he could hardly jump three feet.

She cupped her hands together and put on a false smile. "I've got some sweeties here. Why not you come down and get them?"

"That's just creepy," Charlie said. "Please don't try that in the playground. You'll be arrested."

Bertha's face turned purple in rage. She shook the ladder and lobbed a couple of stones, but thankfully she had a short attention span, and after about an hour, finally got bored and ambled off. She took the ladder with her though and Charlie had to wait until five until Mr Hammond the janitor happened to come past and could get him down.

Charlie was escorted to the principal's office to explain himself, and by the time he finally left the school, the first whispers of evening were spreading across the sky.

These were going to be long fricken holidays!
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Chapter 2
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His usual route home took him over the Campton river bridge past Bertha’s house. 

The only other way was along the old railway line that went all the way past the factories, but that would add at least five miles onto the trip. 

There was one other way: a shortcut through an old colonial manor, but only a fool would go near that place; it was haunted. 

They said at night you could hear the windows rattling, and lights would go on and off which seemed a lot scarier when Allie told it. 

Some of the seniors once climbed the walls and they were drinking and telling scary stories in the garden when something happened that they refused to speak about, but after that, they all ended up in therapy. 

No, Charlie didn’t like the thought of going anywhere near that place. 

He finally decided he would chance Bertha’s after all.

She lived in a duplex on 11th. Her bedroom overlooked the street and it wasn’t a far walk from the front door to the gate, which meant he had about three seconds to get past her house before he lost his teeth.

Charlie reached the corner of 11th and Bree, with his heart beating a little faster. He dropped to his hands and knees and slowly peered around the hedge. 

Bertha was racing up and down the road on her bicycle, ringing the cursed bell. There was no way he was getting past that. 

He turned to stare in the direction of the rail lines with a pit forming in his stomach alongside his mounting hunger pangs. If he left now, he may make it home a few hours after dark—and a few hours after dinner. His stomach wept at the thought.

There were always a number of crazy homeless people along that route, and they all came out the woodwork at night like vampires or werewolves; not that any of that stuff existed, he quickly tried to assure himself. He really had to stop listening to Allie’s stories. 

He peered around at Bertha again who was now peddling after a rottweiler. The poor thing looked terrified. Charlie sighed. He may as well prepare himself for the long walk.

The journey took him past the old manor with its knotted vines and weeds covering the ancient stone walls. The cast-iron gates were tall, with massive stone dogs keeping watch to either side of them. 

The grass reached halfway up his leg, and the garden hadn’t been tendered in years, and the house was falling apart. Charlie had seen the kids that lived there once—which kind of took the sting out of the lights going on and off story—they were strange and pale and never seemed to smile. No one knew anything about them, but the rumours said that if you looked long enough you would see a crazy old woman peering out of the attic window.

Still, none of that seemed quite so bad when up against the thought of an extra five miles. Whatever he decided, he had to do it quickly, because evening was settling in, and he didn’t want to have to find his way home in the dark. Outside the town centre, there were long sections without any street lights that he hated walking through.

He stared at the manner wall, considering. What if he peered over, just for a quick look? He had always been curious about the old place, and it wasn’t like he was actually going to go through with it.

He found a vine as thick as his wrist and between that and the uneven stones managed to pull himself up.

The place looked deserted. Past the shell of a greenhouse and the far wall stretched the spires of the St Dominicks Catholic church which was a block away from his house. If the pontificate shouted too loud the spray would settle on Charlie’s window.

It looked so close, so inviting, and the distance across the grounds was less than he imagined. Besides, there were a lot of places to hide and it was kind of dark enough to cover him.

He ran through a few excuses he could give in case he was caught, and that’s when he realized he was actually going through with it. 

If he found a ball on the roof of the gym, he could have tossed it in and then hopped over to retrieve it which would make a great excuse, but all he had was his school bag, and no one would believe that a maths textbook accidentally bounced into their yard. 

He thought of saying he was a girl scout selling cookies, but his lunch box was empty which was a bit of a flaw in an otherwise flawless plan.

He searched around desperately for something he could use, and his eyes settled on the postbox, and he suddenly realised he had his way in. 

“That’s it!” He slapped the wall in excitement. If he found any post, he could say he received it by accident and had come to return it personally. It would all be very innocent and very nice of him.

The postbox opened into the wall, but he could slip his hand through the gate and reach in from behind.

Inside he found a letter—more like an ancient-looking parchment sealed with a blob of wax—and a pamphlet for Bettie’s laundry services—we collect. He tossed that one aside. No one would believe he came all the way to return that, but the other one... He tapped it to his hand, wondering if he should go through with it.

With a last look around at the lengthening shadows, he finally slipped the parchment into his suitcase.

Feeling a little guilty, he glanced at the massive dog statue to the left which seemed to be staring right back at him, disapprovingly. The thing was like something out of Greek lore: like a wolf—dog—demon hybrid that would keep a child up at night. 

Caught in those stone eyes and feeling strange things, he reached out a hand towards it. Closer... Closer...

Its mouth twitched in a snarl, and Charlie yelped and stumbled back into the grass. He threw up his bag in front of his face as a shield, waiting for the dog to rip his throat out, but somehow his throat remained attached—He knew that for sure by the high-pitched sound issuing from it. 

After a few seconds, he slowly peered out from behind  his suitcase.

The statue towered above him, framed by the darkening sky, but it hadn’t moved and no longer even seemed to be looking at him. 

With a nervous laugh, he dropped his head into the grass to give his blood pressure a chance to return to normal.

It must have been a trick of the light. Still, he kept well clear of the thing as he made his way back to the wall.

He shot a glance in either direction looking for an excuse not to go through with this. The street lamps were coming on, casting shallow pools of light that normally brought parents out onto their stoops with wine, and ushered the children indoors, but this street was empty, the neighbouring houses boarded up. No one was around. Gathering what courage he had, he reached for the vines.

The garden was just as quiet as the street. Nothing stirred; nothing moved. 

Taking a deep breath he tossed his bag over and dropped into the long grass.

The house seemed eerier from inside the yard. Vines grew up along the lintels, hiding many of the windows, and those that weren’t hidden were covered in a layer of dust so thick that light couldn’t possibly make it through. Still, most of the curtains were drawn and there weren’t any lights on in the house.

“Well, here goes nothing,” he said. He darted for an old bath lying on its side. Grass grew up into it. The enamel had cracked like a dry riverbed, and rust ringed the base. From there, he crawled to a fountain that couldn’t have worked in years from the grit and leaves spilling out the massive bowl, and he then broke for a rather tall lamp post that hardly hid him at all. He only stopped to catch his breath once he had reached the greenhouse at the far end of the property.

Now that he was here, it all seemed kind of exciting. He would have a story to tell the guys when he got back to school in the new term. This may even give him a few points with the ladies.

He was about to set out again when he caught movement inside the greenhouse. Most of the glass had yellowed or was missing in its rusted frame, and the door hung open on bent hinges. Rows of pot plants, all brown and dead, sat on tables of warped chipboard, and a girl, no older than him, moved slowly between them. 

She stroked the leaves tenderly, and now and again would use a small pair of scissors to clip a leaf and add the pieces to her pouch.

One look at her and Charlie’s throat went dry. She was beautiful with her long black hair as dark as a raven’s and her deathly pale skin. Well, maybe not beautiful in the traditional sense; she was too unusual for that, but she still took his breath away. She hummed lost in her work and he watched her for a long time.

He had never had a girlfriend; he was kinda shy around them and never knew what to say. He’d spend hours dreaming up adventures in his mind that would make him the hero in someone else’s story, but those stories hadn’t yet played out for him.

A shadow moved through the trees, and Charlie’s eyes snapped to the house, and when he looked back, she was gone.

The greenhouse stood empty and the pathway clear. Dark was creeping in, and he decided it was time to get moving. 
At home, he lay on his bed thinking about the old place and the girl, and he wondered if he would ever date someone that incredible. 

If he arrived somewhere with her on his arm, they would never call him Drain Pipe Charlie again! His classmates gave him that name after he got his head stuck down a street drain while trying to find a marble. They had to call the fire brigade to jack him out again.

He sighed and drew out the letter, wondering if he could use it somehow as an excuse to see her again. The thought sent his heart racing. 

It was addressed to Dalia Addair and was written in neat hand lettering.

Dalia. Was that her? He itched to open it and learn something about her—like where she went to school or what stuff she was into or what kind of guys she was into, but if he opened her letter there was no way he could return it; even if he knew deep down that he wouldn’t have the guts to return it anyway. He wouldn’t know what to say and would probably end up stammering something embarrassing. 

He sighed and slid the letter back into his suitcase. He would go past the old place some time and drop the letter back into the postbox and forget that he ever saw her. 

He was digging out his school books to stash them far away for the holidays when it came to him: a voice whispering through the walls from everywhere at once. 

“Chaaaaarlieeee.” 

He scrambled to his feet, feeling things like beetles scurrying up his spine.

Something tapped at his window and Allie dropped through. She was kitted out in her baggy camo and had two dark lines painted under her eyes. “Hey DP,” she said. “What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a night sprack.”

“I uh.” Had he really heard that? He must have just been exhausted after such a long day. Yes, that was it. Still, he continued staring at the wall wondering if a hobo had found his way in there or something. He’d better not smell chillies cooking or so help him... 

“Charlie?”

“Nothing. I just thought I heard... It’s nothing.” 

“So where were you? I’ve been waiting all afternoon for you to get home. I thought you may have been locked in the storeroom again, and then I wondered if aliens abducted you on the way home. This town needs a good abduction story.”

Charlie forced the letter out of his mind and fell back on his bed, remembering his run-in with Bertha. “You don’t want to know.”

Her eyes brightened and she hopped up alongside him. “Okay, now you have to tell me everything.”

“It was nothing, really. Bertha kind of thought I was spying on her.” He told her the story and tried to make it seem like there was nothing unusual about being on a school roof, and of course, Allie, who never took his side, laughed her head off. 

“So what’s happening? You look dressed up,” he said.

She slapped his head. “Don’t you remember? I told you about it a month ago already.”

“Ah yes. Of course; how could I forget.” If only he could. “Stalk the lantern...” It was the last thing he felt like doing.”

“Exactly.”

“And Biff is going to be there?”

“Don’t call him that. His name’s Mark, and he may just run into me.” 

“What are you going to do? Drag him into the bushes? Make out with him?” Charlie began kissing his pillow and she forced it down over his head. “Shut up.” It was her turn to blush. “Maybe,” she said and blushed even more. 

Stalk the lantern was an annual fundraiser put together by the chess club to pay for their inter-club tour, but for most of the school, it was an excuse to get out and party for a few hours. 

“Come on.” Allie grabbed his hand and pulled him up off the bed.
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On a scale of one to ten, the evening fell somewhere between picking his teeth and babysitting bricks. 

College students arrived in their fancy cars kicking up clouds of dust and pumping bad music. 

The few students from Charlie’s class spent the evening laughing a little too loud and drinking ginger beer in beer bottles and pairing off and trying a little too hard to be cool. 

Charlie and Allie were so bored they sat on a wooden railing, jabbing each other in the ribs for half an hour. It got so bad they tried stalking the lantern, which was a first, and when they reached the other side, the people who were supposed to be guarding it had disappeared leaving Joanne Hanke to cover a mile radius with her little flashlight.

She scrambled around on the brink of a nervous breakdown trying to keep it all together.
Allie seemed quieter than normal for most of the night. Mark hadn’t spared her a glance and she eventually went home early complaining about a headache. 
Charlie knew there was more to it than that, but he was also more than ready to leave. He couldn’t stop thinking about the girl in the greenhouse. Secretly he’d hoped that he would meet her here. 

Instead, the only other guy to make it to the lamp latched onto them like a lost puppy and kept turning the conversation to torch technology: “You need a good penlight with a long narrow tube for looking into people’s ears,” he explained importantly. “And nothing beats a silver top flashlight with black trim to go with a nice sports jacket. Make sure you get one with a pocket clip; it makes you look sophisticated and it drives the ladies wild.” He nudged Charlie, giggling profusely. 

“I prefer a good belt,” Charlie said. “If you forget it behind, your pants will trip you up on the way to the door. Now that’s a clever design.”

The boy went on to explain what torches would last the longest, which were waterproof—though Charlie doubted he would ever lose his way in the shower enough to ever need one—and the guy told them what were the best torches to find your way to the toilet at night. He said the rule of thumb was you don’t want something so bright it blinds you and you end up spraying the seat, or too dark that you sit in the laundry basket.
Back home Charlie kicked off his shoes and lay on his bed staring at the letter again.
He held it up to the light to see if he could discover anything, but the paper was too thick. He tried dropping the letter to break the seal ‘accidentally,’ but the floor was carpeted so that didn’t work either. He must have put it back in his bag and pulled it out half a dozen times before he finally talked himself into taking a look inside. 

What if it contained something awful? Like that—like that white powder stuff the terrorists put in letters to melt your face, and he was sure she liked her face. He should spare the poor girl the horror. Yes, he was doing her a favour.
He grabbed a sandwich for extra energy, pocketed his mum’s lighter and a kitchen knife to heat over it, and felt the same nervous excitement he had sneaking through the manor. 
He burned his fingers and got a bit of peanut butter on the letter, but he finally got the blade under the wax seal and popped it open in one piece. He just needed a blob of chewing gum and he could reseal it without anyone suspecting anything. 

As the paper fell open, there came that whispering again like a group of people standing around him talking all at once. He almost shoved it back in his bag for real then but the thought of spending the next school event with Joanne Hanke and the flashlight kid convinced him to keep going. 

His hands rattled as he opened it all the way. 

The letter was simple: there was a drawing of a ring with a few lines of hand-written text beneath it. He read the words aloud, slowly and deliberately.





“To come this far takes courage. To go beyond takes something far greater.” 





It was signed ‘The Council of Nine.’

“Is that it?” He turned it over, feeling a little cheated after all he had gone through to open it, and a ring fell out into his lap—a ring like the one in the letter. 

He lifted it, wondering why he hadn’t felt anything through the paper, and when he turned the page over again to compare it to the drawing, the drawing was no longer there. 

The ring didn’t look like any ring he had ever seen. It consisted of a plain silver band with scales rippling beneath it like the skin of a snake. He couldn’t imagine a girl would be into that, and no, he certainly wasn’t jealous that someone else had given her a ring; he hardly knew her, so that would be weird. 

Besides, everyone knew you gave a girl flowers so if she hit you over the head with them, it wouldn’t hurt as much, and you’d smell good afterwards. 

The ring seemed far too small, but when he pressed it to his fingertip it slid on without a problem. In fact, it was a perfect fit. As it settled into place the lights flickered and the whispering started up again. The words came clearer this time and they all seemed to be saying the same thing: “It has begun.”

A sudden gust of wind blew in the curtains, and Charlie scrambled off his bed with the same uneasy feeling he got sometimes when he walked home at night through some of the lonelier parts of town.

He hurried to close the window and tested the latch two or three times to make sure it was firmly in place. 

The following morning he awoke to his mum rattling on the door. 
“Charlie. Charlie,” she called in her deep voice. “Are you decent?” She lumbered in pulling the vacuum cleaner and shielding a hand across her eyes. 

She was the caretaker of an old lighthouse that backed onto their property. It had fallen out of use about seventy years ago, but in a dying town, it still brought enough tourists each year to put a meal on the table while giving his mum more than enough free time for her favourite hobby—lying on the couch watching reruns of old soap operas.

“Go away,” Charlie said in a groggy voice. “What time is it anyway?” It felt like his head had just touched the pillow. He squinted at the frog clock on his wall, waiting for his eyes to slip back into focus.

“It’s some time after seven.”

Groaning, he pulled the blankets over his head. They felt so warm and so cosy. “Do we have to do this now? It’s the first day of the holidays. Can’t I sleep all day like a normal teenager?”

He had been having such a wonderful dream about flying carriages and magic, and he wanted to get back to it and pretend it was real. The dream reminded him of the strange girl and the ring, and she made him feel all giddy inside. 

He had fallen asleep with the ring still on his finger and for some reason couldn’t bring himself to take it off just yet. Besides, he didn’t want to lose it before he could give it back to her. 

“Please don’t argue Charlie.” She plugged in the vacuum cleaner, looking exhausted. “Normal teenagers help their poor mothers. You know I’d do it myself if I could, but I’ve got a bone in my leg.” 

“Really?” That excuse worked when he was five—okay ten, max!

“And there’s still so much to do before your aunt gets here.” 
“Wait, what?” Charlie sat up. 
She drew the curtains and light streamed into his room, blinding him. “Aunt Patty’s coming around for a few days and I need to get the place straightened out.” She sighed, taking in the mess around her. 
She lifted a pair of trousers as though to fold them but then, with an overwhelmed look on her face, shoved them under the bed instead.
“Wait. Why’s she coming here?” The fingers of panic began closing around his throat. He couldn’t ever see her again after what happened the last time she visited. 
He wasn’t about to admit to anything, but the night before she left, he may have pinched her false teeth from the glass next to her bed to show Allie. 

While waiting for her to arrive, he began playing around and somehow managed to sit on them and bust out one of the front teeth. He looked everywhere for it, but it just up and disappeared. So, desperate and out of options, he glued a Lego block in its place and dropped them back in the glass and hightailed it out of there. 
Unfortunately, a few days later, she started a protest outside the proposed Bengleton mental health care facility and even appeared on a small news segment shouting that she wasn’t about to let no damn loony tunes into their neighbourhood.
The cameraman went close in on her angry face, and Charlie’s mum sat up in surprise. “What in the world,” she said, climbing off the couch to get a closer look. 

Charlie made a beeline for the door, feeling a sheer panic rising inside. 
The clip eventually went viral, and two days later his mum found the tooth wedged under one of his shoes. He had to mail it back to her with an apology and then clean out the yard for a month. He hadn’t seen or heard from her since.
“She sent a postcard saying she was in town for a few days to inspect some of the local school’s kitchens and that she would love to come and visit.” 

That was all he needed. “Can’t she stay in a hotel like a normal person? You know what she’s like.” She was adamant that red meat would rot your brains because red is the colour of the devil’s trident. Yes, she was going to kill him. He was dead. 

He slapped his hand around the nightstand looking for his phone. Having just woken up, his fingers felt like sticks of jelly, but he managed to tap out a message to Allie: ‘H-E-L-P...’ 

He clicked send and fell back into his pillow. He had such high hopes for these holidays especially after the last evening at the manor, but all those plans were slowly slipping away.

His mum proceeded to make the bed with him still on it. She wasn’t the most focused of people. Within a few minutes she had vacuumed up his sock, dusted what was left of his sandwich—getting feathers all over it, and sprayed his head with wood polish; all the while, Charlie tried every excuse he could find to keep Aunt Patty away and to get out of work.
He spent the morning cleaning the windows and bathing the cat, getting his hands shredded. He dusted out the spare wardrobe and cut lemon slices into the toilet cistern. 
He got through his jobs as quickly as he could so that he wouldn’t be anywhere near the house when Aunt Patty arrived.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 4


[image: image]


By the afternoon Allie had come through, and he was meeting her for a movie. It was one he had been wanting to see for ages now; everyone was talking about it. It was about a headless horseman that goes back to the village where he was killed to get revenge. It had a wild age restriction and was supposed to be full of blood and gore and frightening scenes that would keep you up for a week. 

Gary saw it and said people were throwing up in the aisle; said the theatre was charging double for the popcorn because people got to enjoy the same box two or three times, and he was there so it had to be true. It was all very exciting. 

Allie knew the guy working the projector, and he said he’d get them in even though they were well underage. 

It put Charlie in a very good mood and he hummed to himself all the way out the gate and up the street thinking about the movie and trying to pretend that his good spirits had nothing to do with having to walk past Dalia’s house to get there. The thought made him all giddy inside. 

He had spent an hour trying on clothes and getting his hair just right, and he even dug out the old bottle of spray he had inherited from his grandfather. It made him smell like a cork, but he felt grand putting it on like he was one of those important people that lived in the city. 

The day couldn’t have been any better, with clear skies and just enough of a chill in the air to keep his neck dry. Autumn quickly gave way to snow and winter rain and he felt all clammy for most of the summer, but during October he could go outdoors and climb trees and hunt for crabs along the river banks. It had always been his favourite time of the year. 
Reaching the old Campton bridge, he suddenly remembered that he had to pass Bertha’s, and a bit of that panic repeated like the taste of garlic after a burp. 
He stopped to study the road ahead, wondering if he should chance it. The road seemed quiet enough. 

A lot of people were still at work, which meant she could kill him and drag what was left of his body into the basement, and there wouldn’t be any witnesses. Anyone who did see anything would be too scared to talk. Little drainpipe Charlie would forever be forgotten, and once a year on his birthday, his mum would bake a cake then do what she always did, and wolf it down before he got home from school. 

Perhaps Allie would remember that she once had a friend that lived somewhere over the bridge. 

On the other hand, Bertha wasn’t anywhere around and he really, really wanted to see the movie. Besides, if he caught movement, any movement at all, he could always run back the way he had come.

Taking a deep breath, he moved to the other side of the street and tried to keep his head low and eyes trained forward. As he approached, her house seemed taller than usual—more looming, like a vice slowly squeezing the life out of those inside. Lace whitened the windows, blocking out everything inside. 

“Don’t look at her window, just don’t look at her window,” he repeated, under his breath. 

As he passed her house, the curtain moved, and he caught a glimpse of those little beady eyes peering right back. He had to force himself to keep going, and when he looked again, she was no longer there.

“It’s okay,” he told himself. “She’s probably moved onto something else by now like crushing cans on her ample forehead. Or—or eating children.” 

With his next step, the ground began to tremble. He hoped it was all in his mind, but the tremors were followed by long reverberating booms like the church had replaced its bell with a giant bass drum.

Each one shook leaves free from the autumn trees around him. Alarms went off from the string of cars lining the sidewalk. 

The booms seemed to be getting closer. He looked around trying to find the source, and his eyes settled on Bertha’s house. 

For a moment the street fell silent, and then with the final boom, her door exploded. The frame ripped free, taking some of the wall with it and scattering wood and chunks of brick across the path. As far away as he stood, some of the grit still blew across his face. 

At first, he thought that a bomb had gone off until he saw the thing coming through the hole, and then his heart shot into his sinuses.

He had never seen anything like it: It stood at least half again as high as a man and three times as wide, with limbs as thick as tree stumps. It cleared the short path in two steps and jumped through the gate into the street, shaking the ground as it landed. 

The thing looked like an ogre, but how could that be? He had seen pictures in comic books, but—WAS THAT AN OGRE! Its beady eyes settled on him. It roared, showing thick teeth like jagged rocks and spittle sprayed out over its chin.

Charlie backed away slowly. “Good ogre,” he said. “I’m just going to, you know...” He turned and sprinted. 

With a roar, it took off after him, running straight through the row of cars parked on the side of the road, casting them aside as though they weighed nothing. A Ford Mustang landed on its roof, spinning across the street, and a brown station wagon hit into a tree on the opposite pavement.

Charlie screamed and ran and suddenly wished he had taken the time to learn to run properly. If he ever made it out of this, he would work twice as hard in gym class—three times as hard. He would drink protein shake and pull muscles and tear ligaments and all those things that he knew nothing about. 
As he reached the bridge, a large shadow fell over him like a cloud had covered the sun, but from the smell, that was no cloud. 
Charlie looked over his shoulder in time to see the ogre raising its green fist. 

Charlie leapt to the side, screaming at the top of his lungs. 

Its arm sailed past his head, and the railing splintered into a hundred pieces. 

The road fell away, and Charlie slid down the embankment in a shower of stones and landed in the river. He rolled under the bridge and pressed his back up against the concrete support, breathing hard. 

What the hell was that thing! What the hell was happening! 

The ogre leaned forward smelling the gaps between the boards. Every time it puffed, Charlie’s hair blew across his face. Its breath was warm and smelled like a sewer had gargled with the juice of a rotting potato. 

He cupped water over his clothes, hoping the stench of dead fish and dirty water would mask his scent. 

The boards above him creaked as it moved to the other side of the bridge. Sand caught between the boards trickled loose under its weight. 

Charlie brushed the dirt from his face while keeping his eyes on the dark shape above him. 

What if it came down? What if it discovered him under the bridge? There was nowhere else to go. He took a deep breath and slid deeper into the water as though he was sliding into a bath. He held that position for a moment, his cheeks puffed full of air before he realised the water was too shallow to even get close to covering his mouth. 

The ogre’s thick fingers slid between the gaps in the beams, and it tested them tentatively. 

“Don’t do that. Please don’t do that,” Charlie mouthed. He patted around for a stone to throw somewhere else and hopefully distract it long enough to escape, but his aim was off, and the stone clattered off the bridge above him and plopped right back into the water a foot away from his head. 

Charlie bit his knuckles to keep from cursing.

The ogre roared, shaking the bridge violently. With a final grunt, it turned and disappeared back towards the town.

Charlie shut his eyes and allowed his body a moment to relax into the mud. He wondered what on earth just happened. Was that an ogre? 

He would have laughed at the absurdity of it all if he thought he could hold his bladder long enough. 
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It took Charlie a while to ease out from under the bridge and raise his nose above the steep embankment.

The street had returned to normal with its rows of autumn trees, as old as the town itself, that reached over the street forming a lush canopy in summer and a stark lattice by the time the snow blew through. A line of cars hugged the pavement—some covered in dust from being there for weeks. Dried rose stems clung to the arch above Bertha’s gate, but the gate seemed fine, and her door had returned to its frame and remained as eye-meltingly orange as it had always been. He saw no evidence that anything unusual had occurred. It seemed peaceful. It must have all been a trick of the light. Yes, that had to be it. The ogre, the cars, the cracked bridge must all just have been a trick of the light. 

He backed away a few steps, his eye searching for anything else that would want to kill him, and then he turned and sprinted back the way he had come and didn’t stop until he reached his house and had locked himself in the bathroom.

He collapsed over the toilet bowl wanting to sick up, partly from overexertion but mostly out of sheer terror. At least the toilet smelled lemony fresh.

He snatched up his phone to tell Allie what happened and found a string of messages from her:

“I’m here. Where u.” 

“Where are you!?!” 

“Shows starting in ten!!!!!”

“You better not wuss out on me!”

“I put my life on the line to get these tickets.”

“WHERE ARE YOU!”

Charlie stared at the phone wondering what he could possibly say. Her mind worked differently to most people and she believed the strangest things, but an ogre... even that would be pushing it. He grabbed a towel and dabbed the sweat and dirty water from his face, and for a moment he wondered if he was going insane. He then wondered if insane people knew they were going insane.

Insane or not, Allie would kill him if he arrived late, so he quickly fixed his hair, changed his clothes, fixed his hair again and did the unthinkable: he asked his mum to drive him.

Allie was pacing outside the movies and glared at him as he approached. “Where’ve you been?” She tapped her watch furiously. “The manager’s been eyeing me like I’m about to rob the place or something. 

Despite the cool weather, she wore a short skirt with boots, and her jersey sleeves were pushed up showing at least fifty colourful bracelets.

“Come on.” She grabbed his wrist and yanked him towards the confectionery stand. Charlie stuck a finger under his jersey like a gun, and Allie slapped his hand away. 

“That’s so not funny! It would have been a lot easier to get us in when there were other people around. You know that!”

“Sorry, I uh—I fell in the river.” His shoes squelched with each step leaving a sheen of water behind him like a snail. The only other shoes he had were his school shoes and slippers and he wasn’t about to go out in either of those.

“I then had to get my mum to drive me, and you know how she feels about driving. The whole way she was like, ‘Uuuh, we’re going to die, we’re going to die. Why are all these cars driving in the wrong lane.’ 

She hits the brakes so often, the cars behind her think she’s tapping out a message in Morse Code.”

“Wait, wait, forget all that,” Allie said, impatiently. “Did you say you fell into the river?” It took a while for the words to sink in, and then she bit back a laugh. “How did you manage that?”

They reached the counter, and Allie scanned the concession board even though she knew it by heart and always ordered the same thing.

Charlie pulled out his wallet. “Don’t ask. I was getting away from...” He couldn’t exactly come out and say an ogre. AN OGRE! The thought still rattled him. “I think it was—well it must have been a dog. It ran after me, and I kind of misjudged the bridge, and I must have hit my head. Actually, I don’t know how I ended up in the river. I turned, and I thought something was after me, and—”

“Wait,” Allie dropped her voice, “you can tell me later. There’s my contact.” 

Now that other people were around, the whole incident at Bertha’s felt surreal. They had to cross the bridge again when they drove into town, and Charlie had kept his face glued to the window, looking for some sign that an ogre, or something, had passed through, but he found nothing. Even Bertha’s front door was intact. He couldn’t find any evidence that anything had happened. Yes, he must have hit his head on the way into the river. That could be the only explanation.

The theatre was dark, and the air stale, and behind them, on the screen, some guy’s head exploded like a cracker in a melon. After what happened on the bridge, a psycho movie had lost much of its shine. Charlie would far rather be watching an animation.

Allie grabbed his wrist and dragged him to the back row. 
She clutched his arm as she shovelled popcorn into her mouth and flinched every time someone got a body part ripped off.
They remained behind for a long time after the credits had rolled and most of the people had filtered out of the theatre.
Allie stared wide-eyed at the screen. “I can’t believe we just watched that. How am I ever going to sleep again?”

Charlie was too shell-shocked to respond with more than a grunt.

“...then when we get back to school, I’m going to have dark rings under my eyes, and I’ll walk around in a daze with my arms up like a zombie, and I’ll be too tired to care what clothes I put on, so I’ll have like one duck slipper and one of your wet shoes on, and then I’ll walk all crooked...” She sighed. “Charlie, you have to help me. You have to promise me that if that happens you won’t let me wander into someone’s locker by mistake. Please, Charlie, promise me. You know how claustrophobic I get.”

He patted her hand, gently. “I’ll look out for you.” 

She let out a long breath as though that was a weight off her chest. “Come on,” Charlie said. “We better go before everyone leaves and they catch us here.”

He hauled Allie up by the arm. “I don’t want them thinking I’m just waiting around to gather up all the leftover popcorn. You see, these are the things you rich people don’t have to worry about.”

“No.” She said it a little too emphatically. “I’m not leaving until you promise to walk me home and then keep a watch outside for the rest of the night...” She considered for a moment. “But what if a psycho is waiting inside for me... What if he’s lying under my bed, or he climbed into my wardrobe and is waiting to cut off my hand when I reach for my hairbrush. How will I brush my hair without a hand!” 

After what he had just seen, Charlie felt every bit as reluctant to walk home alone, and he certainly didn’t want to go past Bertha’s again, but he didn’t want to admit how much the movie had freaked him out especially after he ‘girl screamed’ and everyone turned around and looked at him. He flicked his head at Allie and smirked, and she was too enraptured to notice any of it.

Allie snatched up three boxes of popcorn from the seats around them and shook them at Charlie threateningly. “Promise me, Charlie.”

“Okay, but only if I can stay over.

“Allie put out her hand to shake. “Deal.”
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He lay in the guest bedroom with the window open, enjoying the breeze. He stared up at the ceiling for a long time with his thoughts shifting between headless horsemen and what happened at Bertha’s—or at least what he thought happened.
He pictured the cold river and shivered and pulled his blankets higher. 
His eyes turned to the open window, and he decided he would lock it after all.

He pushed his blankets aside and swung his legs off the bed, and that’s when he noticed the purple light hovering outside his window. At first, he thought it was one of those lights they have at parties that make your teeth glow, but why would anyone be dancing outside his window? 

Without taking his eyes off the light, Charlie patted around for his jacket. He eased to his feet, and the light retreated behind a tree, but its glow still shone through the branches.

The cold from the floorboards seeped into his bare feet, but he was too focused on the light to think about shoes. He moved to the door and got a weird feeling that someone was watching.

“Hello,” he whispered into the dark. “Is anyone there?” Nothing returned but the sound of the wind blowing through the trees.

As much as he tried not to think about the movie, some of the scenes began playing through his mind. He forced them aside and took a step out into the night feeling the dry leaves and sand crunching beneath his feet.

The light retreated further.
Allie’s house backed onto a forest, and there were no walls to keep things out and so squirrels and other creatures often ventured close to the house at night to scratch through the dustbins. That didn’t explain the light though.
Allie’s room sat above his, and he half expected to see her hanging out the window with a laser pointer, but her windows were closed and the light out. It wasn’t her unless she had snuck off into the forest, but being alone at night with the trees would give her a heart attack. She didn’t exactly trust the forest. She always said she could feel strange things there that she couldn’t explain. It didn’t help that she followed all the conspiracy theories about aliens and ghosts and fairies.
The light peeped out from behind a tree, and Charlie put up his hands to show it that he meant no harm. “It’s okay,” he whispered, feeling a little stupid for talking to a light.
It hovered in place for a few seconds as though studying him. 
He had that feeling again that someone was watching and he turned searching out the shadows around him. Nothing moved in the forest, but with so little light making it through the trees, someone could have been right on top of him, and he wouldn’t know until a chainsaw started up, and... angrily, he forced the thought aside. He must stop allowing Allie to talk him into watching scary things.
That light moved a little closer as though testing him. “That’s it,” he whispered. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

He chanced a small step towards it, and this time, it didn’t retreat. Slowly, they closed the gap. The light began to take shape, and Charlie had to blink two or three times to make sure that his mind wasn’t playing tricks on him. 

What in the world was it! After all that had happened, he believed his mum was slipping something funky into his juice. It looked like a creature of sorts, about the size of a hummingbird, that was hanging by its wings like a puppy lifted by the nape of its neck. It had small monkey hands and a bat’s face with large purple eyes that were giving off that strange light.

Charlie wondered if he’d slipped into a dream, and he pinched his leg in case.
The forest lit up as dozens more ventured out of the trees, fluttering towards him and surrounding him. It was beautiful, and yet, it frightened him a little. Cartoons and bad vampire movies taught him not to trust anything with glowing eyes. 
Against his better judgement, he raised his hand to one, tentatively, and it settled on his palm. It weighed no more than a tin of tuna, but it would have made a cuter pet.
“Hello, little guy,” he whispered. “What are you? Where do you come from?” 
The creature studied him curiously, tilting its head from side to side. 
“It’s okay. I’m not that funny looking am I?”
Abruptly its eyes snapped past him. The glow shifted from purple to red, and it hissed showing sharp little teeth. 
Charlie pulled away sharply and knew right away that he’d blundered. The sudden movement startled it, and it struck, sinking its teeth into his finger and drawing blood. 

He cursed and flicked it off, and the others swarmed striking at his neck and face and arms and legs. 

He squealed and flailed his arms trying to fight them off, but there were too many, and more kept coming out of the forest. He had to get back to his room. He couldn’t protect himself out in the open like this. 

He pulled his jacket over his head and turned back towards the house, but a dark figure stood in the middle of the path blocking the way. 

It raised a hand, and green light shot towards him. It happened so quickly. His breath caught, and the bolt crackled past his ear. One of the creatures dropped to the ground with the light gone from its eyes. 

The figure started towards him, and he stumbled back falling over his own feet and landed on his butt in the dirt. Another bolt fired, and another creature fell. 
Perhaps those things were some kind of secret experiment, and this figure would kill him to keep him quiet. 
He imagined himself lying dead in the forest with a big green hole through his chest, and the plants growing through it. All the years of homework only to end up as a pot plant.
He had to get away; he had to save himself, but he couldn’t head back to the house—not with that thing in the way. 
So, keeping low and shielding his head, he ran deeper into the forest. 
The forest around him lit up as bolts crackled through the trees. 

He couldn’t say if they were meant for him or the creatures, but the creatures scattered, and the cloaked figure started towards him with its hand still raised. 
With a cry, Charlie hitched up his belt and lifted his knees, trying to get some more speed. He broke through the edge of the forest into a rolling meadow. 
Lights of the neighbouring houses shone a few hundred yards ahead. If he could only reach them... 
Behind him, the figure reached the edge of the forest and stopped. Charlie could barely make out its shape against the trees and for a moment wondered if he’d make it—if he’d get away after all. Perhaps the forest confined it somehow. Perhaps that’s what Allie had sensed for all those years.

The figure raised a hand to its mouth and whistled, long and clear.

Charlie stumbled through knee-high grass, tripping over the mounds and ruts and his own feet.

Behind him came a sound like a giant boulder crashing through the trees, and two stone dogs, twice as high as a man, broke through the forest.

Charlie screamed, promising that he would clean his room every day and do his homework if he made it out of this. 
In a few yards, the dogs overtook him. The first skidded in front of him, showering up grass and stones, and blocking his way. Its hackles rose, and it lowered its head, baring its teeth. 
He couldn’t feel its breath on his face and that disturbed him the most. It didn’t need to breathe. 

The other dog circled him like a wolf closing in for the kill.
Charlie stood frozen to the spot, too afraid to move, too afraid to breathe. He tried to scream, but it came out as little more than a hoarse cry. 
Behind him, the figure in the cloak kept coming, purposefully, but in no hurry. “Inferno, Medusa. Heel.” 

Charlie was surprised to hear a girl’s voice. 

The dogs retreated a few steps behind her, still growling from deep in their throats. 

She reached Charlie and snatched up his hand to examine the ring. 
Her mouth twisted, and she threw his hand down angrily. “What have you done! That’s my ring. That was meant for me.”
She raised her hand pointing a short stick, like a wand, at his head. 
There came a break in the clouds, and the moon touched the face beneath the cowl, and Charlie recognised her right away. 
“Hey, don’t you live in that haunted—uh that old—uh—house—thing. You were...” He wanted to say that he had seen her in the greenhouse, but he realised she may not take kindly to him creeping through her yard and spying on her. 
She narrowed her eyes, and he let his words slide. She didn’t seem quite as cute now that she wanted to kill him. 
The dogs still looked eager to rip his larynx out, and he suddenly remembered where he had seen them. They guarded the gates into the manor. 

He tried to yank off the ring to give it back to her, but his fingers must have swelled from all the running, and it wouldn’t budge. “I was keeping it safe until I could give it back, I swear.” 
She dropped her wand, making an irritated sound like she would far rather have nuked him. “That doesn’t help now,” she snapped. “You’ve put it on. It’s now bonded with you. Urgh.” She kicked at the grass in frustration. 
“Domicum fah dai more,” she shouted, and the dogs turned and bounded into the forest. 

She pointed that wand at his nose. “You are in so much trouble.” 

She spun on her heels and followed after them, and Charlie was left staring after her, wondering what on earth just happened?
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Allie bust into Charlie’s room the next morning like she was there to arrest him. “Get up. Hurry. We have to get into town. You’ll never believe what happened.” 

Diluted light made it through the gaps in the blinds, and the air through the window felt early morning crisp, which meant he wouldn’t get to sleep in for the second day in a row. He needed to get a paper route so he could check himself into a motel for the holidays. “Oh, I think I may,” he yawned, knowing that whatever she was about to tell him couldn’t possibly be any weirder than the last two days.

“What? Have you heard?” She looked at him quizzically.

“No. Sorry. Go ahead.”

“Okay shut up and listen.” She dropped onto his bed alongside him excitedly. “So a truck lost control, and it hit into the side of the Campton bridge smashing it to little matchsticks, and then it drove through about ten cars parked on the side of the road, just scattering them, like, everywhere, and then it went straight through Bertha’s front door. They say her place is wrecked.” 

“What?” Charlie felt the cold wind blowing down his neck and wondered if it was the wind after all. The bridge smashing... cars scattered everywhere... Bertha’s front door... That seemed hauntingly similar to the damage caused by the ogre. That couldn’t be a coincidence, surely not. Charlie got shakily to his feet. “Is Bertha okay?” 

“Yeah, she’s fine, I mean, nobody died or anything. And uh, you may want to put some pants on.” 
Charlie remembered he had slept in his underwear and snatched up the blankets, blushing furiously. 
She threw his jeans at his head. “Hurry. I’ll wait outside for you.”
It looked like a hurricane passed through Bertha’s place. Cars lay on their side scattered across the street. Two were nothing more than burned-out shells. 
Bertha paced through the chaos yelling at people and telling the police how to do their jobs, while they patiently ignored her. The truck driver sat on the side of the road holding an ice pack to his head.

“Can you believe it?” Allie said, taking it all in excitedly. She snapped a few photos on her phone and cupped her hand to the display to make sure they were good. “What happens if someone was crossing the bridge at the time? Can you imagine!”

“They would probably dive into the river,” Charlie said, dryly.

“Oh yes, I forgot about that,” she laughed. “Now that would have been a much better reason to swim in the river, you idiot.” She snapped a few more photos and zoomed in on Bertha who had turned her anger on the poor truck driver and was calling for someone to hold her back or so help her, she’d pull his fingers off like phone number tags on a noticeboard.

This was way too much of a coincidence. He had to find out what was happening. He had to know once and for all that he wasn’t crazy. Dalia knew something; he was sure of it, and he had to find out what. “Listen, I’ve got to go,” he said, backing away.

“Where’re you going?” Allie shouted after him. She threw up her hands and turned back to her photos. 
Charlie ran all the way to the old Manor house and only slowed when he approached the massive gate. He made sure to keep a wide berth of the dogs. They weren’t moving, but he was still wary of stepping between them. He drew off the ring and slipped it into his pocket. He didn’t want to give her an excuse to use those dogs again. 
He couldn’t find an intercom, and a chain kept the gate shut. 
Now that he was here, he had no idea what he could possibly say; that a truck lost control smashing through all the things that an ogre had smashed through only the day before? He realised how ridiculous it sounded. Then again, she had come around the night before with giant stone dogs and threw green light at his head, so he wouldn’t make a complete idiot of himself. 
He found a stone and with one last look at those dogs, gave a quick tap on the gate. He tapped it softly at first like a bell on a cat’s collar, but he didn’t want to startle anything. When nothing moved, he gathered up the nerve and tapped a little harder—perhaps as loud as an ice cream bell. If she didn’t come out for him, she may come out for a double toffee with caramel sauce. He called her name, but with his mouth so dry, it sounded like he had been smoking for fifty years.

Normally he would have lost his nerve after two taps, but his need for answers forced him to keep going, and it took at least ten minutes before Dalia finally came out. 
She wore a long black dress with her hair gathered up in curls like she was going to a ball. She stopped when she saw who it was and folded her arms angrily. 
“Please, I have to speak to you,” Charlie shouted. 

“I’ve got nothing to say to you.”

“I’ve brought the ring.”

“That’s useless to me now. I told you that last night. Just go away.”

So last night had happened. Charlie was beginning to wonder. He couldn’t say if knowing was a relief or if it made it all the more terrifying. “Please, I just need to talk. I saw an ogre, and this morning a truck crashed through a girl’s house, and those lights—what were those lights?”

She shook her head in irritation and marched to the gate. “Agora tae maar,” she snapped. The chain slid away like a snake, and the gates creaked open. 
Charlie took a few steps back.
“Um, gate open. That means you don’t have to stand there anymore.” She spun and headed for the house without waiting to see if he followed. 
He stepped through with his legs turning to jelly, and the gates swung shut behind him. With a final clank, the chain slid back into place. Stories of the manor came flooding back, and Charlie hoped he had done the right thing. He wouldn’t get back through those gates in a hurry if he needed to. He wanted answers though, and that gave him a much-needed flicker of courage.
During the day, the house was even more neglected. The path had crumbled and weeds grew thick between the stones. It must have been spectacular back in the day, back when movies were only ten minutes long and horses hadn’t been invented yet. Charlie took his time, taking in the tall spires and the ancient stonework, and Dalia had to come back for him and jerk him on by the arm. “Yes, it’s a house. Can we please get this over with? We’ve got important guests arriving, and I don’t want you anywhere near them.”

She halted outside the front door and pointed a finger at his nose. “You don’t touch anything, do you understand? Apart from all the things that can kill you—and I don’t have time to mop pieces of you off the walls—there’s nothing here that concerns you.” She squinted up at him. “And if you try to take something else, so help me...”

Charlie shook his head quickly. “I won’t touch anything, I swear.” What did she mean by things that could kill you? 

“Good, because you’re wearing these.” She lifted two pots off of the porch, shook out the soil and handed them to him.
“What am I supposed to do with these now?”
“Put them on.”
“On what?” They seemed a little small for his head, but he tried anyway.
“Your hands you goob. Put them on your hands. That way you won’t be tempted to steal anything else.
“Is that really necessary—” Charlie began, but at her glare, he quickly slipped them on. They fit like oversized lampshades, and he had to keep his hands up so they wouldn’t fall off. He felt like a right halfwit wearing pots on his hands. 
“There, a perfect fit. It’s almost like they were made for you. 
When Charlie stepped through the front door into the entrance hall, his whole body tingled like he was somewhere he shouldn’t be. Once the door shut, there’d be no turning back.
From what the house had looked like outside, he hadn’t expected to find such a large entrance hall, but even so, the walls seemed to squeeze in around him. The tiny windows, so far out of reach, allowed very little light through which made the walls seem to draw in even closer. Charlie took a deep breath, but it still felt like he couldn’t get enough air.
“Wow, it’s dark in here,” he said, nervously, reaching for something to say. His words echoed across the arched ceiling along with his hollow footsteps. “Not that there’s anything wrong with dark,” he added quickly. 
The silence squeezed around him even tighter than the walls. There should have been a lot more going on. There once must have been people everywhere, but now, it was deserted. The second-floor balcony wrapped around most of the hall with countless doors leading off of it, but nothing moved—not even the giant curtains hanging in the open windows, as though the house had sucked the life out of everything.

He had spent his whole life dying to see inside this old place, but now, he just wanted to get this over with and get as far away as possible.

Someone cleared their throat, and Charlie almost scrambled up into the vaulted ceilings. 

A wide staircase, stone-cold and dark, rose between two pillars to the upper landing, and a man stood waiting near the bottom as though he’d just appeared there, but that couldn’t be right. With so much of the hall in darkness, it must have been a trick of the light. Yes, a trick of the light. That excuse was starting to wear thin, but at least that way he didn’t have to think too hard about any of it. 

The man looked like a corpse with deathly pale skin and was dressed as immaculately as it was possible to be in a tattered suit. 

As they approached, he gave a bow fit for a courtier, and his trousers split open. “Miss Dalia. I see one of the guests has arrived. Will he be joining us for lunch?” His white gloves were stained yellow, with two fingers sticking out, and he kept his back so straight, he looked like a butler. But that couldn’t be—surely not? Not with the house in such a state. Still, Charlie’s stomach growled reminding him that he had already missed breakfast and perhaps even midmorning crumpets. He opened his mouth to ask what was on the menu but took one look at the guy’s red-tinted eyes and clamped his mouth shut again. 

Dalia shook her head vehemently. “Most decidedly not—and he isn’t a guest. He’s a little fly buzzing around my head that just won’t go away.”
“Very good,” the man said, inclining his head. “I’ll bring you a rolled up newspaper then.” He turned primly like an old statesman and disappeared up the grand staircase. What was a butler doing in a place like this? And where did he come from? 
“Who’s he,” Charlie whispered, but Dalia ignored the question.
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Chapter 8
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From the hall, she led him down a maze of narrow corridors. Charlie’s eyes moved between the uneven floor stones and the cobwebs hanging from the low ceilings. By the fifth turn, he’d lost his way and by the tenth, wondered if she even knew where she was going.

The dark wood-panelled rooms weighed heavy on him, and the air seemed thick. Charlie wondered how anyone could live here? Dalia dressed well enough, but they couldn’t have much money, and he suddenly felt guilty about taking the ring even though he was going to return it. He would have to find a way to make it up to her as soon as he figured out what was going on. But right now, he needed answers—he needed to know what was happening to him. “So what are all those things that I’ve been seeing then? That ogre and—”
“That was a troll. Can’t you even tell the difference? I swear, it’s like dealing with a child.”
“A troll. Of course,” Charlie said. She said it so casually like seeing an ogre—or troll was the most normal thing in the world.
Charlie caught movement out the corner of his eye. He couldn’t see much with all the nooks and deep shadows, but the same feeling he’d had in the forest returned—a feeling that something was watching and waiting to pounce.

Dalia was turning into another dark passage, and he hurried after her. 

“Okay, so let’s just pretend that trolls do exist here for a second, which everyone knows is impossible. So what was it doing in Bertha’s house then? I mean, I saw her this morning, so it didn’t eat her or anything—not that I would have minded. He looked back one last time, but if anything was following them, he couldn’t see it. He hoped it was just his imagination which tended to get away from him at times, but after the last few days, he wasn’t so sure.

“Uh, I don’t know who Bertha is.”
“Oh, I go to school with her. She’s nuts. I think she was dropped a few times on the head as a kid, and the floor came out worse. Okay, that was a joke.” But Dalia didn’t laugh. She didn’t even crack a smile. “So uh, that’s where the troll was,” he said quickly.
“Oh.” And that was her only comment! 

The passages finally opened onto an old dusty stairwell with narrow stairs wrapping tightly around a stone column. They’d have to step carefully, or they could slip right back down again. He wanted to ask if he could take off the pots, but he didn’t want to push his luck. All things considered, he didn’t blame her for not trusting him but come on, everything he’d seen up until now was worthless; all the old cabinets and bookshelves and furniture were falling apart, and mould covered the few warped paintings that hadn’t already fallen off the walls. 
Charlie thought about the pots, and then, of course, his nose began to itch like there was a switch from his brain to the unreachable parts. He tried to scratch it but kept knocking the pot against his forehead. 
Dalia took one look at him and shook her head sadly. 
“Can we take a break?” His legs felt wobbly, while Dalia hadn’t even broken a sweat.
“Go ahead, but Bleak’s been following us since you arrived, and if she finds you alone on the stairs, she’ll take you back to her cupboard and suck all the warmth out of you.”
“Bleak. Who’s Bleak now?” The name alone was enough to keep him moving. 
“She’s a winter sprite that came with the house. Now come on.” 
A winter what? Charlie exhaled and would have sworn his breath misted like he was outside on a cold winter morning.
He almost tripped over the stairs hurrying after her.
Little light made it through the narrow tower windows, but at least they offered a nice view of the town, so he could remember that a world still existed outside this strange place.
Upstairs, the hall ended with a door that wouldn’t stand out in a barn. By the time they reached it, Charlie’s legs were twitching involuntarily. 
Before Dalia went through, she took a moment to point that threatening finger at his nose again. “Let me do the talking, you hear me?”
“Sure, but where are we? What are we doing here? You’re not going to kill me are you?” 
“I haven’t completely ruled that out! Now, do you understand? Not a word.”

“Yes, Of course. Not a word.” It’s not like he knew what to say anyway or even who they’d be talking to. He didn’t even know why they were here. 

When Dalia was sure that he understood, she straightened her dress, drew a deep breath and knocked. 

“Enter.”

Not much light made it through the dusty windows, keeping the room shrouded in darkness. Strange brass instruments lined a shelf, and a cauldron, bubbling and popping in the fireplace, spilt purple smoke out onto the floor, making the room smell like a back street tobacconist. 

A stern-looking woman sat at a desk scribbling something on an ancient-looking parchment. They stood in front of her desk for a while before she lowered her quill and looked up at them above her spectacles.

“Madam McKinnon,” Dalia said, the words bursting out. “I’m sorry to trouble you, but a terrible thing’s happened—”

“Do calm down, child.” 

“I’m finding it difficult to be calm right now.”

“Well, I won’t have you passing out in my study. Take a deep breath, and start from the beginning.”

Dalia put out her hand to Charlie. “Where is it?”
Charlie held up the pots, and Dalia, making an irritated sound, snatched one of them off so that he could get the ring.
Sheepishly, he drew the ring out his pocket, with an all too familiar feeling like he was back in the principal’s office. He handed it to Dalia, and she shook it at Madam McKinnon.

“He took my ring. He put it on.”
Leaning back in her chair, Madam McKinnon drew off her spectacles to study Charlie. “So why are you coming to me?” 
“Well,” Dalia spluttered, “it’s because of him that I can’t take the trials. What am I supposed to do now? He’s already upset the balance. Do you know that a truck lost control today and crashed through a line of cars, just after a troll tried to kill him? If only it’d succeeded.”

“We know about that, child, which is why you should have used the tower or at least put a repulse charm over your personal effects. You know how important that letter was.”

“Braden was supposed to charm the house. It’s his job—”

“But he didn’t, and that’s on you. You must start to think.”

“Why is this my fault now? He shouldn’t have taken it in the first place. What was he even doing going through our mail? 

“Have you asked him that?”

“I was—” Charlie began, but they both ignored him, and he decided that it may be best to keep it that way.

“I’m sorry, Dalia, there’s nothing I can do about it.” She looked genuinely sorry. “The trials will go ahead.”

“There must be something—”

“There is nothing I can do,” she repeated, a little more firmly this time. Dalia turned that glare on Charlie. “Unfortunately, that isn’t the worst of it, I fear.”

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean, it’s your ring, so if he fails you will fail, but worse than that, if he dies, then so do you.”

Dalia staggered back as though struck. 

“Wait, what do you mean if I die?” Charlie said and felt his face losing colour. Again, they ignored him.

Dalia shook her head as though willing it not to be so. “What—what are you saying.”

“I’m saying that there are reasons why we teach you how to look after your things. I’m saying that you are going to have to help him pass the trials.”

“But that’s impossible,” she said, hoarsely. The fight drained out of her, and she clutched the back of a tattered chair for support. “I’ve had my whole life to get ready. I can’t. I just can’t.”

“In life, difficulties will come—challenges that we never expected, and it’s up to you to press forward regardless.”

“But that’s so unfair—”

“The ring has been set. Whether you like it or not, your trial’s begun. 

“And what about a wand? What is he supposed to use?” 

“Let him use yours.”

“No way. Nobody touches my wand—ever, you know that—not even Thomas.”

“I don’t think you appreciate the situation here, Dalia. This isn’t a game. The ring was meant for you, but now you and”—she frowned at Charlie—“I didn’t catch your name.”

“Charlie, ma’am. Charlie Pratt.” He was battling to form his words. What did she mean he had to pass the trials? He knew he was way behind in the conversation, but he was still trying to get his head around it all—and what did she mean he could die. Did she really say that he could die!

“You and Mr Pratt are linked. At least you’ll be able to help, but he has to pass the trials on your behalf. You don’t have to let him use your wand, but it will be a lot easier on both of you.” 

“Please,” she begged, “not my wand. Isn’t there anything you can do?” 
Madam McKinnon sighed. “O’Keefe has some old wands for sale in—”
“The peddler?” But his wands are suspect; everyone knows that.”

“It’s that or giving him yours. Now, if there isn’t anything else...” Madam McKinnon returned to her work, indicating in no uncertain terms that the meeting was over.

“Thank you, Madam McKinnon,” Dalia said, with a curtsey. She snatched Charlie’s arm, digging her nails in, and all but dragged him out the door, and he was too shell-shocked to do anything but follow.
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“Okay, what just happened in there?” Charlie said as they stepped out into the hall. “What trials, and what did she mean you could die if I died? I’m not going to die, am I?” He had come here to find answers and now had more questions than ever.

“Don’t speak to me. Don’t even look at me,” she snapped.

Charlie wanted to push it, but she turned to wipe away tears, and he suddenly felt terrible about the whole thing, even if he wasn’t sure why exactly. He’d never intended for any of this to happen, and the ring was obviously important to her which made it even worse. “Look, I’m sorry for all of this,” he tried and got a glare that was so icy it would have frozen a yeti. “Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?” He considered volunteering to fix something around the house, but she may just take him up on it. 

“I’m so angry at you right now,” Dalia said. “Just give me some space, okay, and put your ring on.”

“It’s still your ring. If we can only figure out how to unplug it from me...”

“I don’t care whose ring it is, just put it on so that I don’t have to answer any more stupid questions.”

“Can you hold my pots again?” 

“Urgh, just—urgh.” She snatched the pots off his hands and slammed them to the ground.

He felt awkward putting on the ring, and immediately everything around him changed, and he nearly fell over his feet in surprise. The rooms lightened. The walls repaired themselves. Sections of the roof that were falling in slatted back into place. The furniture puffed out as though no longer trying to hide. Picture frames straightened, and colour seeped through, where before there was only rotting canvas, into beautiful oil paintings of lush countrysides and people picnicking in lavish gardens. Crumbling tiles forced their way up under his feet repairing into beige marble as smooth and polished as the floor of any city bank, and even the room seemed to open up creating a lot more space like the walls were an inflating balloon. Windows stretched and the glass cleared allowing light to stream in. 

Charlie turned on the spot trying to take it all in. In his mind, he asked about the windows and the paintings and the crystal chandelier that popped open above him like an umbrella, but all that came out was: “window—there—big—fix—crystal—” What was this place? Who were these people? All he knew was that he had stepped into something that he couldn’t possibly tell the guys at school about, or anyone else for that matter because no one would ever believe it. “What in the world is this?” he said and was proud that he managed to sound as calm as he did. 

“Look, everything you thought was real is a lie. Your little insignificant life is a lie. It’s like when you’re dreaming, you think you’re somewhere, and it all feels authentic, right? But in the real world, you’re actually lying in bed with your dolly.”

“I don’t sleep with dollies,” he said, incredulously. 

“Sure.” 

Argh, he was going to strangle her. “So what does that have to do with all of this?” he snapped.

“Well, when you put on the ring, you just woke up.” She flurried her hands in a grand gesture. “So welcome to the real world.” She said it without much enthusiasm.

Charlie had to force himself to start walking again. 





The thick pillar with the stairs spiralling around it was now the same beige marble as the floors and was carved with rows of beautiful and terrible images. There were creatures and battles and castles and farms and villages. Gold veined the images and each row seemed to follow a different story that must have started at the bottom of the stairs and ended at the top. As they walked, Charlie followed one of the threads absently as he tried to make sense of it all. The images ended with feasts and celebrations and spiralled down into castles and knights fighting back hordes of terrible creatures. There were dragons and one-eyed giants and things that looked like owls with sharp teeth. 

“So—” He wanted to ask something but didn’t know what exactly. “So, uh—” he tried again. “So the troll...” 

“Didn’t we speak about it on the way up? You know that ring is supposed to make you ask fewer questions, not more? 

“Yeah, but what was that? You just have trolls running around this REAL world of yours?”

“Kind of,” she said, exhaling, “but not really. That’s just its cast.” 

“Its cast?”

“Its form. The troll’s a fableman like you and most other people in the world.”

“A fay what?”

“A fableman. In your world, you look like everyone else, but in our world, you look like—let’s call them mythological creatures. I can’t believe that I have to explain all of this. Is this what my life has become?” She let out a frustrated cry.

“Wait, we look like what?” Was he also an ogre? Charlie inspected his hands half expecting to see, well, something strange at least. “But my hands look normal?” Even down to the ink he couldn’t get off his fingers after his pen started leaking in class. He had only noticed after he’d ‘accidentally’ dropped his exercise book and ducked under the desk for a quick and discreet nose pick. He had emerged with ink all over his nostril and up into it and everyone knowing exactly where his fingers had been. They called him ‘Salute’ after that because no one would shake his hand.

“No, you don’t always look like big, dumb animals, just sometimes, like when you lose your temper or smell pheromones or something. I don’t know or care how it happens. Just sometimes you show your animal sides, and we’re left to clean up the mess.” 

“Who’s we?”

“The Keepers—magical folk. Normal people. People that can see into the real world. Look, I shouldn’t have said anything—forget it.”

“What? No—not a chance,” Charlie said. “You can’t do that now, now that you’ve opened the lid. That’s like giving me a lollipop and then licking it, and you don’t look like a licker. 

“A what?” Dalia looked confused.

“Nothing. Never mind. So you were saying?”

“Urgh.” She grabbed her hair and pulled—like literally pulled her hair. “Don’t you ever keep quiet? Don’t you ever take a few minutes to contemplate stuff?”

“What kind of stuff?”

“I don’t know, stuff. Anything that will keep you from bothering me. Count to eleven. You only have ten fingers so that should keep you busy for a while.” 

Once again, Charlie turned his attention to the images carved into the pillar, as he tried to sort through his tangle of thoughts. What had he stepped into, and how could something like this exist without ever hearing anything about it? Part of him wanted to believe it was true, but another part couldn’t accept it despite everything he had seen.  

The pillar held images of tables and people dancing but not celebrating. It was more like a bunch of people drinking in a tavern. As his eyes slid over the images, he began to feel depressed which didn’t happen very often. The stairs became darker and even began to shift from beige marble to a dark granite. He was vaguely aware of a voice in the distance calling to him as in a dream. And then he noticed Dalia shaking his arm, but even that was distant—even she looked far away. Charlie blinked in surprise, and the room flooded back. The grey stone left, and the marble returned. 

“Don’t follow the pictures,” she said. “Stare at those soggy shoes of yours or the roof or something. There are many stories and each will open a different room on the landings, and I don’t have time to go looking for you. I don’t even know where half those rooms go or what half of them are.”

“What, are you joking?”

“Charlie, why would I possibly want to joke with you? Our ancestors used them in times of war to escape up the stairs. If no one knew which thread you were following, they couldn’t chase you. And some of the threads led to some rather unpleasant places. I’ve heard of a room where the air gets thicker until it squeezes the life out of you. Just don’t look at the pretty pictures, okay? Pretty pictures are bad. Soggy shoes are good.”





Like the rest of the palace, the entrance hall had grown considerably, so that the domed ceiling could cover a large house, and three people standing on each other’s shoulders couldn’t span the height of the windows. 

The bigger rooms only seemed to amplify the silence around them, and Charlie was grateful to see the butler descending the stairs again if only to see another person. This time, the man’s suit looked immaculate, and his shoes were polished to match the tiles. He was courtly but somehow dangerous, and Charlie suddenly had a strange feeling that the man had been around for a very long time. 

“Ah, Miss Dalia,” the butler said, giving another bow. “I just saw our guest’s carriage flying overhead, which means they’re two minutes out.” Charlie had to give himself a small shake wondering if he had heard that correctly. A flying carriage? 

“What! You’re kidding!” Dalia cried. “They can’t—we’re not ready. Are you sure? What’s the time?” 

He drew out a pocket watch, and it gonged like a grandfather clock. “Ten twenty-eight and thirteen seconds.”

Dalia squeaked. “Uuuuuh, no, no, no.” She hitched up the folds of her dress and took off for the door, leaving Charlie standing there like a spare coat.

“Would you like me to escort your young friend to the gate?” the butler called after her.

“Thank you,” she said. “And he isn’t my friend. Fly... Buzzing... Remember?

But Charlie wasn’t about to leave now. He was only getting started with this place, and he still had too many questions—far more than he had arrived with—did the butler say there was going to be a flying carriage? “Uh, I could leave now,” he said, racking his mind for an excuse, “but then you’d have to come to my house to collect me again, and you’d have to meet my mother and answer so many more questions than I could ever ask, like where you’re from, and how did we meet, and which soap opera is your favourite, and I wouldn’t want to put you in that position, you understand?”

“What would you like me to do?” the butler asked.

Dalia looked from him to Charlie and back again like she was considering a third option—locking him in a cupboard. “Okay,” she sighed. “He can watch. I need to take him into town anyway, and I don’t want him wandering off somewhere, but”—she looked at Charlie flatly—“if he causes any more trouble, I will tie him to a stone bench and launch him into a pond!” 

“That I don’t doubt,” the butler said, with a bow.

“Come on this way.” Dalia wrenched Charlie on by the arm.

Dalia took him a different route, and they didn’t pass anyone else until they reached a massive side door leading out into the garden. A group of rough-looking men were carrying in crates, which felt surprisingly normal until Charlie noticed that the men weren’t carrying the crates after all but were levitating them above wands. Charlie almost walked into the wall. Keep going, he told himself. Just keep going. 

Outside, a giant wagon, old and rough like it was made a few centuries ago, was half piled with barrels and other goods and more were being unloaded onto the drive. 

“Can someone move this!” Dalia shouted. “It’s in the way, and where’s Aiken? I told him we needed a bloom spell on those trees. Urgh, there is so much still to do.” 

She said something in a language Charlie didn’t recognise and flicked her wand, and the wagon rumbled away by itself wobbling from side to side like a drunk little man. Charlie watched in amazement until it disappeared around the corner.

His head was still spinning, when he noticed the garden for the first time, and his head almost spun right off. Gone was the mess he had known his whole life; the garden looked immaculate with perfectly shaped hedges. A small bridge, as delicate as lace, arced over the river with statues and fountains, and horses that seemed to disappear in the shadows. The strangest looking birds, as tall as flamingoes with feathers like colourful porcupine quills, dug their beaks into the grass contently and burped whenever they came up. No, that was impossible, absolutely impossible. The manor had always dwarfed the other houses in town, but now with the ring, it stood at least ten times higher than it had ever been. Stone turrets rose so high Charlie had to crank his neck back to make out the peaks and the tiny banners snapping in the wind. The garden rolled on for miles with the wall and gate barely visible in the distance. 

Dalia led Charlie down a path through the grounds and Charlie couldn’t stop staring at it all. How could any of this be possible? 

A steep flight of steps led into a sunken garden that must have been larger than the entire property before. Unlike the rest of the grounds, everything here grew wild with trees that were so old each would be able to hold a house in its branches. Charlie followed Dalia in a daze, his feet crunching through a blanket of orange leaves. 

A few servants had gathered near a stone terrace, and Dalia began herding them into straight lines. 

“They’re here,” someone called. Dalia rattled off the last of the instructions as the tiny dots appeared in the sky. Charlie had to shield his eyes to see them. He was proud that he’d managed to keep his cool for so long—he was about to see a flying carriage and he wasn’t going to freak out, he wasn’t going to freak out, and then he wondered if the flying horses ever had to poop.

“Okay, what’s going on here!” he snapped. “Who are these people, and what’s with the flying carriage thing?” He had come to the manor for a simple answer, and now he had a thousand questions and was sure every answer would bring a thousand more.  

“Well, as you’ve probably picked up from the chaos you’ve caused, the trials are about to start, and now we’ve got a few other houses staying with us who were all supposed to stay at the Wistbon castle, but they’ve been having trouble with minotaurs coming in off the mountains, so they’ve split the houses up among the surrounding palaces, and we’re hosting four of them, but we don’t have enough servants anymore, so we had to hire a whole lot more, and they don’t know what they’re doing, and this is absolute chaos!”

A murmur ran through the small crowd, and above them, the dots drew closer forming into people holding the stems of giant dandelions. As they drifted down, the seeds blew off leaving long glittering trails across the sky. Charlie raised his hands to clap but stopped short when he realised no one else was clapping. This was nothing unusual to them. Charlie had to swallow back a lump. There was nothing unusual about people drifting down on flowers!  

Dalia raised her wand. “Alright everyone, just like we practised, okay? Get ready.” 

A gust of wind blew through the garden gently at first but growing stronger. The leaves on the ground began to tremble. A servant raised a horn to his lips. A long bellow rippled through the leaves to the far end of the garden. 

Above them, the group drifted closer. 

Dalia gave the order, and the servants drew their wands. “Alright everyone, this is for Aelyndore.” They pointed their wands skywards, and the leaves began to swirl around their feet. Charlie stood frozen to the spot. He wasn’t sure if it was safe to move, but he watched the leaves twisting around him, faster and faster, higher and higher. Everything beyond the garden blurred until he could barely see the manor or palace anymore. Once the funnel of leaves reached high above them, they formed into the shape of a dragon with a long tail and wings. Up it went, its wings beating the air until it reached as high as the highest spires of the palace. It opened its mouth, and with a giant roar, like wind howling through a canyon, the whole thing exploded. Leaves, catching the light like tongues of fire, showered down around them just as the small group swept through it. That finally brought some applause from the servants. Charlie realised he was holding his breath and clapped and cheered as wildly as anyone else.

Dalia smoothed her dress and forced a smile, and Charlie couldn’t help stealing another look at her. A smile suited her, and he suddenly knew he had made the right decision to come here today. 





An older man was the first to land with his boots thudding in the grass. He had a mutton-chop beard and clean chin, and a red, cheerful face. 

“Who’s that?” Charlie asked.

“That, Charlie, is Mr Ambrose. He’s the leader of Faranog, and he is unstoppable in a duel, so you’d better stay far away from him, do you hear me? Unless you want to end up stuffed into a knot in a tree.” 

One by one the others landed in the yard. They came in quickly and had to jog to a halt, but as they did, the last of the seeds blew off and the stems fell away in a shower of silver light leaving nothing but wands in their upstretched hands. A lanky fellow, with limbs that seemed to flop around, landed head first in a tree, and he had to holler for the others to get him down, somewhat spoiling the whole effect.

The group handed their luggage to the servants. 

A blond girl of about Dalia’s age smiled at her awkwardly. 

Dalia gave a half-wave. Whoever she was, she seemed to consider coming over to join them, but just then Madam McKinnon swept into the garden trailed by a dozen servants.

“Welcome, welcome,” she said, throwing out her arms. 

Mr Ambrose chuckled warmly. “Adelaide, it’s been far too long. That was quite a display you put on there—worthy of House Aelyndore, for sure.”

“That’s kind of you to say,” Madam McKinnon said. “Thomas arranged it all this morning before he was called away on an urgent assignment. I’ve known him his whole life, and yet, I am constantly astounded at how deep his talents lie. Speaking of astounded, I see you’ve taken on even more apprentices?”

“Oh yes, yes, we’ve grown considerably in the last two years. Would you believe that we have thirty-four taking the trials and a hundred and forty-eight at the palace?”

Dalia repeated the number under her breath, and her jaw hinged open. 

“Well, you even managed to tempt away one of our girls,” Madam McKinnon said, smiling regretfully at the blonde Dalia had waved to. 

“Well, Adelaide, you know what the kids are like, they want to be with their friends. I wouldn’t take it personally. I still have my eye on young Dalia there. She too has a lot of talent and needs someone who can draw it out of her.” He had a cheeky smile. 

“You just worry about your own apprentices. It’s going to be a tough competition this year what with the elves’ last-minute entry.”

“Wait, elves!” Charlie whispered, and Dalia shushed him.

“That was a surprise,” Mr Ambrose said.

“Tell me about it. They’ve held themselves apart for so long, I hardly know what to expect. I also hear Domenix kept their apprentices back a year which means they too have a leg-up.”

Mr Ambrose’ expression darkened. “I never liked that lot.” He waved his finger emphatically. “I still don’t trust them. They’re too unpredictable; too underhanded.” Madam McKinnon didn’t say anything, but the corners of her mouth tightened.

Elves! Charlie felt like the whole world was spinning around him, and he was standing still. Who were these people, and what was this place? What was the palace? Was it like a private school or something? He asked Dalia, and she looked at him like he had grown tentacles out of his nose.

“A school? No, don’t be ridiculous. It’s a point.”

“A what?”

“A point. It’s like—” she rolled her hand, wondering how to explain it. “It’s like Madam Mckinnon is the head guardian and we’re her apprentices.”  

“So don’t you go to school then? Who doesn’t go to school?” 

She shook her head. “What’s the point? I know how to read, and I don’t care to colour in pictures and—and stick noodles onto cardboard all day.”

Charlie tried not to laugh, but he couldn’t help himself. “Is that what you think we do in school—stick noodles onto cardboard?”

“No—of course not.” Dalia drew herself up, showing the tiniest dots of colour in her cheeks. “Anyway, I don’t really care what you fablemen get up to, quite frankly. Fablemen are like children; they should be seen and not heard. You apparently never got the memo.” She kept silent for a long time then finally turned to him with a puzzled look on her face. “So what exactly do you do in school then?”

Charlie was about to say that he normally stares into space wishing that he could stick noodles onto cardboard, when a shadow passed overhead, and the wind began to pick up. There weren’t any clouds, but the sun seemed to be losing its strength. The ground began to tremble. Charlie thought about the troll at Bertha’s house and took a step closer to Dalia. 

Madam McKinnon’s smile returned. “Uh, it looks like Eldian has arrived. It was lovely to see you, Edmond. I have put you in the west wing, and I’ll have the servants settle you in.” 

They embraced again, and he gave her a fatherly kiss on each cheek. “We’ll catch up at the opening ceremony.”

“I look forward to it.” 

As Dalia directed a troupe of servants, the soil split apart, and thick vines broke into the air. The horses and birds scattered. Thorny vines and stone pillars twisted together into a wall that was both beautiful and chaotic.

With a sound like crumbling rocks and a sound like snapping vines, the wall split apart in the middle into an opening that was so dark it seemed to feed off the light. If the dandelions could be called elegant, this felt both powerful and dangerous like it would draw in anyone dumb enough to get too close. The sky grew even darker and the trees began to shake around them like the tails of a million rattlesnakes. Even Dalia looked around uneasily.

With a giant roar, a panther leapt through the opening, morphing into a man mid-jump. “Madam McKinnon,” he said with a graceful bow. He had sharp features and pointed ears, and he looked young despite the grey in his temples. 

“Councillor Foulin.” She touched two fingers to her forehead. “The elves are welcome to Aelyndore.”

Nine more panthers leapt free of the opening and they too morphed mid-jump. 

Charlie had to blink a few times to make sure that he was seeing it correctly. Elves? Could they seriously be elves? If they were, they were every bit as graceful as he had imagined from the stories. Even the way they walked reminded him of a dragonfly skimming the surface of a lake, and the girls—the girls were incredible. He glanced at Dalia who was getting the next batch of servants ready and for some reason felt guilty for even thinking that. His eyes stayed on her a little longer than they should, until she looked up at him and he quickly turned away. Yes, he was glad he came here.

Unlike Faranog, the apprentices quickly formed three perfect lines behind the leader, where they stood at attention like soldiers. They kept their eyes forward, but Charlie would bet his Brylcreem that nothing was going unnoticed.

Charlie couldn’t stop staring at their ears and wondered if it would be rude to tug on one. He had never seen anything like it. And that doorway... What was with the doorway? and where did it lead? He thought about returning with a lantern later that night to explore.





While Dalia directed the second troop of servants, a silky character came over looking thoroughly bored. “Just when I thought the day couldn’t get any lamer,” he said, in a drawl. “What on earth are the tree-talkers doing here? Did they lose their ear tips or something?” Being blond and tall and athletic, the girls would probably find him attractive—Allie would be swooning. Charlie hated him right away. 

“Braden, do you mind! I’m busy.” She shouted after a servant who was heading in the wrong direction with a pile of suitcases. The man gave a small squeak and corrected his course.

Braden looked at Charlie and was about to say something when Dalia’s hand shot up. “Not a word,” she warned.

“Oh, come on, Dalia. You have to see the humour in it.” 

“You know what—” she wrenched out her wand and pointed it straight at his nose. “Spirilus.” 

He flicked his wand casually, and the spell bounced into the grass releasing a foul odour. “Now, now,” he said. “That wasn’t polite.”

“You didn’t put up the protection charm two nights ago,” Dalia said. “That was your job!” 

“Of course I put up the protection charm, and if I didn’t, I’m sure it was intentional. You know me, I never make mistakes, and sometimes when I think I have, I then realise I must be mistaken. Isn’t that why you like me so much? Anyway, you could have done it yourself. Why should I look after your things if you can’t?”

“Because it’s your job! The only job you have. You know what, go and blow bubbles down the toilet. Urgh!” She grabbed Charlie’s arm and yanked him to the other side of the small gathered crowd. “He is such a churlish lout,” she shouted.

“Who was that?” Charlie asked, casually. He tried telling himself that he didn’t like her anymore, but he still felt a twinge of jealousy. “Is that your brother?”

“Hell no.” She folded her arms, scowling. If any of that was in my gene pool I’d put a bag over my head. He is crass and rude and just plain annoying.” 

Charlie wanted to weep. They weren’t related, the guy looked like he knew his way around a hairbrush and they seemed to live under the same roof, so they would be around each other all the time, and he made her mad which was one step away from declaring his true feelings, and she’d then be dragging him along to farmer’s markets and chick-flicks, and then it was game over for the rest of them. At least her anger was directed at someone else for now—he’d take that.

Thiggin arrived on flaming comets that exploded into the soil leaving giant craters, and Domenix was the final house to arrive, and immediately caused a stir by arriving in sleek red sedans blasting circus music.

Braden laughed uproariously, and madam McKinnon scowled every bit to match Dalia.

The leader of Domenix seemed a lot younger than those from the other houses, and when Madam McKinnon extended her welcome, he looked past her and remarked that the place was a lot smaller than he expected. Madam McKinnon’s lips tightened, but she still somehow managed to force a smile.

“I expected Lord Parish to join us?”

“No,” the guy said, dismissively. “He decided the castle would be a better fit despite the minotaurs. I’m starting to think that he was right.”

“Well, you’re more than welcome to join him if the palace doesn’t suit you,” she said, coolly.

“No, I suppose I need to get used to it. This is where I’ll be based after the trials.”

“What are you talking about?” she snapped.

“Oh, haven’t you heard? Lord Parish has made a bid on the old place. I hear the council is eager to put it to good use again. It’s been mismanaged for so long now, it’s embarrassing.”

“Let me make this clear,” Madam McKinnon said, her voice dangerously level. “Aelyndore isn’t going anywhere.”

“Well, I don’t think you have much of a choice,” he laughed. “Aelyndore is a dream that we—well, the rest of the world, have stopped caring about a long time ago. It’s hardly a wisp of its former glory, and let’s be real, you’re barely keeping the doors open as it is. I hear you had to hire servants for this occasion, and what, you have a single entry into the trials?” He laughed again. “Oh, make no mistake, it’s not a matter of if I’ll be moving in, but when. And don’t bother about your servants for hire, I’ll see myself in.” He moved on without sparing her more than a second glance. The apprentices followed his example, ignoring her like an old wringer in a laundromat. 

Madam McKinnon said Domenix held back their apprentices a year, but they looked a lot more than a year older than everyone else. They were all tall and beefy, including the girls, and most of the guys had been shaving for years.

As they passed, he threw Dalia his keys. “My luggage is in the back. Mind you don’t get any fingerprints on her. She’s just been polished.” 

The last of the group piled in through the front doors leaving Charlie and Dalia alone in the yard.
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Charlie could hear Dalia’s teeth grinding. She threw the keys at the door, then blasted them with her wand, and finally gathered up the pieces and threw them into the elven gateway. They bounced off an invisible barrier. 

“That’s it,” she shouted. “We have to get as far away from this place as possible. Oooh, I hope Faranog kills them this year. It’s the only house big enough to present a challenge. I suppose Eldian could also do it, but that would be almost as bad. The elves can be so exasperating.” 

Charlie was amazed that he was listening to a serious conversation about elves, but he had seen them with his own eyes. He had actually seen elves.

They reached the street, and Dalia stopped alongside one of Domenix’s red sedans. “Right, how do we use these things?”

“Wait, what are you doing?”

“How do we use them!”

“You’ve never been in a car before?”

“Uh, no.” She said it as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I try to stay out of your world as much as possible.” She pressed her face up to the glass and peered inside. “It’s kind of small, isn’t it?”

“Don’t tell me you’ve never seen inside a car before.”

“Of course I’ve seen inside a car—I think? I’m sure I have—at some point in my life.”

“So how do you normally travel then? I don’t see any giant flowers or stone gates like the elves used. Were those seriously elves?”

“The pipes,” she said. “but it’s not like you’re anywhere near ready for that. You don’t even know what a glestronux is. And yes they were. Anyway, I’m being all accommodating like, so shut up and appreciate it. 

“Fine,” Charlie said, putting up his hands in surrender. “But you can’t just take a car. That’s illegal. Besides, you melted the key, remember? And the doors are locked. You see that little latch right there. I can phone my mum if you like, but I have to warn you she isn’t a very good driver.”

“I’m sure we can manage.” Dalia pulled out her wand and tapped the glass.

“Are you going to, you know, do magic?” Charlie said eagerly. He was a bit conflicted though, as he wanted to see magic—he couldn’t believe he was thinking that—but with her in such a mood, he also didn’t want to give her any ideas that she could use against him. 

“Yes.” Dalia picked up a rock. “Abracadabra.” She smashed the window. Glass showered down, and the alarm screeched. She stumbled back blocking her ears while glaring at Charlie as though he was the one making the noise.

“That wasn’t my fault,” he laughed.

She tapped her wand against the car door. “Silentium,” she whispered, and the wail cut off abruptly. 

“Whoa!” Charlie opened his mouth to ask what she’d done, and without missing a beat, she blasted him with the same curse. His throat tightened, and when he tried to speak, his voice came out in nothing more than a squeak. 

“That’s what it does. You see, I knew you were going to ask. That’s all you do. You ask questions all day. I should have done that a long time ago actually.” She glanced up and down the street making sure no one was watching and then pulled him into the back seat. She shut the door and looked around, puzzled. “Now what?”

He tried to tell her that she was sitting in the wrong place, but he could only gesture and give off the occasional sound like a swing door creaking in the wind. He cursed and even that was a squeak. There was something largely unsatisfying about cursing when you sounded like a chew toy. 

She sighed and lifted her wand to his lips. “It was a pleasure while it lasted.” There came a small pop, and his throat opened like a padlock.

“You normally have to sit in the front for it to work,” he spluttered. It had only been a few seconds, but he felt like he needed to talk quickly to make up for lost time.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me. How do you deal with all these stupid rules!” She got out, slamming the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. 

“Mobilus.” The car jerked, and there came a horrible grinding sound from somewhere underneath. She looked down quizzically. “And now what?”

“I don’t know. I guess you could try releasing the handbrake.”

“The what?”

Charlie did it for her, and the car shot forward smashing into the car in front of them. The hood dented up, and they were thrown headlong into the dashboard. The wheels kept going though grinding up a cloud of black smoke. 

“Go back. Go back,” Charlie shouted. Dalia twisted her hand, the wheels skidded and the car shot back over a fire hydrant. Water blasted out from under their car and then so high in the air, you could launch a chihuahua from it. They were going to be in so much trouble. 

“How do you steer this?” she shouted, looking over her shoulder. 

Charlie grabbed the wheel and turned, and the car spun knocking over a dustbin and spraying trash across the road. 

“Forward, forward, forward. Go forward,” he shouted. Dalia twisted her hand, and the car took off like a rocket heading straight for a busy intersection and of course a red traffic light.

“Red light,” Charlie screamed. “That’s a red light. Stop, you must stop.” 

“Why?” Dalia asked as they sped through. Two cars swerved and a third screeched past barely missing them. A fourth clipped the mirror clean off. Dalia snatched onto the door, screaming. “Why aren’t they stopping?”

“I told you, the light’s red. We have to stop on red.”

“How’re you supposed to know that?”

“Everyone knows that.” 

They cleared the intersection, leaving chaos and a lot of angry people behind. A red-faced man had grown a bull’s snout and horns and was rattling his fist through an open window.

“I hate your world. I hate your world and everything in it,” Dalia said. “And do you have to lean on me like that!” 

“It’s the only way I can steer.”

“Can’t you just do it from your side?”

“No, I need the wheel.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay, swap seats.” 

“Are you insane?” Charlie shouted. The speedometer was registering eighty miles an hour through the suburbs. He’d be happy to remain where he was thank you, but she was already climbing over him. 

“I can’t see.” He pushed her out the way, and the car swerved. “Where to?” he shouted. 

He climbed awkwardly over the handbrake, hitting his knee against the radio knob and scraping his leg against the gear lever. His butt wasn’t built for these gymnastics.

She checked her watch. “Left. Left.”

The turnoff was just ahead. “Thanks for the warning!” He wrenched the wheel left, gliding into the intersection. “Can’t you slow it down?”

“I don’t know how to.”

“Great. Just great.”

“It’s not far from here. just—just make sure you don’t kill us.”

“You’re the one trying to kill us.”

“Right.”

“Right?” Charlie was surprised that she was giving in so easily. He was about to compliment her on this important milestone when she snatched onto his arm to force a turn. “Right... Turn right.” 

Charlie jerked the wheel, but this time they weren’t so lucky. The car jumped the pavement, launching through a wooden fence. 

Old Mr Potts stood with his rake in his well-manicured garden, watching open-mouthed as they tore through his flowerbeds. They hit into a washing line full of sheets, and the world turned white. 

“Dalia, Dalia,” Charlie shouted. He put on his windscreen wipers but all it did was drag some old man briefs across his windshield.

“dun estius infernus,” Dalia shouted, and the linen exploded in a shower of embers. The back wall appeared in front of them, and Charlie screamed, covering his eyes as they rocketed through it. Smashed sections of wooden fencing and Mr Potts’ hedge sprayed over the pavement, and they landed on the street with the sound of crunching metal. 

Dalia snatched the wheel, turning as far as she could, and the car spun off into a tree. Charlie was thrown onto her, and the car sputtered and died.

“Can—you—get—off—me,” came her muffled voice from under his stomach somewhere. He opened the door, and they both toppled onto the pavement. 

He made sure that he still had everything attached and then he finally snapped. “Are you insane? Are you like a mentally deranged person? We stole a car. We could get arrested. And that fire hydrant—you see how much water was coming out! A dog somewhere out there is going to get a shock when he lifts his leg and the hydrant sprays him right back.” 

“At least there won’t be any fires around it, right?” 

“Yeah, so?”

“So mission accomplished.”

“What? What are you...” Once again he didn’t know how to respond. Why couldn’t she feel bad like a normal person?

She glanced at her watch. “Quick. We need to hurry.” 

“Where are we going now?”

“There’s a fold, but we haven’t got much time. Unless you would rather take another one of those motor thingies?” She gathered up the extra folds of her dress and started across the field, and Charlie had no option but to follow. “Quick, quick, quick,” she shouted. “We only have a few seconds.”

She had to help him over a fence, and they stumbled out onto the railway tracks with a train screaming towards them. 

“Train,” he shouted. He jerked back, but she grabbed his arm and pulled him further onto the tracks right in front of it. As the train hit, the world seemed to fold in on itself, and Charlie was left screaming. 
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It took him a moment to realise that he wasn’t dead but was standing in the passage of the train, looking down the row of cabin doors.

“I can’t breathe. I can’t feel my... What was... How...” was all he managed before his legs gave way.

“Stop being so dramatic.” She dragged him up, and they found an empty carriage, and Charlie collapsed onto the small foldaway bed. He jabbed a fist to his chest, sure that he was having a heart attack. “Please don’t ever do that again.” 

“I wouldn’t need to if you weren’t tagging along like a lump in my porridge.”

“How does a lump in your porridge follow you—”

She pointed her wand and the bed shot up, squashing him into the wall. It bounced down again depositing him onto the floor. Dalia looked out the window biting back a laugh.





They reached Bonburry station by three that afternoon, and the way things were going, Charlie half expected Dalia to exit through the privy window or a secret door under one of the dining room tables that opened by throwing the salt shaker at someone’s head, but they departed like everyone else, jostling through the crowd that made up the start of the afternoon traffic. 

There was nothing unusual about the station, from what Charlie could see, but there had been nothing unusual about Bertha’s house either before a troll bust through the door wanting to eat him, and the last thing he needed was more of those light creatures coming after him from the night before. Everything seemed normal enough though, from the people hurrying along with their luggage carts to people selling food and flowers.

“So where exactly are you taking me?” Charlie asked. “Should I have packed my swimming trunks? Do I need to call a lawyer?”

“A what?” Dalia said. “And no, we’re going to Belglop.”

“Where?”

“Belglop. It’s a magical village. I need to get some things for the trial, and we have to get you a wand because I’m not letting you anywhere near mine. It may just find its way into your pocket like my ring.”

“You’re going to keep reminding me of that, aren’t you?”

“You bet. For the rest of your life. If we even live past the trial that is. And if not, I’ll come back and haunt your grave.”

They exited through the station’s large revolving doors, and to Charlie’s surprise, when he tried to proceed into the parking lot, Dalia held his arm and they continued right back into the station, but this time the station was altogether different. It had become as fancy as the palace, with pillars and painted murals and a mirrored ceiling at least three times higher than before. Everything seemed old fashioned as though they had stepped back two hundred years. A steam-powered train whistled past a platform lined with shops of dark wood, like something out of a Charles Dickens tale. Even the platform lanterns looked like they had been pinched from a museum. Women wore flowing dresses, and men walked stiff-backed and politely tipped their hats to each other. 

A man sat on an old iron bench, reading the newspaper. He drew a pipe from his cloak, letting go of his newspaper for a moment to pat down his pockets and the paper remained floating up in front of him with the page even turning by itself.

Charlie wanted to explain what happened with the ring, but as they stepped into this new place, his words cut off abruptly. He turned trying to see everything at once. 

They passed a rather wild-looking man wearing a bright, and rather hideous, patchwork cloak. “Ogly pollywubbles fablemen menagerie,” he said in a booming voice, handing Charlie a pamphlet. He flashed a cheerful grin like a rather terrifying Santa, and his great beard shuddered as though mice were living in it. “Best in the land by far. There are hyocs and zibber-wucks and pucker-nubber cubs—only three years old. Bring that pamphlet for seven tippits off the entrance price, and kids under two get in free.” 

The pamphlet folded itself into an ogre, a goat, an elephant, that lifted its trunk and gave a small toot, and finally a bird with the wings clicking up and down. Charlie opened his palm and the little thing nearly flew away, and when he held on, it began pecking at his fingers furiously.

An old woman shuffled passed pulling a squeaking cart piled with boxes of cigarettes. “Two in one addiction,” she recited in a bored voice that said she had repeated her lines many times before. A sign on her cart said: “Clouds of Cotton candy instead of smoke. Better than regular smokes, because you won’t lose any weight on these. Now available in three exciting flavours: bubble gum, strawberry and classic nicotine.” Her nails and the front of her silver hair were stained pink and blue.

Charlie watched her with his mouth hinged open.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never seen those before?” Dalia said. “It’s like you don’t even know the most ordinary things. I honestly don’t know how you people manage.”

Whichever way he turned, there were things to stare at. Vendors pushed food carts piled with all kinds of strange goodies, from self-popping popcorn and auto-bubbling bubblegum that blew out your nose to keep your lips free for other things, and unlucky packets that could give you anything from a new pair of always-up socks to an electric shock. “I’ll take two,” Dalia said, dropping a handful of small brass coins into the vendor’s hand.

Charlie got a mousetrap that snapped onto his fingers painfully, and Dalia got a tissue that left pieces stuck to your nose. Just as well she didn’t have a cold. 

A group of kids ran after a ball that kept landing and then taking off again when they got too close. Charlie was so busy watching them that he walked straight into a display outside a shoeshine and cobbler shop. Cans of something clattered to the floor. 

A sign read:





Any-turn shoe polish. Can turn your shoes into any colour, shape or size, from knee-high boots to suede loafers.





A second later the shop door flew open and a stern-looking man—thing—creature, no taller than three feet, stormed out. He took in the damage and his face reddened like the element on a toaster, without the delicious smell, and he began cursing in a squeaky little voice. 

Charlie couldn’t stop staring, even though it was probably a rude thing to do. He couldn’t help himself. It must have been a goblin or something with those big ears and black stone eyes set in a face that looked like a deflated leather football. “Do you have any idea how much trouble you can cause if one of those explodes?” The man was saying. “We’ll be neck-deep in folk coming round here complaining about going into board meetings in flippers or trying to rustle cattle in high heels. Oh blasted! Watch where you’re stepping will you!” He hurried after a can before it could be kicked away by the stream of passersby.” 

Charlie gave himself a little shake. “I’m sorry, I, uh...” he didn’t know what to say. The goblin was a neat, precise little man, but the polish on his shoes either wasn’t applied correctly or was wearing off because the backs were brown dress shoes and the fronts pink bunny slippers.

Dalia slipped in front of Charlie. “So sorry,” she said smoothly. “You’ll have to excuse my brother; he’s not all there in the head. We found him in my aunt’s apothecary this morning chewing on the plasters.” 

She gathered up a few cans and dumped them into the goblin’s already full arms. “I’ll make sure to bring along some squeaky things next time to keep him distracted.” Glaring at Charlie, she snatched his arm and dragged him off into the crowd with the goblin shouting after them. 

“Watch where you’re going,” she hissed. “I can’t afford to pay for anything you break, and I certainly don’t have any use for ten cans of goblin shoe polish.” 

“So that was really a goblin?” Charlie was right. He suddenly wished he could go back to spend some more time staring at the little man. “Is he also a fableman?”

“No. Some creatures are magical beings that only exist in our world. Goblins are inventors—very clever unless they’re hit on the head too hard, of course, but they all have nasty little tempers. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he set your trousers alight for bumping over his display like that. I once knew a guy who stole a watch from a goblin clockmaker, and they put a curse on him that caused his nose to tick and sound a gong every time he sneezed. It half-scared people to death. It went off in a library once, and everyone scrambled under the tables for cover. No, you don’t want to upset a goblin.” Dalia stopped to consider. “I wonder what they would do to thieves who take rings? I should go speak to him to get some ideas.

But first to figure out where Belglop is...” She drew out a tiny sheet of paper about the size of a postage stamp. She unfolded it carefully and frowned. 

“What’s that?” Charlie said, peering over her shoulder. 

“It’s a map. Can’t you see?”

“But it’s so small.”

“I know.” Dalia sighed. “I bought it out a catalogue. When they said fairy map, I thought the fairies had made it, which was partly true; they just didn’t mention that it was made for them as well. It came with a magnifying glass, but that was about as big as a grain of rice. I couldn’t even hold it between two fingers. It doesn’t matter though; it still works if you squint long enough and kind of tilt your head like this. Here, take a look.” 

She drew out her wand and tapped the tiny sheet. “Belglop,” she said, slowly and clearly. There came a flash of green light and lines as thin as hair drew across the page. “Sort of leftish and up. Unless that’s just a spot of dirt. Alright, I guess it’s this way.” She kept the map out in front of her, looking very strange indeed like a postal worker gone postal and looking to put a stamp on someone’s forehead.

Charlie had to dodge, shoulder first, through the people to keep up with her. “Haven’t you been here before?” 

“Not very often. The last time was a couple of years back before we started our training, but the station’s huge. You can get lost so easily. Aah, this looks right.” She walked to a massive pillar and tapped it a few times with her wand as though inspecting it for termites. She really was a strange one. “Here, take my hand,” she said.

Without warning, she shot up like a bullet, jerking Charlie’s arm and dragging him screaming behind her. 

The station flipped and they were suddenly on another platform. “Wait so...” Charlie looked up slowly. 

The station as he knew it now hung above them with people walking upside-down as though nothing had happened. He had an image of all those people returning to normal gravity and falling onto his head and then remembered that he was the one walking upside-down. 

He grabbed onto a signpost and had to work moisture back into his mouth before he could speak. “I thought it was—that’s not a mirror above us! I thought it was a mirror!” Was this whole world insane? 

“Of course not,” Dalia said. Why would they hang a mirror on the ceiling? So people can look at their bald spots?”

Charlie sighed.

“To see themselves from a hat’s point of view? I don’t know how things are in your world, but you would have to be pretty vain to want a mirror above you.”

“Sorry I asked.” 

“Besides”—Dalia was on a roll now—“vampires can’t see their reflections so that would be discriminatory, and the griffins would be flying into it all the time—they’re not the brightest, and don’t even get me started on the elves; they love themselves so much, they would get bent necks staring up at their reflections all day, and that’s all we need: elves with their noses any higher in the air and permanently at that. No, a mirrored ceiling isn’t a good idea Charlie.”

“Wow, so when you said up, you literally meant up. I can’t believe it.” 

“What else? And stop gawking. It’s embarrassing. You know, I never understood how you people can waste so much perfectly good space.” 

“We never thought of using our ceilings,” Charlie said, dryly.

“I know, you people are like griffins; you aren’t the brightest. Can we go now, or are you going to take that sign with you?”

Charlie let go tentatively, one hand at a time, and remained on the floor. That was encouraging at least. An upside-down train pulled in above them, and a thick cloud of black smoke settled over the platform, and Dalia hurried away coughing. It took Charlie a few tries to finally go after her, but he couldn’t look up; it did weird things to his stomach. He found Dalia again, near a ticket office, dusting off her dress. 

“Ah, there you are. You know, that’s one of the problems with Bonburry. If you aren’t quick enough, you can leave looking like a chimney sweep. Here’s another. Give me that pamphlet.” 

“Why? What are you going to do with it?” He kind of liked the little bird—thought he would keep it as a souvenir. He wasn’t great with pets, so at least he wouldn’t have to feed this one—not that he knew what paper ate. And he wondered if you should put newspaper at the bottom of the cage or if that would be traumatic for the poor thing?

“Just give it here.” Dalia snatched it from him. “You can get these anywhere. The worst is when they enchant the serviettes, and you have to try to coax them down from the roof before you can wipe your mouth.

Looking around with a mischievous grin, she crumpled the paper and tossed it up. It sailed all the way and bounced off an old man’s head. He looked around curiously, and Dalia dragged Charlie off behind cover, spluttering with laughter. That was the kind of thing that got a guy in trouble. At least now that she was away from the palace, she seemed to be in a much better mood.
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Belglop was an old-fashioned village with half-timbered houses that ran along a cobbled street. 

Vendors shouted above each other to be heard. 

“Finest troll hide boots.” 

“Iron maidens, fresh from Egypt. Punish your servants the good old-fashioned way.” 

“Curses. Get your curses here. Enchant your wand to terrorize your enemies, or buy one of our many accessories. Ground coffee that cools the water instantly; a perfect choice to keep that obsequious colleague in a foul mood all day. Enchant a wall to stay an inch higher than that meddlesome neighbour no matter how hard they try to peer over.”

Several carriages, of all shapes and sizes, waited in a clearing past the entrance. Some were pulled by horses, others by creatures Charlie had never seen before. There was a fine wagon as delicate as lace being drawn by what looked like a hundred tiny birds. The wagon driver sat hunched beneath a white bespattered umbrella with a less than enthusiastic expression.

“So which peddler are we looking for?” Charlie asked, hoping it wasn’t the one selling curses because he had a knack for upsetting people and the last thing he needed was the knots in his shoelaces pulling tighter every time he tried to untie them. 

“He’s sort of on the outskirts. People don’t like him much. I don’t blame them. You will see what I mean when you meet him. But I need to pick up a few things for the trials first.”

The first shop they entered was Madam Dankwood’s toadstools, a dark and damp place with large trees reaching to the ceiling. It felt like they had stepped into a forest with the strangest assortment of mushrooms growing on the logs and in the black soil around the trees.

At the entrance, Dalia lifted a small pair of shears and a basket which she handed to Charlie. 

“What’s this for?”

“We’re picking mushrooms.”

“Oh great, you’re turning me into Little Red Riding Hood.” 

As they started along the dirt track that wound its way under the massive boughs, Charlie’s stomach reminded him that they hadn’t eaten all day. “Can you eat any of these?” He asked, hopefully.

“Not all of them are poisonous if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Well, yes, but are any of them good to eat?”

“What do you mean good to eat?”

“Haven’t you ever eaten white mushrooms fried in butter?” He could almost taste it and smacked his lips together. 

Dalia looked at him askance. “You eat fungus? You people are such barbarians.”

“I can’t help it. I’m hungry.” He watched a mushroom sliding up the tree like a snail leaving a slimy trail behind it and another that was covered with swelling lumps like boils that burst in a shower of green slime when anyone got too close. 

“Suck a stone,” Dalia said. “Isn’t that what they do in the desert?”  

“That’s if you’re thirsty.” 

“Swallow the stone then.”

The mushrooms at Charlie’s feet inflated and deflated, as though they were breathing. Charlie could have sworn he even heard one snoring, but he was mesmerized by the small, almost jelly-like, blue ones that glowed with a faint light, and when he tried to touch one, Dalia slapped his hand away.

“Those will drain all your energy. In the Black Forest, people fall asleep around them and never wake up again. 

Ah, there they are,” she said, cheerfully as though she hadn’t just said all that. She picked a mushroom with ribs like bat’s wings and dropped it into the basket. 

“What is this?” Charlie asked.

“Read the sign.” 

Small wooden signs, like those you’d find in a dark fairytale forest, identified the different cultures.

“En—glee—wand,” he said, awkwardly trying to pronounce the name.

“Englewand,” she said. 

She forced half a dozen more into his arms and moved on to the green mushrooms with orange dots that flattened themselves whenever anyone yawned.

They exited the shop with two small bags full of all kinds of weird things and Dalia in a very good mood for once.

“I can’t believe they had bill-wart. I’ve looked everywhere for it. And their prices were half of what we can get anything for locally. I could spend another two hours down there easily.” 

“Please don’t,” Charlie said, squinting in the dappled sunlight of the main street. He didn’t quite share her enthusiasm for fungi. He was glad to be back in the fresh air again though after being stuck in the humid shop for so long. Even his clothes felt clammy. 

The second shop was in a nearby alley. 

“So what do we have here anyway?” He read the name aloud. “Emperors Emporium of Enchantment.” It was written in large gold lettering on a green background. 

“I just need to get something for Thomas’ birthday. He’s turning seventeen, so I want to get him something nice, but he has almost everything.”

“Who’s Thomas?”

“My brother.”

“I didn’t know you had a brother.”

“I’ve got four, but the other three are much older than us and technically aren’t really my brothers. We’re the babies of the family.”

The door opened into the shop, ringing a small bell somewhere deep inside.

When Charlie entered, the hair on his arms stood on end as though the whole room crackled with energy.

Their shelves burst with all kinds of strange and wonderful things. The goods weren’t packaged in plastic, with bright labels like products back home. Here, everything was in ornate wooden boxes, or clay pots, with the names inscribed on small plaques. Charlie walked up and down the aisles trying to get his head around it all and ended up at a glass display in the centre of the shop. It held a full set of leather armour with a pair of dragon wings rising out the back as tall as a man. A sign said that hundreds of years ago, Sir Mordin’s soldiers patrolled the skies in these and that it wasn’t for sale. 

“Now that,” Charlie muttered breathlessly, “would get me every telephone number in school!” 

He would do anything for one. Absolutely anything, including jumping on the principal’s back and kissing his bald spot, and even the months of detention that followed would have been a pleasure to get through knowing what he was going home to.

Dalia sniffed and muttered something about wanting fablemen telephone thingys, and who would possibly have any use for that. She walked by, hardly giving the wings a second glance, and Charlie had to hurry after her.

“You don’t think it’d be cool to fly? Who doesn’t want to fly?”

“No. I have no desire to fly, and I certainly don’t want a pair of wings strapped to my back. That’s for fablemen and children to dream about.” 

Charlie wanted to point out that half the people staring at the armour were over twenty, and one guy was at least forty, leaning up against the glass like an omelette seeing the chicken coop for the first time and wondering what could have been. Dalia was so short about it, even shorter than usual as though the very idea of the wings offended her, that Charlie decided not to push it and rather enjoy them from a distance. 

Dalia finally found what she was looking for on a dusty shelf at the back of the store, and for the first time seemed genuinely excited about something other than mushrooms. 

She opened the box to check that everything was in order. A dozen or so clear glass balls rested neatly in velvet-lined compartments. If this excited Dalia it probably contained some kind of nerve agent, and Charlie couldn’t help taking a step back. 

“Uh, that’s not going to kill anyone, is it?”

“Of course not. Well, not unless you drop them.” She threw the box to Charlie and he squeaked and fumbled to keep them from falling.

“Don’t worry, they’re just orbs you dote. I can’t believe I found one. There’s been a bit of a clampdown on them recently so this is amazing. It’s a bit more than I wanted to pay, but he’s going to freak out.”





The final shop on her list was a small bookstore. It looked like any other bookshop, if vastly overstocked, with thousands of books cramming shelves that stretched three or four stories high. 

The plump keeper wore an unironed shirt and his hair hadn’t seen a comb for at least a couple of days. He mumbled to himself as he sorted through a pile of books stacked so high around him, he had to stretch to see above them. “Good morning, afternoon, day, whatever it is,” he said as they entered. “You will have to excuse me; the new shipment arrived yesterday and somehow the covers and pages have mixed themselves up. I suppose my assistant was in the bottle again when he worked the displace charm, and here I am left to make sense of it all.” He ran a weary hand through his hair. “But don’t let that concern you. What can I do for you?”

“I—I don’t know,” Dalia said. “I’m taking the trials, so anything that could help.”

“Your first?”

She nodded.

“What stream?”

“Herbs and Potions.”

He raised his brow. “We don’t get many young people following the classic arts nowadays. That’s not an easy stream that. I’ve always wanted to learn, and have dabbled in it from time to time, creating simpler potions for stomach ailments and de-blighting old food. Perhaps I’ll set aside some time in a few years when I sell the shop and have a bit more time on my hands.” 

He considered for a moment then clicked his fingers. “I have just the thing.” He tapped the shelf with his wand, muttering a spell under his breath and the bookshelf completely rearranged itself. 

The seller ran his finger along the bottom row and stopped on one of the titles. “Yes, yes, this is it. It was written a hundred years ago, but it’s still the best guide available. Very rare though and all handwritten. I’ve only had two or three passing through here in all the years I’ve been open.” 

Dalia flipped through a few pages and he leaned forward on his counter to watch her reaction. 

“Hmmm, this is interesting,” Dalia said, slowly. “For a flash bomb, it recommends nightbrush leaf instead of tipsyweed and nailwort. It says it lasts longer and allows you to stack other potions on top of it.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know much about flash bombs,” the man said, “but if the book says it, then I would go with what it recommends. Madam Telman was a great teacher. Some would even call her the mother of classic potion work.”

“Yes, I’ve heard some good things about her,” Dalia said. “Apparently, she discovered how to bond many of the herbs we find in potions. And in her free time, she loved to rollerskate.” 

“Rollerskate?” The man said, looking confused. 

“It’s a fableman thing. It’s like shoes with wheels. Don’t worry I didn’t know what it was either until I saw someone using them.”

“Shoes with wheels,” the man said. “How queer.”

“Tell me about it.” Dalia dropped the book on the counter and reached for her purse. “I’ll take it.”
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Chapter 13


[image: image]


Dalia stopped outside the shop for one last look along the row of storefronts. “I don’t know what else I can possibly need for the trials, but I’m going crazy thinking about it.” 

“So what exactly do you have to do in the trials?” Charlie asked. “I’m not so good with sums, and I didn’t make choir but”—his voice brightened—“I can hum almost any song I know.”

“That’s not going to help here, Charlie. How’s your sword skills?”

“My what? What do I need that for?”

“I don’t know. The trials are different for everyone, but the apprentices all seem to come out a little beaten up afterwards, so sword skills would come in handy. Thomas nearly had his head torn off when he got it tangled in a thread trying to get a coin from a rope spider. He still has a scar across his throat, and it turns out that wasn’t even part of the trial. And Ned, my oldest not-brother, had his small finger bitten off by an iron ferret. They could have grown it back, but he decided it made a good conversation piece; he even got his job because of it. How are you with a rope? Actually, never mind. I think I know the answer already.” 

Charlie had to swallow back a tennis ball-sized lump in his throat. “He had his finger bitten off! What kind of world is this?”

“Oh yes, but don’t worry about that; it’s quite common to lose body parts. Fingers and ears seem to be the trend at the moment, but there’s a lot worse that can happen. I’ve seen people who can’t function properly afterwards like they just stare at a blank wall all day. How good are you at staring at a wall?” 

Charlie’s head was spinning, but before he could ask any more questions, they spotted the girl from Faranog who had waved to them at the palace. She came over to join them.

“Taslyn,” Dalia said in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“Hey, you. Wow, it’s been a while. I uh”—she swung her arms awkwardly—“I’m just, you know, getting some stuff for the trial. You?”

“Same.” Dalia raised one of her parcels. An awkward silence followed the small burst of conversation, where neither of them knew where to go from there, and finally, Taslyn put out her hand to Charlie. “Taslyn,” she said.

“Charlie. Charlie Pratt.” He then felt awkward so he added, “the third,” and could have kicked himself. He could be fun and silly like that around Allie, but now it felt out of place.

“The third what?” She looked confused. “I’m kidding.” She laughed and squeezed his arm. It was a musical laugh that invited people in, and Charlie warmed to her right away. “Are you also in Aelyndore?”

“Uh.” He looked at Dalia. “Kind of I guess.” 

“Oh, so you’re hoping to get in?”

“I’m trying harder to get out.”

She burst out laughing again, and Charlie was convinced that many a guy had fallen for her because of that laugh.

“Aaah, I miss this. Remember the secret room near the eastern tower,” she said to Dalia. “We spent hours in there laughing about everything and nothing.”

“And stealing food from the kitchens,” Dalia said, finally breaking into a smile.

“Remember that servant boy; what was his name?”

“Justice?”

“Yes, Justice. He had such a thing for you. He was kind of cute though.”

“And every time I greeted him, he would blush and then turn into a nubble and wobble off making that funny croaking sound.”

Taslyn mimicked the sound and did that laugh of hers again. “Oh, I miss that. I miss you. Faranog is great, but it’s so competitive, oh my gosh. Especially now with the trials. She looked at Dalia, and her laughter trailed off. It was like everything up until this point was leading to what she wanted to say, but she needed to build up the courage first. “I’m sorry I left like that. We had such big dreams, and I know we planned to do the trials together, but I had to get away. I’ll explain things sometime, but you need to know that you were like a sister to me... the only sister I ever had, and I know I didn’t even say goodbye, and I’m truly, truly sorry.” She clutched a hand to her heart. “I should have. I really should have, and you have every right to be upset.”

“You didn’t even write,” Dalia said.

“I know. I’m so sorry; it’s no excuse, but it was a dark time in my life, with my parents and knowing everything that happened... I had to go, and when I got the letter, it felt like I had an opportunity to forget about everything. I went for a walk that night to clear my head and kept going. I can’t even remember how I got there, but when I arrived at Faranog’s gate, I was dripping wet and probably not in the best state of mind. Even though I hate that I left you and madam McKinnon and everyone, I think being pushed into such a hard environment was the best thing for me because I could lose myself in work and not care about people and making friends.” 

That bittersweet smile returned. “I mean, you’re like my baby sister even if we’re only a month apart. And if you never want to see me again I’ll understand, but I don’t want that. It would mean so much to me if we could one day be friends again.”

Dalia sniffed and smiled and took Taslyn’s hands and squeezed them. “I miss you, I do, of course, and Aelyndore isn’t the same without you. It’s too quiet.” 

Taslyn snorted a laugh and wiped her eyes.

“But if you found something that you couldn’t with us, then of course I understand. You are looking good—you look happy, and Faranog’s a good house. Maybe if you went to Domenix, I’d have something to say, but I’m happy for you; I really am.”

Taslyn gave her an adoring look. “That means everything. Thank you so much.” She exhaled. “My word I was dreading this. I thought you’d hate me.” 

“Of course not, silly.”

Taslyn drew Dalia into a hug, and then she smiled as though that weight had lifted. “So how’re things at Aelyndore?”

Dalia sighed. “Not good. Madam McKinnon is trying everything, but she’s exhausted. When I go to bed at night, her light is on, and it’s on when I wake up.”

“How many apprentices are left?

“Three. And Braden would rather be anywhere else.”

“So just you and Thomas? Gosh, I had no idea. What happened to the others?”

“After you left, there was a split, and Hunter took almost everyone with him. He even took most of the guardians. It’s crazy.”

“Wow, I had heard about the split, I think everyone has, but I didn’t know it was that bad. What happened?” 

“They know the palace holds a lot of secrets, I mean it does, right, but they now believe that there’s a lot more to it than anyone thought and, well, that frightens some people, and others think that they can use it to get rich and powerful. Hunter said he could use it to restore Aelyndore, but you could see the greed in his eyes—it wasn’t about Aelyndore it was about him. Of course, Madam McKinnon wouldn’t budge, so he left with almost everyone and joined Domenix, and they would love nothing more than to come in and dig the whole place up. It was devastating. If you think Aelyndore was in trouble before, you must see it now. We’ve had to let most of the staff go and have cut down on almost everything. And we haven’t had a single apprentice applying for almost a year.” Dalia shook her head sadly. “It’s silly, but I think, no, I know that if I can win the trials then everything will get back to normal. The prize money alone will keep the doors open for another two years at least, and the publicity would be amazing. Apart from that, I just don’t see any other way out of this.”

“Wow, I didn’t realise...” Taslyn blew out her cheeks. “Look, I know how much Aelyndore means to you; I mean, all you ever wanted was to get in, from the time you were this high.” She held a hand at her stomach. “But maybe you should start considering your other options. I’m not saying you should leave, and by all means, try and win the trial—you’re good enough to do it, we all know that, but it wouldn’t hurt to start preparing yourself for the worst, just in case. Mr Ambrose would take you in. He even said as much when we arrived, remember? Maybe you can start talking to him?”

Dalia didn’t say anything, but she looked pretty miserable.

“Seriously. I mean, I love Aelyndore as much as you, you know that; I also grew up listening to the stories and dreamed of one day being in my own. How often did we stay up all night talking about the adventures we’d have and how we’d help restore its name and how there’d eventually be hundreds of apprentices there because of us, but,” she sighed, “sometimes I wonder if those were nothing but little girl wishes.” 

She knew she had said the wrong thing as soon as she said it and tried to apologize, but the damage was done, and Dalia looked shattered.

“I’m sorry,” Taslyn said. “I didn’t mean it like that. I think it’s great that you’re there. If anyone can make a difference, you can.”  

“No, you’re right,” Dalia said. “Uh, you’re right. I—I’ve got to go. It was nice seeing you again.”

“I’m sorry Dalia.”

Dalia waved a hand and flashed a quick smile and kept quiet as she led Charlie along the path exiting the town to the old cemetery. Even there, they moved between the headstones going back as far as 1286. 

Dalia kept to herself, lost in her own space, and Charlie used the time to contemplate where people kept pocket watches before pockets were invented. 





It took Dalia a while to sort through everything in her mind and regain some of her usual candour. As much as Charlie didn’t want to be at the sharp end of her wit, he would rather be there than see her upset. So when she began with her blunt responses, even if they weren’t quite as venomous as before, he couldn’t help smiling again. 
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Chapter 14
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The Undertaker, a thin wiry man with skin like a leather purse, was shovelling snow off of a grave, and he straightened to watch as they approached. 

“Please tell me this isn’t our guy,” Charlie said.

“Shhh, not so loud,” Dalia said, through clenched teeth. “We want to make a good impression here, which means I should have left you haltered with the other donkeys back in the village, but I guess it’s too late for that now. Just behave and try not to break anything.” 

Dalia put on a large but fake smile. “Are you the peddler?” she called ahead. 

The man sniffed and spat. “Could be. Who wants to know?”

“My uh... I wouldn’t call him my friend”—Dalia eyed the patch of ground that he had spat on as though it would leap up and attack her—“but this pain in my neck next to me needs a wand. I was told you could set him up with one?”

“Maybe.” He returned to shovelling the snow. On second take, he wasn’t clearing the slab but was piling snow on top of it.

“What’s he doing?” Charlie mouthed, and Dalia glared at him then sighed. 

“He has cooldrinks under there. He runs a tuckshop in his spare time.” Back to the undertaker, she said: “We just need something simple.”

“Plywood?” 

“Not that simple.”

“Look, I ain’t supposed to be dealing this stuff anymore, you understand? I could get in trouble, you understand?” He wiped a grimy sleeve across his nose that was red and veined from the cold—or too much drink.

Dalia held out a hand to Charlie. “How much gold do you have?” 

“Gold? I don’t have any gold.”

Dalia’s whole body deflated. “I should have guessed.” 

She pulled two large gold coins from her purse and shook them at him. “You’re going to work those off, I hope you know.”

“I’ll polish your shoes with some of that—that goblin stuff.”

“That’s so not funny.” She threw the coins to the peddler, and he snatched them out the air, with his eyes sparkling. Dalia was now speaking his language. 

“I suppose I could make an exception for you. It’s not like it’s a crime to help a young lass in need.” He bit one of the coins and grinned a gap-toothed grin. “Come this way. I have just the thing for you, just the thing indeed. You won’t be sorry that you came to O’Keefe. I ain’t never had an unhappy customer—not in thirty years.” 

He stopped alongside the grave of a Mr Erold Thumplewind. Born 1856 and died in 1852. Charlie wanted to ask, but the undertaker pressed the shovel into his hands.

“What am I supposed to do with this?” Charlie asked, looking from the peddler to Dalia.

“What do you think?” Dalia’s eyes flicked down.

“You have got to be kidding me?”

“No, I’m not.” She spun around and took a seat on a small bench just off the path. 

“Can’t you, like, magic it open?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” 

“You got us onto a moving train, we walked on a ceiling, you possessed a flipping car, and you’re telling me you cannot dig a hole?”

“Exactly. Now stop talking and start digging.”





Despite the nip in the air, Charlie was sweating profusely by the time evening was settling over the cemetery, and he had only dug about three feet in. With the soil frozen near the surface, he had to chip it loose which took time and a lot of effort. All he could think about was lying in a cosy bed watching a b-grade action flick and munching down on an extra-large pizza with all the toppings, and here he was, grave robbing with a psychotic woman and an old tuckshop mum who looked like his limbs would drop off if he sneezed too hard. 

Dalia sat with one leg crossed over the other, watching him.

“You want to help?” he asked, even if he already knew the answer. An answer would have been good, but she just sighed. Her eyes suddenly narrowed and she glanced up at the sky, frowning. 

Clouds were gathering and the wind was picking up, and through it all came those whisperings again like the night he’d opened the letter. He stopped what he was doing, and Dalia scrambled to her feet. The peddler lost what little colour he had left and began backing away. “You’re—you’re taking the trials?” He fell over a small shrub and kicked out wildly as though it had tripped him up on purpose. “I want nothing to do with that, you hear! Nothing.” He scrambled for the fence and tumbled over into the grass on the other side and disappeared into the meadow. 

Howls sounded from all around them. 

“Get out the way.” Dalia pointed her wand at the hole, and Charlie just managed to scramble out of the way as her spell hit, spraying up the soil. 

“I thought you couldn’t do that!” he said indignantly as soil rained down around them.

“I must have forgotten.” She snatched the shovel and used it to break open the old casket. 

The rotten wood disintegrated easily enough, and she dropped to her knees and worked the rest away by hand. 

The corpse looked like its skin had shrivelled, pulling tight over his bones and drawing back its lips so that its teeth looked too long like they belonged to a horse. His arms were folded across his chest with his wand resting under his hand. Dalia pried it free and tossed it to Charlie. 

“It isn’t great, but it’ll have to do. Here, help me.” She raised a hand. 

By the time she crawled out the hole, the sky had almost darkened completely, and the wind was howling through the cemetery. 

She spun, pointing her wand in all directions at once. 

“What’s happening?” Charlie shouted, above the noise.

“Just point your wand. Whatever’s coming may hesitate if it sees two of us.”

He did, and she had to snatch it out of his hand and turn it the right way round. 

Something wheezed, like an old man waking up, and blue hands snatched onto the side of the hole.

“Krops,” Dalia shouted. “Run.” 

The ground sprayed up around them as other corpses began breaking through. One rose in front of them, and Charlie kicked its head as hard as he could. The spine snapped, and the head flopped to the side, but that didn’t slow it in the least. “Can’t you do something?” 

“Just follow my lead.” A figure rose above her, and she threw out her wand. “Mortalis.” 

A bolt hit it square in the gut with little effect. “Um, um, um.” She clicked her fingers in thought. “You can’t kill the dead. So”—she pointed her wand again—“Oblitirus.”

A bolt blasted through the creature, and its arm landed a few feet away. 

A rotting hand snatched Dalia’s arm. “Obittis,” Charlie shouted. “Obitiris. A—bit—of... Urgh.” He swung the shovel as hard as he could, cutting halfway through its head, and Dalia kicked with the ferocity of a Viking that was rolled by cow tippers. 

The krop fell, wrenching the shovel free from Charlie’s hands.

“You were supposed to follow my lead,” she shouted. 

“I improvised.”

“Not bad. Not bad.” 

A line of them was closing in.

She blasted a section of the low wooden fence and drew her wand back sharply. 

Thick shards of wood skewered the corpses, dragging them aside, and a small gap opened up between them. 

“Go, go, go,” she shouted. 

They ran through, shoulders first as fingers scraped down Charlie’s arms and back. 

“Did you dream about anything last night?” Dalia shouted.

“I don’t think this is the time—” Charlie began.

“Charlie! I need you to focus. Did you dream anything? One thing I do know about the trials is that you will get a clue the night before. And all I dreamed about was killing you, so if you don’t have anything to add, then we’re going with mine.”

“Uhm.” He was battling to concentrate with dead people mistaking him, his trousers and the breath mint in his pocket for a three-course meal. “I dreamt about a monkey that got a shock every time I sneezed.”

I don’t think that’s it, Charlie,” she said. “But nice to know what’s lurking in that head of yours.”

“I was kissing Tarja Williams,” he said hopefully. There was something else, something that both thrilled and terrified him. A dream that had been so vivid. 

“Yes, I remember.” It all flooded back into his mind. “I was standing in a circle, holding a spear. It was old—and decorated like something—like something you’d find in a pyramid.”

“That’s it,” Dalia said excitedly. “It has to be. Look for a spear.”

More and more of those things were breaking out the soil, with three times as many closing in from behind. 

“The crypt,” Charlie shouted. “Get to the crypt.” 

They broke right, down a small embankment that led to the old stone structure. “It looked high enough unless these krops knew how to climb.” Knowing his luck, they would each have a knife and fork and springs under their shoes. 

They reached the side, and Charlie linked his hand to give Dalia a leg up. She managed to reach the top, and her boots scraped against the wall as she scrambled up. Once up, she got to her stomach and threw her hands down for Charlie, and her face dropped as she realised how high she was. “Charlie, you’re never going to get up here.”

He jumped, and his fingers only brushed hers. 

“Hurry, Charlie, hurry.” 

More corpses were shambling in. 

“I’m not going to get up there,” Charlie said. “Look for the spear. I’ll draw them away.”

“Wait, wait, Charlie, wait.” 

Nice of her to care for once, he thought, until she pointed her wand and muttered something, and massive hunks of blood-dripping pork appeared on ropes around his neck.

“That should help.”

The creatures got a whiff and were stirred into a frenzy. 

“Oh thanks a lot,” he screeched. 

“Get down. Get down.” She flicked her wrist, and a line of gravestones exploded along with one particularly bloated corpse with its neck swollen over its face and its sausage fingers retreating into balloon hands.

Charlie threw up his arms to shield his face as a hunk of something slimy slapped his cheek. 

Dalia used her spell again, this time aiming it into the corpses to create a gap that was barely wide enough for Charlie to shoulder through. 

“I see it,” Dalia shouted. “There it is. I see it.” She pointed deep into the heart of the cemetery. “I just need a few minutes. Just—just don’t get eaten.” 

“Thanks for the advice,” he squeaked. “And hurry up.”

She dragged everything out of her purse, as Charlie started in the direction of the spear. He swore he’d never dig in another postbox as long as he lived. 

He topped a rise and almost smacked into a hundred krops milling around the top. 

As one, their eyes turned on him. Twice that number were approaching from behind. 

“Uh, Dalia... if you’re going to do something, now’s the time.” 

He turned on the spot, looking for a way through, but they were everywhere, coming up from all sides, with ten times that number behind them.

“Two minutes.”

“I don’t have two minutes.” He found a broken section of fence and slapped it against his palm, testing it. 

The first krop reached him, and he swung, breaking its head to the side and knocking it back, but that didn’t stop it. 

He held the board out in front of him threateningly like it was a flaming torch, as he turned, trying to keep them all in sight at once. 

Their hands reached towards him; their jaws twitching like they could taste him already, and the sound they made—the sound was like a pack of wild dogs with their muzzles buried in the belly of a carcass.

“Dalia! Some help here!”

Dalia was fluttering around on the crypt, shoving things into her bag. “Okay, okay, I’ve got it.” 

She shook her bag, shaking the ingredients together, and her bag swelled like a balloon. 

She threw it into the air and, with a loud pop, it exploded in a cloud of spores blacking everything out. 

The acrid smell caught Charlie in the throat, and he began to choke.

He got to the ground and managed to draw his shirt up over his mouth. 

Krops swamped him. He threw up his hands to protect his head and suddenly realised that they couldn’t find him. The spores must somehow be messing with their sense of smell.

“Charlie, where are you?” Dalia called in a carrying whisper.

He followed her voice, crawling through their legs while making a sound like a deflating balloon pinched at the base. If he got out of this, he would never put bubblegum on Miller’s sandwiches again. He would study, and he would join the social group at school and pick up papers in the park.

“The spore’s not going to last forever. Charlie!” 

He grabbed her arm, and she yelped. 

“It’s me. It’s me,” he said, quickly. 

“Charlie!” She slapped his hand away. “Don’t ever do that again.” 

“I can’t see a thing. Do you know where the spear is?”

“I think it’s this way.” They linked hands and felt their way between the headstones. 

All around them creatures were sniffing, shambling, groaning.

The cloud thinned, and the shapes began raising their snouts into the air, and the groaning turned to snarls. 

The spear glistened a few yards ahead. 

One by one, the creatures picked up their scents and took up the cry. 

“Run!” She got her hands to the spear and, with a scream, she spun dragging its point through the dirt in a circle around them. 

The ground fell away as the wave of krops washed over them, and the world turned black.
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Chapter 15
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Charlie and Dalia hit the pavement, with nothing resembling a cemetery or dead people anywhere near them. The spear clattered to the floor, and Dalia pressed a shaking hand to her mouth. “Oh my word, I can’t believe it; I can’t believe we made it out of that.” She gave a nervous laugh. 

Charlie was trying to extract himself from the meat suit. “Can you get your supper off me please?” He was battling to differentiate between the pork and the bits of rotting human flesh. He held up a severed finger and yelped and flung it aside with what felt like a thousand bugs scurrying down his back. It bounced off someone’s head. 

“Oh sorry,” Dalia said. “Yes, of course. Anyway, the spell’s not real, if that makes you feel any better. It’s just a pretty good illusion. I wouldn’t really hang pork on you, because that would be unhygienic, and you seem like more of a poultry guy. I can totally see you with a turkey on your head.” 

She tapped him with her wand, and the meat vanished along with all the grime that had soaked into his shirt and trousers. “I saw those in a butchery in Belglop and used a clone spell. Handy, isn’t it? I sometimes clone Braden’s trousers and then drop the spell when he’s charming a woman in a pub. You won’t believe how funny it is. He’s now posted a stone sentry in front of his wardrobe, and he does his own laundry.” 

“Yes, yes, wow. Great trick and all,” Charlie said, dryly, “but you could have drawn those things away without, you know, me in the centre!”

“Well, they do prefer running after their meals. Guess they like to work up an appetite.” 

“Then you could have used another krop as your decoy!”

“Hmmm, I never thought of that.”

She turned taking in this new place. “So where are we?”

Charlie shook his head, and he turned his eyes to the buildings around them. 

They seemed to be in some kind of business centre outside the entrance of H. F. McAlister’s insurance brokers. Not that the name helped them at all. Cars honked and people jostled past.

“I don’t recognise it. Are we like in the real world or is this the—what did you call it?”

“It’s the Alkarus or the source, and that is the real world. Your world—illusion—remember? Do I have to explain everything again?”

“You know what I mean. So can these people see us?” Charlie waved a hand in the face of a man walking past, and the man glared back at him.

“Don’t do that!” She snatched his hand away. “They are sort of aware of what we’re doing here. It just depends on how aligned the worlds are.

“Huh?”

“Look, our two worlds mirror each other. What happens in your world also happens in mine. For the most part, they look exactly the same, but sometimes the balance is thrown off, and that’s when strange things begin to happen.

“So kind of like what happened with the ogre—troll, right?”

“Exactly. In your world, she looked like a normal person sitting in her room, but here, she was a troll running through the cars in the street. For a moment the worlds went off balance, and that had to be restored. 

The next day, a truck lost control and smashed through everything just as the troll had because your world was trying to realign itself with ours. Madam McKinnon explained it like this: if you pour water over the ground it doesn’t matter how uneven the ground is the water will flatten out. When we do something here it’s like we’re digging a hole, or upsetting the balance of things, and your world needs to smooth everything out, and if it has to use a truck or a falling tree or a hurricane or an earthquake, it will. It could be a lightning bolt striking one person in a street with a hundred people around them, or a wave covering an island, destroying everything, and then it’s gone. It has to keep the balance, but sometimes wars break out among our people, and you guys feel the consequences. And then on top of all of that, we have gits like you stumbling into our world and upsetting everything. But you did pretty well back there in the cemetery—for a fableman.”

“Is that a compliment?” 

“No, I’m patronising you. I was totally the hero back there.”

“So, is this still part of the trial?” 

Dalia pinched her lip between her teeth, considering. “I’m not sure.”

Charlie was cautiously holding thumbs. He felt about ready to get home and climb into bed for a week, but then to pour ice water on any hope of that, the whole city changed. The buildings flickered and changed into something from a medieval storybook. The streets became cobbled, the buildings made of stone, and they were narrow and tightly packed together with tall slate roofs and chimneys issuing thick smoke. 

They must have been somewhere on the edge of the city because a large wall ran through where the insurance brokers had been only moments before.

The houses were filthy with mud splashed up against the walls from passing wagons. Waste and rotting food had been trampled into the street, and rats feasted brazenly. 

A woman lay on the floor in the shadow of one of the buildings with someone—no, something, leaning over her. It wore layers of dirty rags, and its arms and legs stretched at least two times longer than they should. It reminded Charlie of a spider about to pounce. Its small black eyes looked up at him and its lips widened showing sharp teeth, and a drop of blood ran down its chin. 

Charlie shouted and kicked back and then that place disappeared and they found themselves back in the modern world. “Did you see that?” Charlie said. Dalia looked every bit as surprised. 

“Should that have happened?”

She shook her head slowly and deliberately. “I don’t think so, but I’ve never done this before, so I’m not exactly an expert.”

“Do you think that thing’s part of the trial? I mean, are we going to have to fight it or something?” Charlie looked between the wand in his hand and the spear on the ground and decided he trusted the spear because it had a longer reach which meant that he could use it from behind Dalia.

A car sped passed dropping its horn all the way up the street. Charlie turned to see what the problem was, and when he saw it, he forgot all about the spidery thing and the old city and the spear. “Uh, Dalia, what’s that?”

A man had been tied to a chair in the middle of the road and was struggling against his restraints.

The chair looked like those you would find in a 1920’s execution hall, with at least a dozen padlocks holding the restraints in place. The man screamed, but the gag dug into his mouth, muffling his words. Cars swerved around him. Some honked but no one stopped.

“That’s it,” Dalia said. “That’s the next part of the trial.”

“Uh, why’s he there? What’s happening? Who did that to him?”

“I don’t know, but we have to help him before a car hits him. Come on.” 

“Wait,” Charlie shouted. “Let’s think this through.” He wasn’t about to run out into the middle of the road for someone, even if they had a nice chair.

“We don’t have time. If he dies I’ll never make up the points. This has to be perfect.” 

“Points? You can get yourself killed, and you’re worried about points!”

She took off across the street, and he had no choice but to go after her. Unlike her, he at least waited for large gaps in the traffic and threw up his hand to apologize to the drivers. “Sorry. Excuse me. Pardon me.”

The stream of people moving along the pavements didn’t seem all that aware of what was happening. A few paused to look, as though realizing something was wrong, but their eyes moved to all the wrong places. 

Dalia was the first to reach the chair and taking in the binds and straps and the cars screaming past, her courage drained away like a drink in the middle of summer. 

“Oh my goodness; what am I doing?” She took a step back. “I can’t do this. I can’t do this.” 

A car swept past, barely missing her. She screeched and shielded her face behind her hands.

“Can we lift him?” Charlie shouted. He got his fingers under the seat and jerked as hard as he could, but it wouldn’t budge.

“No. It’s set in place.”

“Do you know anything about opening locks then?”

“No. Maybe. I don’t know. I don’t know what to do. Charlie, I can’t lose Aelyndore. It’s all I’ve ever known, and Madam McKinnon is counting on me. It has to be perfect, and I just can’t do this.” 

Charlie was surprised that he could still control his legs enough to stand, but if Dalia didn’t settle down, they’d be painting someone’s windshield soon. He had to distract her before her fear took over completely, so he did the first thing he could think of: he licked his finger and popped it in her ear. That snapped her out of it quickly enough.

“Eeuw, Charlie! What are you doing?”

He grabbed her shoulders firmly and looked her square in the eyes. “Listen to me. You can do this. You said you’ve been preparing for most of your life, and all that other stuff—Domenix and Braden and losing the palace and everything else, you can’t think about that right now, okay?” 

A car swept past, and he had to force down a scream, and when he spoke again it was at a much quicker pace. 

“That day you opened the gate for me—that snake chain thing, what did you do?” 

“That was our own lock. But...” her eyes locked onto his. “Wait, maybe if I—” she tapped her wand, saying something that sounded like “forticus something or other.” Another driver hammered his horn, and the lock clicked open.

“That’s it. That’s it,” Charlie shouted. “Keep going.” He turned back waving his arms to try to slow the traffic, but the cars didn’t slow a whisker.

Dalia’s hands were shaking.

“Hurry,” Charlie said. “You have to hurry.”

“I know, I know, I know. I don’t need any more pressure, thank you!” 

One by one, she popped open the locks, and as the last one clicked, a bus pulled out crossing lanes behind them. 

Charlie screamed and threw up his wand without thinking. “Oblitirus,” he shouted. 

The side door crumpled, the wheel exploded and the bus flew aside like it had been hit by a giant hammer, but the momentum was still carrying it forward, and the back swung off the ground. 

Charlie smelt the diesel, as it swept over their heads. 

It landed past them in the street and slid away in a shower of sparks. 

Charlie screamed and Dalia screamed, and they grabbed the man by his arms and dragged him across the street and collapsed in a heap on the pavement.

Seconds later, a car ploughed through the chair, like it was a balsa wood movie prop, smashing it and churning the pieces up under the wheels.
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Chapter 16
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Charlie patted his arms and legs to make sure they were still attached, and then he fell back onto the pavement to give his heart a chance to stop jackhammering through his chest. He’d never, ever do that again! He’d stay far away from traffic and never cross a road again—never, ever, ever. “You okay?” he asked Dalia.

She took in the chaos left behind in the street, and her eyes widened in horror. “Oh no, no, no. Why did you do that! Charlie why did you do that!”

“Why, what—”

She tried to step out into the street again, and Charlie had to pull her back onto the pavement.

“That could cost me everything!” Dalia shouted. “That could cost me the trial. And Aelyndore... I can lose everything, but I can’t lose Aelyndore. Charlie why did you do that!”

“Because that bus was about to squash you. I saved your life which is a little more important to me than the trial. Your life means more.”

“My life means nothing without Aelyndore!” she screamed, and tears filled her eyes. “Can’t you understand that!” She tried glaring but was too upset. “Aelyndore is my life.”

“I’m sorry—I guess.” He didn’t know what else to say. How could anything be more important to her than her life? 

She pulled away from him sharply. “But I can still do this. I can still save it. I just need to—” The man lay on the floor and she zapped the remaining cords from around his wrists and ankles. As they fell, he scrambled back like a frightened animal released from a trap.

“It’s over,” she said. “Whoever did this—it’s over.” 

He may have been freed from the chair, but there was something else—something a lot worse that was wrong with him. He moved unnaturally and his head was twitching. He was more than afraid, he seemed to have lost his mind.

“Is he okay?” Charlie whispered. He glanced at the stream of people going about their business as though nothing had happened. It was disturbing to see something like this and no one paying any attention to it.

“It’s his subconscious response,” Dalia said. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing, or even that he’s doing it. The balance has shifted too far. Just try not to upset him.” 

Dalia put her wand away and motioned for Charlie to do the same. 

The man staggered away from them, bumping into people and shoving them aside as he went. “You cannot take me,” he screamed. “They will not have me.”

“Calm down,” Dalia called. “We’re not here to hurt you—” but he wasn’t listening. “Come on, we have to go after him. If I don’t calm him, he’ll start pulling other people in with him, and all we need now is another troll charging through the street.” 

“And if you can’t calm him? He doesn’t exactly look like he’s going to roll over. 

“Then I’ll use my wand. Normally we stun them first to secure them, but I can help him. I know I can.”

“Shouldn’t you do what you’re supposed to?”

“I can’t. It’ll hurt him too much, and if anything happens to him on top of everything else... I need to get him to trust me. I can do it. I know I can.”

Ahead, a woman exited the insurance brokers. The man stumbled into her, and her bag fell to the floor. She looked around, puzzled, but not at him. 

“Stop running,” Dalia shouted. “It’s okay, we can help you. Just tell us what’s wrong.” 

“Stay back,” the man screamed. “There’s nothing you can do.”

“That’s not true. We helped free you. We can help with whoever’s after you.”

The woman stood there with a confused look on her face. She sensed that something was wrong, but didn’t know what. 

“No.” He shook his head wildly. “There’s nothing you can do.” He was becoming increasingly agitated. “This is a setup. Y—you work for them.”

“Who? No, you have this all wrong. I don’t work for anyone.” 

“You work for them, and now they know where I am. They know. They’ll find me, and I will not go down—not like this.” 

His face creased and twisted into something evil looking. The whites of his eyes darkened, and leathery wings folded out from behind his back.

“Okay, now we use our wands.” Dalia had hers out and pointed in one smooth motion. Charlie snagged his on his pocket and had to tug a few times to get it free.

The woman sucked in air, and Charlie could almost see her body pulling apart like her spirit was stepping out—stepping into this world. The balance was shifting. The man, creature, thing leered behind her. She gasped, and his head snapped towards her. 

Ears popped up through her hair, and her face pinched out like a mouse. She squealed and tried to scurry away, but he got to her first, locking an arm around her neck and dragging her back as a shield. 

His mouth widened and his teeth sharpened. “Get away,” he shouted. “Get away from me.”

Dalia threw up her hands. “Wait a minute. Hold on. We’re here to help. We just saved your life, remember?”

“I didn’t want you to save me.” Anger flashed in his eyes. He snarled, and his teeth sank into her neck. 

It all seemed to be happening in slow motion. Charlie threw out his hands and screamed, but he was too far away and too slow. The woman hit the pavement, clutching her neck. 

Dalia screamed. The creature ran and she thrust out her wand towards him, firing bolt after bolt of blue light. A postbox exploded showering letters over him and the pavement. A tree split in half. A parking meter spun out across the street, but her shots were erratic and only the last clipped the man’s leg knocking it out from under him. He staggered out into the street in front of a truck and with a sickening thud was carried away. 

Dalia’s legs gave way, and she dropped to her knees in shock. Her lips moved, but she couldn’t speak.





They caught a bus back home, riding for much of the night, and only arrived home the following morning. Dalia stared out the window blankly, and they didn’t say a word to each other all the way to her house. 

When she saw the chain around the gate, her back stiffened, and she stared at it for a long time.





Braden leaned against the front door with that irritating smirk. “I take it this is your work.” He held up a newspaper, and she snatched it out his hand. 

The front page featured a half-page photo of the chaos they had left behind, with a smaller picture of a smiling woman. It was a lovely photo, but all Charlie could see was her clutching her neck in horror. 





The paragraph under the photo read:





A local businesswoman, who the police identified as Patricia Ellis, was rushed to hospital last night after being struck by flying debris in what could only be described as a freak accident. According to eyewitness accounts a city bus, heading south along Main street, broke its front right wheel axle and lost control ploughing through six vehicles before it came to a stop almost forty yards away. Nine people were injured, two of them critically including Mrs Ellis, a bookkeeper for Gabbots and sons. She was struck by flying debris, rupturing her right carotid artery as she was exiting H. F. McAlister’s insurance brokers. 





“Kiss a frog!” Dalia threw the paper back in Braden’s face and pushed past him angrily.

“Oh come on, you have to see the humour in it now,” he called after her. “Dalia, it’s just a fableman. Who cares. Oh, and Madam McKinnon has summoned you.” 

Charlie followed her inside, and as the door closed behind them, Dalia fell back against the wall. She screwed shut her eyes and swallowed back fresh tears. 





“I’m done,” Dalia said, storming into Madam McKinnon’s office. 

“You will knock before you enter,” Madam McKinnon said. 

“I don’t care. I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t ask for any of this.”

“Did you think it was going to be easy?”

“I didn’t think it was going to be like this. Did you see the newspaper? She was almost killed because I made the wrong choice. And,” her voice cracked again as the fire left her. “I killed someone. I shot him and he stepped out into the street and...” She shook her head as though trying to shake loose the memories. “I failed you. I failed Aelyndore.”

“What are you talking about, Child? Why would you think that?”

“I know about Domenix. I know that they want to take over the house and destroy it, and if I can’t beat the trials and everyone else, then Aelyndore will die, and I tried; I really, really tried.”

“Is that what this is about—keeping Aelyndore alive? Dalia, that’s not your burden. While it’s no secret that we’re facing our greatest challenge, the house is strong. We’re strong, and we’re not giving up just yet.” 

“But Ralph said—”

“I don’t care what Ralph said, or anyone else from Domenix or the Council for that matter. The house has stood for hundreds of years before us and will stand long after we’re gone, and that’s the last I want to hear on that, do you understand me?

Dalia continued staring at her.

“Dalia, I’m telling you to forget it. We’ll get through this, but right now you need to focus on the trials and nothing else. You need to win this competition, but not for me, and not for Aelyndore. You have to do it for you to prove to yourself how incredibly talented you are. 

“But I’ve already messed it all up. There is no way I can pass now. A man died and a woman is in hospital because of me.”

Madam McKinnon turned to stare out the window, considering. “When I first took the trials, I couldn’t stun a troll in time and about three people were badly injured. For years after that, I cast the incident around and around in my head, asking what if and what I could have done differently. But like you, it was my first trial, and they take that into consideration. They know you’ll fail sometimes, but you have to see the big picture. In the end, you’ll help far more people. These things happen—a lot. And each time you’ll have to pick yourself up and keep moving forward.”

Dalia played with her hands without meeting Madam McKinnon’s eyes. “So what happened—in my trial? He was on a chair in the middle of the road with chains around him. I thought... Why couldn’t I help him?”

“Dalia, you cannot help everyone. Even as a child, you’d bring in every pitiful bird and creature that needed rescuing and nurse them back to health. You have a good heart, but that’s also your biggest weakness. Some things cannot be saved. Other things shouldn’t.”

“Why was he there?”

“People like that are out of control. I believe the chains were a vice—no doubt drugs. I’ve only seen that a handful of times, but in order to draw him through the veil, it must have completely consumed him. He had binged for days without end. As for the traffic, in his world, he had done something bad; something really bad. When you found him, he was facing down his end. He probably had someone or something closing in. Dalia, there was no way to save him, and even if you could, that doesn’t mean you should. You have been sheltered in the house, but the world beyond these walls is a bad place. We do what we can, but there is evil out there that you know nothing about.”

“What should I have done? Just watched him die? I can’t do that, even if he was bad.”

“That’s exactly what you should have done. He wasn’t part of our world, he didn’t have a ring, and he had no idea what was happening to him. You cannot release someone who is facing down their end because they are desperate, and desperate people are unpredictable. Dalia, you didn’t kill him. His fate was sealed by his own poor choices long before you arrived.”
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Dalia sat cross-legged in the hall of elders, surrounded by the titans that, for generations, had held up the palace on their stone shoulders. It was a shared responsibility for all who lived and died in these halls; a responsibility passed down from guardian to apprentice; they held up the world as they held up Aelyndore’s legacy. 

There were twelve statues; one for each of the twelve oldest houses: Faranog, Rumplewynd, Elderin, Picatore, Lehras, Gharius, Wyland, Maladin, Intarius, Alegra, Kallion and of course Aelyndore. 

She could rattle off the list as easily as the names of her family. She had spent hours sitting in this spot on the floor long after everyone else had gone to bed, long after night had crept through the halls. She pictured her name finally appearing on the shield—when she would march out as no longer an apprentice but a guardian. She had imagined the trials. She had imagined every scenario, some good, some great, and some frightful, but none of them played out like this. After waiting for so long, this was a nightmare, and she needed the strength of the Titans to get through it. 

A polished stone, in the centre of the room, displayed the names of every apprentice taking part in the trials. Dalia was currently in first place, but that was only because no one else had started yet. As soon as the others joined in, she would drop down to somewhere in the region of the picklewud apprentices, for sure. 

She had to do better next time; she had to! Aelyndore couldn’t take any more hits, and despite what Madam McKinnon said, a poor showing at the trials could very well destroy them.

***
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Charlie reached his front door, too exhausted to eat, shower or blow his nose. He didn’t even think he would get his shoes off before passing out on the bed.

He yawned a greeting to his mum who was stretched out on the couch, miserably watching a maths lesson. Wondering why she’d possibly be watching that, he suddenly remembered that Aunt Patty was visiting for a few days, and his whole body deflated. 

She must have arrived, and that was the only channel that she didn’t find offensive. 

He could almost feel her icy gaze, and quickly scanned the dark corners of the lounge with the intensity of a ringmaster who’d misplaced one of his clowns. 

The maths lesson wasn’t the only indication that the old shrew had taken up residence. He should have known when he stepped inside, and all the curtains were drawn. That was always the first sign that Aunt Patty was around. 

She insisted that she wouldn’t have any miscreants peeping in the windows and knowing where she would strike next. 

He still believed she liked the dark because she was a vampire and would turn to dust in sunlight. 

He had often wanted to experiment, but then he would be left to vacuum the mess, and he knew how difficult it was to get dust out of the carpets. 

He snuck through the lounge, with the lego-tooth incident playing over in his mind, waiting for her to leap from the shadows and tackle him to the floor. The tackle never came though, and he even felt a flicker of hope when he reached the landing. He may just make it after all.

Perhaps she had stepped out to make someone else’s life a misery. That was a cheerful thought.

The last time she was here, she had followed the poor postal worker up the street to stop him from handing out any more flyers for the knitting club. Apparently, she didn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea about knitting needles, as they were far more useful for poking unruly children in the head. 

Charlie was so tired, he barely made it up the stairs, and at the top, he found, to his dismay, that his door was locked. He rattled the handle, wondering what in the world was going on when the guestroom door flew open, and Patty charged out. 

Charlie’s heart dropped. So she was around after all. No doubt, she had been waiting all morning for this. It would be the highlight of her day. 

Aunt Patty was a gaunt, sinewy woman with elongated limbs as though everything, including her head, had been stretched between two horses—a shape that allowed her to watch for devils from the thinnest of trees. 

“Where do you think you’re sneaking off to?” she said, in a delighted voice. Not delight at seeing her nephew, whom she hadn’t seen for a while, but because she had finally caught up to him. 

Charlie kept perfectly still. The hallway was dark, and she didn’t have her spectacles on. 

He knew she was short-sighted because she always held everything right up to her face as though she was smelling it for sulfur. It was quite unnerving.

“Are you there, boy?” she said. “Speak up.” 

She took a step closer, and Charlie had to bite his knuckles as the veil lifted, and he caught a glimpse of her true form. 

She looked more or less the same, except that her head had retreated into her neck, like a tortoise retreating into its shell, until only her eyes were peering out. 

Charlie wanted to laugh, but he wouldn’t dare. What in the world was she?

Her eyes narrowed, as she studied the dark. “You know what happens to children who sneak around, don’t you? Who don’t answer when addressed? I tan their bottoms is what. Yes. That’s right you little miscreant. I’m onto you. I’ll get you alright. Just you wait and see if I don’t.” 

She listened a moment longer, and then, at last, turned and disappeared back into her room muttering angrily to herself. 

She slammed the door behind her, and a picture fell off the wall.

Charlie breathed out at last. He worked off his shoes and crept back down the stairs. 

This was insane. All he wanted was to get some sleep. 

When he reached the lounge again, he considered pulling up a rug behind the couch. At least the algebra lesson would put him to sleep right away.

“Your sister’s trying to kill me,” he whispered to his mum as he passed. “She locked my door and wants to watch me tanning my bottom or something.”

“Hmm,” she grunted, without taking her eyes off the screen. 

“Did you hear me? I said she is hiding old Japanese men in her closet.”

“That’s nice, Charlie.”

She wasn’t listening. He gave a frustrated cry, as loud as he dared—which was barely audible, and he exited through the front door again. 

Allie always climbed in through the bedroom window, and right now, that was the only option left. Desperate times called for desperate measures.





He rubbed his hands together, hitched up his trousers and started up the tree. 

He had always been good at climbing. Moving forward wasn’t his thing; he would cramp up after half a block, and even a kid without any knees would lap him, but he could scale a tree like a caveman with a lion on his tail. Perhaps it had something to do with all the times he had upset people and needed a quick escape. Either way, it would serve him now. 

He was about to step over onto his windowsill when there came a familiar voice from below. “Hello, gnarly Charlie. Going somewhere?” 

Charlie groaned. It was Carlos Correia the annoying ten year old from three houses away. 

“Carlos, go away.”

“Why you climbing in through the window ‘ey? You forget where your front door is or something?”

“I need the exercise. Now scram.”

“Why is it you whispering, huh?”

“I’m not. I just don’t want to wake up any of the neighbours.”

“It’s morning. No one’s sleeping?”

“Still. Just in case.”

“Oh, okay. Because I thought you were hiding from that crazy aunt of yours. My mum says she’s in town.”

So even the neighbours were talking about it.

“No,” Charlie laughed, as casually as he could. “Why would you think that? Look, this isn’t a good time, Carlos. I—” 

“It would be a shame if she caught you,” Carlos interrupted, in a way that left no doubt that she would if Charlie didn’t cooperate. 

“What do you want?”

“How much you got on you?”

“Get lost,” Charlie said.

“Oh, Aunt Patty,” the wretched boy shouted.

“Shut up,” Charlie hissed.

“He’s climbing in through the window, Aunt Patty.”

“I said shut up.” Charlie snapped off a branch and threw it, but Carlos, the little turd, stepped aside, and it landed near his feet. “Aunt Fatty Patty! Tatty. Tatty Fatty.”

Charlie worked the window, desperately trying to get it open, as that little schmuck continued his hollering. 

It took mere seconds for the front door to fly open, and the old goose to come charging out. 

“Ah-huh,” she shouted, triumphantly. “Trying to sneak in the back way I see, like you got something to hide.”

Charlie kept perfectly still, hoping to use the same trick that he’d used in the hallway, but alas, she had wised up to his schemes and now had her spectacles on. And if there was any doubt, flipping Carlos, the little turd, pointed and sang in delight: “there he is, there he is.” 

Wait till he left his bicycle outside again. Charlie would remove the seat, for sure, just wait and see if he didn’t. He would take the chain off and watch the kid peddling for half an hour without going anywhere. The Flat-footed, skunk-nosed lubberwort.

“Clear off,” Aunt Patty shouted. She stamped towards him as though chasing off a poodle, and Carlos took off up the street, laughing.

“Don’t think I can’t see you there,” she said, turning her attention back to Charlie who was working the window furiously.

He forced a smile. “Good morning, Aunt Patty.” He even managed to sound as though he was pleased to see her.

“Good morning indeed,” she said, stiffly. “Do you know what time it is?” 

“No.”

“No what?”

“No, thank you?”

“No ma’am,” she snapped and drew up her sleeve sharply to check her watch. “Oh-eight hundred hours and quarter to.” Clearly, she was trying to sound sophisticated but had no idea how that system worked. 

Charlie sighed in relief. “Just as well. I thought I had missed breakfast.” He rattled the window again and could almost feel his aunts indignation, as she swelled up like a puffer fish holding back the hiccups. 

“Your window has been latched from the inside, and your door has been locked, and both shall remain that way until you’ve cleared out the garage.”

Charlie’s heart sank. The garage was a mess that could rival Bertha’s place after the truck had broken through her front door. His mother shoved everything into the garage when she had nowhere else to put it, and after ten years, it had grown into quite a pile.

“I—I’m afraid I can’t,” he said, scratching his brain for an excuse. “I’m stuck in the tree.” 

He realised straight away that he should have gone with studying or homework or something that an old person would want to hear. He could have even thrown in some gout or a trick knee. 

Aunt Patty didn’t approve of school holidays. As far as she was concerned, children were all horrid things that shouldn’t be left to themselves for any length of time, and teenagers were even worse. 

“Then stay up there,” Patty said. “But you’re not getting any food until that garage is packed.” 

She held up a key triumphantly, and Charlie realised that it could only be one thing: the key to the kitchen. She had him, and she knew it.

“That’ll serve you just right for fooling with my teeth, you hear me? I’m going to keep you too busy to get up to any more mischief—wait and see if I don’t.”

He slid down the tree feeling miserable indeed. He had fought off the undead, pulled a man out of traffic, and now he had to clean out the garage. He studied the grass wondering if he could get a few hours shut-eye on that and then again what it would taste like if that was all he had to eat for the rest of the holidays.





He dragged everything out onto the driveway and began the long process of packing it back one item at a time. His mum got bored with her maths channel and came out to watch—not to help, just to watch.

“That woman is impossible,” Charlie said, as he tried to balance a tool chest on about five flimsy wooden crates. “I don’t think I have a stomach anymore. Just think, all those years you spent putting meat on my bones were for nothing now.” He turned in front of an old standing mirror and smoothed down his shirt to see if he had lost any weight. “Think of all the money you’ve spent. That’s like an investment, you know, and now she’s throwing it all away. Don’t you want to protect your investment?”

“Well, you’re not the only one, you know? I’ve also been locked out of the kitchen in case I bring you anything, and you know how faint I am if I don’t get enough sugar.” 

“So you haven’t eaten anything today?” he said, looking at the crumbs on her jersey.

She shook her head gloomily. “Nothing.”

“Well, count yourself lucky. I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning at Allie. My stomach thinks my throat’s been slit.” He turned to drag a box across the floor and caught a muffled rustling sound that he recognised right away. 

His mum was quietly slipping her hand into a packet of biscuits that she had stuffed away in her blouse. 

She turned away and coughed one into her mouth. 

She was trying to be cunning, but when she spoke, she sounded like she had just come back from the dentist. “No, nothing. Not a chocolate, not a sandwich, and then when I went to the loo, she asked me how many squares I was going to use.”

“What did you say?”

“Fifteen, and she said that was too many and gave me four. 

I had to use a few pages out of that comic book that was sitting next to the bath.” 

Charlie’s head shot up. “What! That was my comic book!” He clenched his fists and gave a frustrated cry and realised that he sounded like Dalia just then. “You have to send her away. I can’t take this anymore.”

“I’ll talk to her,” his mum said, but he knew that she wouldn’t. She avoided confrontation at all costs. 

“Was she always like that? I’m surprised you lasted this long.” He held up a screwdriver, wondering if he could use it to take the kitchen door off its hinges.

“No, she got worse after her wedding.”

“Her wedding? Are you saying that someone actually wanted to marry her?” He didn’t think that was physically possible. He pictured the terrified groom and then something like a cat dropping into a bucket of water. “Was he, you know, in a coma or something? How did he look on the day? You can tell me the truth. Was he all propped up at the front? Were they moving him around in a trolley?” 

His mum waved her hand, looking exhausted. “He was fine, Charlie.” She turned her back and there came that crackling again followed by another cough.

“What happened.”

“I don’t know.” Crumbs sprayed out of her mouth. “She put on the ring and screamed and then ran right back up the aisle.”

Yup, like a cat in water. “What did you do?”

“I went after her. I was much fitter back then—back before my heart started giving trouble. Back before my lungs closed and the migraine headaches.” 

“And... the wedding...” he said, before she got started on her ailments again. 

That was one of her favourite topics. She could sit on the phone for hours telling the marketing people about her aching bladder and bunions and her bunged-up nose.

“It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago, but when she put on the ring, she said that she saw him for who he really was.”

“Who he really was?” Charlie said. “What does that even mean?”

“She said, one minute it was him standing next to her, and the next, he looked dead like he had been in the water for too long with stuff growing on his face and water running out his mouth and onto the floor. 

The man had a nephew, I think he was only ten at the time, well, he brought the ring, and she even said that he looked like a devil. That’s all she had to say about it, that he looked like a devil.”

“A devil?” Charlie said. A few days ago he would have laughed and messaged Allie right away, but now, after meeting Dalia, it left him cold. 

“What happened to the ring?”

“She threw it away, and then after she left, I scratched around in the grass until I found it—in case I needed to pawn it off one day. I mean, it’s not like she wanted it anymore.”

Charlie’s heart began to pound. “Do you still have it?”

His mum nodded distractedly. “It’s with my jewellery.”

Jewellery? That was the second surprise of the day. He didn’t know his mum had anything shiny or any makeup. She had never bothered with such things. At one stage she was even spraying her underarms with toilet freshener because it was less trouble than hauling her perfume out of the cupboard. Charlie knew that he would be scratching through her things at the first chance he got. He had to find that ring.
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By mid-afternoon, a storm had hit, drumming the garage’s tin roof like an army was shelling his house when he finally stacked the last tin of paint and got his key back. 

He collapsed onto his bed, feeling like one of the undead. He listened to the sound of the rain against his windows and fell asleep almost at once.





He stood in a garden, overgrown with weeds, that reminded him of Dalia’s place before he had discovered the ring. Weather-beaten statues jutted up through the dead shrubs, and weeds had long since claimed the brick paths. Nothing moved, nothing made a sound, but for his feet brushing through the dry grass. 

An old well stood in the centre of the garden, with the bucket rope dropping away into complete darkness. Charlie stared into it for a long time unable to shake the feeling that someone was down there watching and waiting to pull him in. 

He gave a nervous laugh and reached for the handle if only to prove to himself that his imagination was getting away from him. Besides, he could use a drink.

When the bucket reached the surface, he hefted it onto the wall and leaned over carefully to peer inside of it. He didn’t know if he expected to find fingers floating in there, but the water was clear with nothing but his reflection staring back. 

He slid his hand into the water to take a sip. The water was ice cold, and he pulled back in surprise. He tried again and this time managed to get a handful to his lips before his fingers went numb. It was surprisingly sweet and refreshing. 

After drinking his fill, he took a seat on the wall, alongside the bucket, and looked around the garden. 

He appeared to be in the grounds of an abandoned church. By the boarded up windows, no one had worshipped here in a while, and the garden hadn’t been tended in years. Dead vines clung to the side of the church, and a low wall surrounded what must have once been a rose garden but was now just an overgrown mess of thorns that would keep anyone out. 

He was about to move on when he felt the water soaking into his trousers. He glanced down at the bucket, expecting to find a leak or something, but instead, the water was streaming over the rim like an overflowing bath.

He scrambled back. After the last few days, he wasn’t about to chance anything unusual. 

The flow increased until the water began gushing out the well like a monster with its head lopped off. The boards blocking the church windows exploded, and the doors ripped open as water gushed through. 

Charlie knew it was too late, but he hitched up his trousers and ran and only managed to cover a few yards before the wave washed over him and carried him halfway across the garden. 

He tumbled, gasping and fighting to break free, but the more he fought, the deeper it pulled him under until his lungs were screaming for air. He could see the patch of light above him growing fainter, fainter, and through it all, there came that whisper again. “Charlie. Charlie. Charlie.” 





He sat up, sucking in a lungful of air. He was back in bed where it was warm and dry, but the storm had worsened, and the rain was now battering his windows. Something slithered around his finger, and he scrambled back flicking his hand wildly until he realised that it was just the ring. It had changed from metallic to something soft and slick, almost snake-like, that was slithering around his finger. He didn’t know too much about Dalia’s world except that this could only mean one thing: the next trial was about to begin. He had to get to Dalia, and quickly.





Early night had settled over the town. The cast of the street lights shimmered in the driving rain. Charlie kept his umbrella low, but the rain blew under it soaking him through in minutes. 

He reached the bridge, but the water was already lapping up over the edge, and debris, carried downriver by the flood, was building up against the side. Already the bridge was creaking under the weight. It was short enough to cross in a few steps, but after the dream—after feeling what it was like to drown, he couldn’t bring himself to take that first step, and he decided that he’d use the back way into the palace instead.





Now that he was wearing the ring, the greenhouse looked a lot better than it had when he’d crept through the garden for the first time. That was the first time he saw Dalia and his mouth dried and his throat constricted. She was there again, as expected, and still, his mouth dried and his throat constricted. He had to force himself not to stop and stare. 

The air inside was warm and humid and carried the scent of a hundred different plants. Vines lifted their ends like cobras, sniffing the air, as Charlie hurried in out of the rain. Dalia glanced up but returned to her work without saying anything. 

As Charlie moved towards her, the vines followed him, and their bulbs opened into cherry-red flowers the size of dinner plates. 

Dalia had cleared a spot on one of the shelves and was surrounded by mortars and pestles, a cauldron, and metal beakers. 

She carefully laid a stone on the table and, using an eyedropper, dripped some kind of black liquid onto it. It hissed, and the stone melted like chocolate on a hot plate, and she clenched her fists in frustration.

“What are you up to?” he asked, carefully. He didn’t want to get on the other side of her temper again.

“I’m trying to make gold. But, like this, I’m afraid the Bank of Avalon may see through it.”

“Are you serious!” Gold? Charlie began running through all the possibilities. “Can you do that? Is that even possible?”

“Apparently not.” She dropped another stone into the black sludge and it bubbled and melted in with the other. 

She dropped her face into her hands and sighed. “So, what are you doing here at this time of the night? And in the rain. Look at those shoes again. I swear, we need to buy you a pair of Wellingtons.” 

“You know what Wellingtons are?”

“Yes,” she beamed. “Aren’t you proud of me? I’ve been reading up about you guys. I now know something about your quaint little ways. Do you know that they use machines to copy pictures and—and a guy named Newton invented the apple!” Her jaw fell open.

That didn’t sound quite right, but he decided not to discourage her. “I’m impressed. Now you need to learn about the cappuccino! I’ll have to get you one sometime.” That sounded like he was asking her out on a date, and he quickly spoke over his embarrassment. “So, why the sudden interest in, you know, our quaint little ways?”

“I’ve decided, I might as well try and blend in with the natives, seeing as how I’m stuck with one for the next little while.”

“I’m honoured.” He smiled, then remembered the dream and why he was here, and his mood soured. 

He told her everything, and after he was done, she lowered her pruning shears and turned to stare out into the rain. He said her name and had to repeat it to get her attention. “Are you okay?”

She nodded but looked like she was about to throw up. 

“What must we do? You’re the expert.”

“Yeah, some expert—not after that last disaster. But anyway, I’m not thinking about that anymore. That was the first trial, and we still have enough time to turn it around! Okay, so the well... We have to find it and soon. The longer we take, the worse the rain will get, but first, we have to stop past the palace. I’ve packed a few more things, so this time we’re going into this prepared.” 

Before they stepped through the door, Charlie offered her his umbrella, but she waved it away. “You know those things are worthless, right? I have something way better.” The storm was getting worse, and she had to shout above the sound of the rain drumming on the glass dome. “Domenis.” She turned her wand in a circle above her head, and Charlie would have sworn nothing happened if not for a barely perceptible ring of light that trailed the wand for an instant before fading completely.

She stepped out, and the rain hit an invisible shield above her and poured off around her like a fountain. 

She grinned smugly until the dome inverted. It filled up in seconds, and the bottom tore out, dumping the water over her head. With her hair plastered to her face, she snatched up the umbrella and pointed a threatening finger at him. “Not a word.”





They ran for the palace, huddled under the umbrella. Dalia had most of it, and massive drops stung Charlie’s exposed cheek. 

“So about the church,” he shouted. He had to explain the dream to Dalia in some more detail, so she could tell him what they needed to do—or find. “Did I mention it was old and abandoned—and there was a well in the middle?”

“Yes, about ten times, and that’s not a lot to go on.”

He told her again about the well bucket and the water, and it seemed so insignificant, he repeated the details two or three times to pad it out a bit. “Does that mean anything to you?”

“No! Didn’t you see anything else? Think Charlie.”

“That’s everything. I swear.” He wondered if he should tell her about the well again.

“Have you seen this church before?”

Charlie shook his head slowly. There was something familiar about it all, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. “Why do we have to find a place this time?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if we have to, but it’s all we have to go on. So work that egg of yours, and tell me where the church is.”

“I don’t know, but I have an idea.” 

Reaching the palace, Charlie checked that his phone was still okay, and then dialled Allie. “Allie knows everything about everyone, so if anyone can help us...” 

She answered after the fourth ring, and he put her on speaker. 

“Sir Charles Pratt the third.” Her voice was slightly distorted over the tiny speaker. “Where have you been? I came over three times yesterday.”

“Yeah, thanks. That’s part of the reason why I had to clean out the garage. I was supposed to be at your place, remember?”

“Where were you?”

“Nowhere really. Just, you know, hanging out?”

“Hanging out? Oh, Charlie, there doesn’t happen to be a girl involved, perchance?”

Charlie could feel his face heating. “Well, uh, kind of, I guess.”

“What do you mean kind of?” Dalia said, planting her fists on her hips.

“Ah, it is a girl! Is she cute?”

“Allie!” he chided and stumbled to get the phone off the speaker. “I needed to ask you something.” He was desperately trying to change the subject.

“Well, aren’t you going to answer her?” Dalia said, raising an eyebrow. “Am I cute?” 

Charlie could feel the water sizzling on his cheeks. It was bad enough when Allie was giving him a hard time, but now, he was getting it from both sides. “Okay, can we focus, please?” He put on his stern voice. “Do you know of any old abandoned churches?”

“You starting a cult?”

“Shut up. Do you know of any? I’m looking for one with an old well?”

“I don’t know,” she said, thoughtfully. “Remember, about two years ago, a kid fell down a well? Didn’t that happen at a church?”

“You’re right,” he said, slapping his hands together. For months, he hadn’t been able to get the kid’s face out of his mind. In the hours after the kid vanished, they put up missing-posters all over the town, and once they found him, the whole town came out to watch the rescue. Charlie went cold thinking about his dream and the feeling that someone was still down there. “Do you remember where it happened?”

“Wasn’t it somewhere in the valley near the old mill?”

“Yes, I think you’re right. Thanks, I owe you.”

“You do. So when are you going to introduce me to your lady love?”

“Goodbye, Allie!”

“Do you know where we need to go?” Dalia asked. 

“Yes, and it isn’t far, but I need to ask you a favour. This isn’t exactly my umbrella.” At the look on her face, he quickly added, “I didn’t steal it. I was in a bit of a hurry when I left, and I couldn’t find mine, and my aunt’s was there hanging up so nicely, and yeah... But if anything happens to it, she’ll skin me alive.”

“I’ll put it in my room.”

“And my phone?”

“Well, now you’re taking advantage. So, we’re taking a motor car?”

“There’s not a chocolate’s chance in hell.”
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They made their way down the road at a trot, with the rain soaking them through in minutes. Two blocks further, Charlie was digging his hand into his side, working out a cramp, and Dalia was rolling her eyes.

By the time they found the church, the water swirled around the tops of their legs, and they had to fight for each step. 

Light danced above the surface like it was pulling through a deeper power that was growing ever more excited. “I hope you’re sure about this,” Dalia said. “The storm’s getting worse, and if we don’t find the gate soon, I don’t want to have to backtrack in this.” 

As well as the rain pelting down, the wind had picked up lashing the tops of the trees.

“Yeah, I’m kind of making it all up as I go along. There might not even be a well there anymore. So I hope your bag can double as a lifeboat.” 

“I don’t know about a lifeboat, but the straps will fit perfectly around your neck if I ever have to throttle you.

The church looked identical to the one he’d seen in his dreams, which was something that happened to gipsies and smurfs and big-haired prophets on TV but never to people like him, and he didn’t know quite how to react. 

As looming and empty as the church had seemed two years ago, it had been well looked after. After the incident, they had shut it down, and he hadn’t been back since. There was no way that he could have known what it would look like after so many years, but he did, even down to the smallest weed. 

Charlie helped Dalia over the wall, and when he jumped in after her, the water slopped halfway up his chest and didn’t settle. 

Within minutes, Dalia had to lift her chin to keep breathing. “Uh, Charlie. Is now a good time to tell you that I can’t swim?”

“What? What do you mean you can’t swim? Didn’t you think that would come up in the trials?”

“No, not like this. There aren’t exactly that many things a fableman can break in water, so I didn’t... Dammit; why did it have to be water!”

“Look, don’t worry about it. I’ve got you. Just keep going.” 

He looked around, trying to orientate himself and prayed they found the well before the water got any deeper. He knew more or less where it should be in relation to the church and gardens, but the water was throwing off his bearings. Dalia’s bag floated behind her, and she was taking gulps of air every time her mouth broke the surface.

A small wave washed over her face, and she threw back her head coughing and spluttering. “Charlie. Some help here.” 

“Hang on.” He tried to lift her by the waist, or at least keep her up until they could reach higher ground, but it forced his head back and his mouth under the water. Even so, even though he was about to die, he was conscious of being so close to her and even felt a little awkward about it. “Just hang on. If we can get to the church, I’m sure there’ll be stairs or a ladder to the roof. At least that’ll buy us some more time.” This close to her, he caught the scent of her hair, and that took his breath away which probably wasn’t a good thing while he was trying not to drown, but it also gave him the extra strength that he needed to keep going.

They reached the window, and Charlie forced his fingers through the gaps in the boards, to pry them apart, but they wouldn’t budge. 

“Get back.” Dalia stretched out her wand, and he barely had enough time to turn before the boards exploded. 

“Why do I keep forgetting that you can do that? Here, climb up.” He helped as best he could.

Through the windows, pews were floating around the dark bowel of the church, and there was no other way to get to the stairs behind the altar. 

In those few seconds, the water had already crept to their knees. They pressed up against the walls to either side of the window which was about as far as they could get from the swelling tide. 

“What now?” he asked. “You have any bright ideas? Please tell me you have some bright ideas.”

“I’m all out. She brushed back a strand of hair from her face. So in the dream, you drew up the bucket?” 

“Yes, and I drank from it.”

“Right. Well, then I guess that’s what you need to do.”

“But that’s when the water broke through the church doors and flooded everything. It could make it worse.”

“Well, if you have any better ideas, now would be a good time to share them, but whatever we do, we have to hurry.”

“Okay. Okay.” Charlie stared into the dark water, licking his lips nervously. The rain blew across it obscuring everything below the surface. “If I don’t make it back, I bequeath you my shoes.” 

“Well, then you’d better make it back!”

“Here goes nothing.” He took a deep breath and belly-flopped in. With one last look back at Dalia for inspiration, he kicked off and swam in what he hoped was the direction of the well.

If he ever needed his luck to hold out, now would be the time. 

He dived, and his hand brushed the low wall of the rose garden. 

He readjusted his course and tried again. Each time he dived, he stayed under for as long as he could, and when he finally broke the surface for the third time, his throat was starting to gulp involuntarily.

The water was up to Dalia’s waist, and she was scraping her hands on the bricks to climb higher. This only doubled his resolve. He had to find it for her. He needed to prove to her that he was more than just a lump in her porridge. He could do this. 

He took a deep breath and dived under kicking as hard as he could. He waved his arms around wildly and almost yelped with joy when his hand brushed the stone wall. Even though he needed another breath, he was worried he wouldn’t find the wall again, so he forced his mind to calm down and take one thing at a time. He patted along the well until his fingers closed on the winch. Lightning boomed through the water like distant artillery fire, lighting everything for a flash, but with the water so murky it felt like he was in a fog. 

Charlie was the sucker in the water, but he was more worried about Dalia out in the open. He had to hurry. 

He forced the winch, but it wouldn’t budge. The mechanism hadn’t been used for so long it must have rusted up. He readjusted his position hoping to put a little more weight into it when something grabbed onto his wrist. 

He spluttered, losing what was left of his air and lashed out with everything he had. 

He thought about the krops from the last challenge and could almost see one of those bloodless faces drawing closer. 

It formed into plant debris and brushed past his cheek and disappeared behind him. The thing on his wrist loosened, and he realised that it was just the rope. He had knocked his hand on the rope. He wanted to laugh and cry and for some reason was grateful that Dalia hadn’t seen him freaking out. 

He grabbed the rope and kicked desperately for the light so far above him. 

Spots began appearing in front of his eyes, before he broke the surface, disoriented and gasping for air. 

Rain hammered the water, spraying into his eyes making it difficult to see anything, and it took him a while to locate Dalia. She was frantically searching the water, and when she spotted him, she shouted excitedly and waved her hands. “Charlie, are you okay? You were under for a long time.”

“I’ve got it!” He raised the rope above his head as though he was lifting Tasmania’s apple race trophy. She clapped and bounced and cheered like a spectator, making it all worthwhile. 

He kicked off towards her, tugging the rope behind him and feeling like a giant. 

This time he could swim straight onto the ledge but overextended and went right through into the church losing a few points on his landing, but not even that could dampen his spirits. 

“You did it. You did it!” she screeched excitedly. “I would kiss you if you weren’t the reason we’re in this mess in the first place.” 

“What? Why’s it my fault now?”

She grabbed the rope, and they scrambled to draw up the bucket. “Because this is your memory, remember? and I stay away from water and wells and creepy abandoned places, so my doorway would have been so much nicer...” 

“Like a graveyard with corpses trying to eat us?”

“Exactly. You see, even you agree with me. Here, help me with the rope.”

By the time the bucket broke the surface, the water had reached their shoulders. Dalia drank like she had stumbled out a witches oven, and Charlie drank till he could drink no more. He looked around expecting something, anything but the rising water. “Now what?” he said. “Is that it?”

“I hope not. Keep looking.”

“I still don’t see anything.” If anything, the rain was getting worse.

Dalia urged the water on under her breath like she was watching a horse race. “Come on, come on. Work. Please work.”

“I think we need to get higher,” Charlie said.

He helped Dalia up onto the lintel, where she would be able to reach the eaves. She was halfway out when the wall stone came away in her hands like it had been set in dry mud.

She hit the water, back first, and disappeared under the surface. 

All around him, the church began crumbling. 

Tiles and a large section of the wall collapsed into the bowl of the church, echoing as it hit the water.

Charlie kicked off after Dalia. He hit the water, and the sound of cracking stone and pouring rain cut off abruptly. He could barely make out her flailing shape beneath him, and the light retreating so far above them. 

He stretched out and kicked as hard as he could, and their hands touched. He tried to close his fingers around hers, but they slipped free. 

He tried again and managed to snatch onto her wrist. 

She touched the ground, and the water shifted. Instead of a calm lake, the water began rushing past him, like a grate had opened beneath them—like they were in a river above a waterfall. He needed air. He needed it so badly.

He positioned himself and tried to kick up, but it was too strong, and it sucked him right back down again. He tried again and again, and then the pressure popped in his ears, and the water drained off of them, and they were dumped onto a wooden floor.
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Chapter 20
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Dalia pulled her hand away to steady herself while spluttering and choking and vomiting out a lungful of water. 

“Are you okay?” He didn’t know what to do, so he slapped her back like his mum did whenever he had a piece of her rubber meat pie stuck in his throat.

“Okay, you can stop assaulting me,” she managed, wiping a sleeve across her mouth. 

It took her a few tries to stop coughing enough to form a complete sentence. 

“Please—let’s never do—that again. So where are we?”

Charlie had been so concerned about her, that he hadn’t noticed everything else that was going on around them. 

They seemed to be on the deck of an old wooden galley, of all things. Sails stretched for, what seemed like, miles above them, snapping in the wind. 

Men ran past, their boots drumming the deck. 

There came a boom, and the whole ship shuddered. 

“It’s coming. It’s seen us,” a man screamed and almost tripped over Charlie. He opened his mouth to say something, but a second boom rocked the ship, and he staggered to the side. Whatever he was about to say was lost as he drew his sword and ran to join the others. Charlie and Dalia exchanged confused looks. 

A creature, small enough to bench press a coconut, thudded to the deck a few feet away from Charlie. It held up its bat-like wings in a challenge while piercing him with a stare that was so fierce, it could give Dalia a run for her money. Coarse fur covered everything but its stomach, arms and tiny feet, and its face looked like a potato. 

Furry things could be cute, but not this. Whatever it was, a parent wouldn’t exactly give it to their kids to cuddle at night. It hissed showing a row of wicked little teeth. 

Charlie kicked out, and it flapped away, and Charlie scrambled to his feet. “What on earth is that thing?” 

“An imp,” Dalia groaned. “just when I thought this day couldn’t get any worse—wait”—She threw up her hand—“what’s that sound?” It sounded like a thousand bats flapping out the mouth of a cave.

“I don’t want to know!” Charlie said. Where’s it coming from? With the darkness pressing down, and the water distorting the sound, it was nearly impossible to tell. All he knew was that there were a lot of them.

“Get your wand ready,” Dalia said. She pressed her back into his so that they could cover both directions at once. 

“I don’t know how to use this, remember?”

“You did okay against the bus.”

“I don’t know how I did that. It just kind of came out.”

“You have to commit. You have to feel it, and the stronger your emotions, the more powerful your spell will be.”

“And if I don’t feel anything?”

“Then we’re both in trouble, but when these things hit, that’s not going to be a problem. Get ready, and try not to make us look too bad in front of all these people.”

A black cloud-like mass swarmed over the ship. A cloud with a thousand wings and thousands of those sharp little teeth looking for exposed flesh or anything that wasn’t tied down... or anything red... or shiny; they seemed fascinated with red, shiny things. 

The men screamed as the creatures swept through. A sunburned sailor with an oiled dome took off with about thirty on his tail. 

“Mortalis.” Dalia thrust her wand, but the bolt shot wide disappearing into the sky. “Mortalis, Mortalis, Mortalis.” She fired three more with no better luck. “They’re too quick,” she said. 

“Mortalis,” Charlie shouted, and thrust out his wand like a sword, feeling like a real gangster. It fizzled and popped, and a little smoke issued from the tip. “What am I supposed to be feeling again?” A creature shot at him, and he jabbed his wand at its head. 

“It’s a death curse. I’ll leave you to connect the dots.”

One bit into the back of his shoulder, which gave him the motivation he needed. “MORTALIS,” he screamed. It would have been on target, but the creature spun aside, and the bolt blasted into the mast. The wood turned from a warm brown to a light grey as though it had been standing in the sun for too long. “I did it,” he shouted. “Did you see that!”

“Don’t celebrate just yet,” she said. “He’s coming back.”

It flew straight at Charlie’s head, and he had to duck to avoid being hit. 

“Have you faced them before?” He fired another bolt and missed again.

“Madam McKinnon took us through a few drills. But there were only half a dozen or so, nothing like this. And they were harnessed to a rope.”

“So how do we beat them? There are too many, and this isn’t helping. Mortalis!” All around them, people swung whatever was close at hand, but even their cudgels and pole-hooks and chairs made little difference. These imps dodged like flies around a cow’s tail, and when one was brought down, ten more and their grandmother took its place. 

They broke through the windows of the Captain’s quarters and began hauling out his things. A brass telescope shattered to the deck, and they scattered his maps and clothes everywhere. He ran after them, gathering up his things while screaming for them to stop. He was mildly distressed until they carried out his rum, and then he lost it. A vein throbbed in his temple, and he screamed at the top of his lungs and charged. The imps scattered like turkeys over Thanksgiving.

“I’m going to kill whoever set this trial,” Dalia said. “As soon as this is over, I’ll find them and I will kill them.”

The imps must have reached the kitchen because tin plates and mugs began dropping out the sky. A fork pegged into the deck in front of Charlie’s foot. 

“Focus,” he said to Dalia and had to click his fingers in front of her face to get her attention. “How do we get rid of them?”

“Huh?”

“I said, how do we get rid of them?”

“Fire. They like fire.” As if on queue, a pompous looking man, with a walrus of a moustache, stumbled out his quarters. “What the devil is going on,” he demanded. He was still in a gown and nightcap and was holding up a lantern. “I paid a fair sum for passage on this ship, and I demand to know what the noise is—” 

The imps turned their attention on him. Pans and pots and torn bags of flour rained down over the deck. The man’s eyes widened, and as they swarmed, he took off howling and thrashing with the light of his lantern dashing around the ship. 

They’d eventually find him stuffed into a barrel.

“Alright, okay,” Charlie thought aloud. “Fire, we need fire.”

“If only Braden was here,” Dalia said, “We could set him alight and send him off in a life-raft.” 

A storm was moving in and the sea was becoming more turbulent causing the ship to rock from side to side. A giant wave slammed into the side, showering water over the railing. Charlie’s eyes settled on the barrel of rum rolling dangerously around the deck, with the Captain screaming after it, and he had an idea. “What if we used the rum instead? We can set it alight and send it off—we can even pretend it’s Braden if you like; Can you move a raft like you moved the car?”

“That’s not a bad idea.”

“Wow, don’t look so surprised. I do have my moments—once in a while.” 

“Once in a very distant while,” Dalia conceded.

“Get the boat ready,” Charlie shouted over his shoulder. “I’ll get the rum.” He wondered how on earth he was going to manage to persuade the Captain to hand it over. Dalia was far more suited to getting people to do what she wanted. “Second thoughts,” he said. “You get the rum; I’ll get the lifeboat.” 

“What, are you—” Dalia took one look at the Captain and screamed in irritation, but she took off after him.

Getting the rum and boat was the easy part. Getting the fire to it would be a little more challenging. The only lanterns were inside the crew’s quarters, and the imps had been stirred into a frenzy, trying to get through the windows to reach them. Charlie pulled his jacket over his head and traced the sign of the cross. One of the crew thought he was giving an order and took off for the other side of the boat. 

“Here goes nothing.” He charged for the doors and kicked as hard as he could. He pictured them flying open as they would in the movies, but instead, his shoe thudded off the door, leaving a nice print, while the door remained securely in its frame. He tried the latch and discovered that it was unlocked... That seemed to work a lot better. 

Imps flooded in around him. The cabin was nothing but a large open space with dozens of hammocks strung from wall to wall. Charlie had to dodge flying trunks and books and the occasional chamber pan, which wasn’t easy with the boat moving like a carnival ride. 

Reaching the lamp, he tore it off the hook on the wall. Behind him, the imps were swarming towards him. There was no way he’d make it back, and he suddenly realised that he hadn’t thought this through.

A chair bust through the window, taking half the frame with it. “Pass the lamp,” Dalia shouted. “Quickly.” 

Charlie threw it to her and she threw it to the Captain. Charlie shielded his head under his arms as the imps streamed past him and out the window. They brushed his arms and head, and he could have sworn one broke wind under his nose. It was dry and smelled like a beetle.

By the time he got outside, Dalia was desperately keeping the imps back with her umbrella spell, while the captain, clutching onto his barrel, was saying his last goodbyes.

He cupped a final handful of rum to his mouth and then dunked his head in and gurgled like a duck. 

“We have to hurry, Captain,” Dalia said. 

He stepped back, his face and beard dripping with golden rum, and with a heavy heart, he turned up the flame and dropped the lantern inside. The barrel exploded throwing him off his feet. 

“Mobilus,” Dalia shouted. The boat shot over the edge and spun off across the water with the imps shrieking after it. 

Charlie watched breathlessly as it disappeared well into the night. 

Dalia collapsed into a sitting position looking exhausted, and Charlie dropped down next to her. They blew out their cheeks and began laughing. 

“We did it,” Dalia said. “We just need to extinguish the rest of the lights on the ship and wait it out until morning.”

“Won’t they come back?” 

“No. By the time they catch the lifeboat, they’ll be miles away. Besides, they’re too easily distracted. They’ll probably start dunking each other into the water for laughs. Ooooh, they make my blood boil.”

Something occurred to Charlie, and he wondered if he should even bring it up with the captain, but something didn’t make sense. “Captain,” Charlie said. “What were those booms earlier? It sounded like cannon fire.” Surely they weren’t using cannons against the imps? Before the Captain could answer, everything changed.

One minute the captain was staring into the dark, pining after his rum, and the next, he was somewhere else entirely. He and his crew were running across the ship, drawing weapons and shouting to be heard as though the events of the night had reset, and everything was back to how it had been when Charlie and Dalia had first entered.

Dalia got slowly to her feet. “Did you see that!” 

There came a roar like a dragon, and water and tentacles sprayed up thirty feet in the air.

“What is that?” Dalia shrieked. 

“Don’t you know!” Charlie said. “Please tell me you know. How can you not know?” The imps were bad enough, but at least she knew how they worked.

“Cannons,” the Captain shouted. “Get to the cannons. Take it down. I don’t want those anywhere near my ship. I’ve already lost my cargo; I’m not about to lose her as well.”

A tentacle swung down like a hammer, breaking through the mast like it was a pencil. People scattered out the way, and the sail billowed out over the deck. 

“We have to take it down. It’s too close.” Charlie raised his wand, trying to force his mind to cooperate. Dalia said he needed to commit—to know what he wanted, but what he really wanted was a hole to scramble into. And a bazooka—a bazooka would be good. 

He clenched his teeth and pictured his aunt’s face on one of the suction cups. That seemed to work. Thinking of her also made his stomach rumble, and he had to remind himself that this wasn’t the time. “Mortalis.” A bolt, stronger than any he had ever created, blasted out of his wand, perfectly on target. It hit, and the tentacle dropped back for a moment, but that only gave it more room to swing, and when it hit, the foredeck shattered, and the boat rocked under the weight. “Oh great,” Charlie shouted. “That did absolutely nothing.”

Dalia was walking towards the creature, screaming one curse after the other and firing bolt after bolt. 

Beneath her, in the galley, the cannons started up again. They sounded like a hundred bass drums, and the entire ship shuddered.

Smoke blasted out the cannon ports, greying everything out as though it was fog. There was a moment’s pause before the iron balls hit, and green slime splattered out across the sea. 

With a roar, a tentacle twisted into the air higher and quicker than any before. The creature wasn’t happy.

Dalia was so focused on taking it out, she didn’t even seem to notice. Or perhaps she didn’t care anymore. 

As the tentacle lashed down, Charlie sprinted for her. He slammed into her side knocking her out the way. Wood sprayed up behind them, and the boat lurched. 

Charlie’s feet slid out from under him, and then, as the boat split in two, and his half dropped back into the water, he slid headfirst in the opposite direction. He grabbed onto a rail, and as Dalia slid past, he managed to grab her hand. His shoulder wrenched as she went over. 

He clenched his teeth and screwed up his face, but he managed to hold on.

Crates and barrels slid past them and bounced off the railing far below. 

“I’m slipping,” Dalia shouted. She shot a glance at the raging water below, and her eyes widened. She scraped her boots against the deck, trying to push herself up, but she couldn’t find any traction. “Charlie, I’m slipping.” As if in slow motion, her hand slipped free, and he watched in horror as she disappeared into the dark water below. 

“Dalia! Hold on. I’m coming. Dalia.” He threw up his feet and kicked off the deck to clear the debris below. 

As he landed, the icy water sucked the air from his lungs. Gasping, he turned trying to orient himself. 

Dalia’s head broke the surface a few yards away. She spluttered and managed to suck in a lungful of air before the water washed over her. 

Charlie shoved his wand into the back of his trousers to free up his hands and swam after her. “Hold on. I’m coming.” He got a hand to her, and she turned and wrapped her arms and legs around him, and they started going down. 

“Relax. Relax,” he spluttered, taking in a mouthful of water. “Don’t struggle. I’ve got you. Just relax.” 

He pried her legs off and kicked towards some of the debris, where he somehow managed to get her onto a splintered length of mast. 

“I hate water almost as much as imps!”

“It isn’t over yet,” Charlie shouted. The sea was turbulent and the swells big, and behind them, the boat was sinking and sucking everything towards it. 

“Kick, kick!” He fumbled out his wand and tapped it to the mast. “Mobilus.” 

All around them people were screaming and gurgling. He tapped his wand a little harder this time. “Mobilus, mobilus, mobilus. It’s not working.” Dalia snatched onto his wand and, looking him in the eyes, they shouted it together.

The mast blasted away almost throwing Charlie off. He grabbed the mast, holding on with everything he had, while his legs dragged behind in the water. Within moments his trousers caught. He spread his knees to keep them on, but that only had him bouncing along on the water. 

His trousers caught on his ankles for a moment before they were whisked off. Charlie turned back screaming in horror and caught sight of them one last time as they puffed up into the air and finally deflated into the water. 

Some poor kid in a remote Taiwanese village would eventually find those on the end of his fishing pole. 

By the time they dragged themselves onto the shore, they were both exhausted. Dalia collapsed onto the beach, with the water still lapping under her. 

“We made it,” she said. “I can’t believe we made it. When I fell in the water, I thought that was the end. There was all that screaming, and I was just trying to stay up and”—she suddenly stiffened—“oh, no. Oh no, Charlie, we left them all behind.”

“Who?” Charlie said, stupidly. He was glad to be off the boat and far away from whatever was on the other end of those tentacles.

“The people. We left them behind in that freezing water to face that monster. I mean, how many of them could use magic like us to get away. Oh no. The captain. We left the poor captain after he helped us get rid of the imps. He was a nice guy, Charlie, and we left him to die.” 

She pushed to her feet. “We can’t do this. We can’t leave them to fend for themselves. We have to help them.” She tried to drag the mast back into the water, but it was too heavy.

“What are you doing?” Charlie said, although he was afraid he already knew the answer.

“I’m going back out there.” She stomped around to the other side and tried kicking it with the sole of her boot.

Charlie looked at the dark sea and decided that was a very bad idea. He ran out in front of the mast to try and talk some sense into her.

“Move out my way, Charlie. I’m going out whether you like it or not.”

“And what are you going to do when you get there? This won’t hold more than two or three people including you.”

“And if you were one of those two people, would you want me to save you?”

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t, but just think about it for a second.”

“Get outta my way. The longer I wait, the less chance I have of finding anyone.” 

She patted around for her wand, and her face dropped when she realised that she had lost it. 

“Listen to me,” Charlie said. “How will you ever find them? The only reason we even found the shore was because of the lights back there.” He pointed beyond the beach to the row of houses that looked so warm and inviting. “I mean, do you have any idea where the boat is?”

“I don’t know what else to do!” Her shoulders sagged. She knew he was right. There was no way to find them now. She dropped down, heavily, onto the log. “I couldn’t do it. I froze. I just couldn’t. My curses weren’t powerful enough, and nothing I threw at it made any difference.”

“We tried everything,” Charlie said. “You can’t blame yourself.”

“But people died because I couldn’t help them. lots of people died this time. Can’t you see that? I am a failure as a guardian. I just can’t do this anymore. I just can’t.”

Charlie never knew what to do in these situations. He wished he could spout something that would make her feel better, but all he could think of was ‘chin up old girl,’ which probably wouldn’t go down so well. How did other guys act so naturally around women? He blamed his old lady for only having one kid so that he never had a sister. His mum was kind of a girl, but that didn’t count. If anything that counted against him, because she was a little crazy. 

“I’ve been waiting for this my whole life. This is all I’ve ever known. I hardly remember my life before any of this. All I wanted—all I’ve ever dreamed of, was not just getting through these trials, but doing such a good job, that I can give something back to Aelyndore—to Madam McKinnon. You know how that sucks Charlie—realizing that not only are you no good at what you love but that you’re a complete failure at it?”

“You’re not a failure at anything,” he said. “If anything, Madam McKinnon is a failure for not telling you how to deal with a tentacle thing. What was that anyway?” 

“I don’t know.” She wiped her sleeve across her nose, smearing mud across her face. 

Charlie squeezed her shoulder. “We’ll get through this. I promise. You’ll still blow them away. And me, I can’t do much, I’m afraid, but I’ll do whatever I can to help you, and if nothing else, I’m pretty useful for bouncing some spells off of. Well, not literally bouncing spells off of me.” Urgh, he was rambling, but for some reason, she smiled.

“Thank you, Charlie.” Then her eyes trailed down to his underpants, and she scrambled back in horror. “Charlie! Seriously!”

“No, no, no, no, no—” he shouted, his cheeks so hot you could iron your clothes with them—If only he had some clothes to iron! “I’m not—I don’t—they came off in the water...” He grabbed his shirt and forced it as low down as it would go. 

Dalia just glared back at him.
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Chapter 21
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By the time they reached Dalia’s place, her mood had darkened considerably. Every time Charlie tried to start a conversation, she’d respond with nothing more than a grunt and then her lips would tighten. She had lost her wand, which was bad enough, but she was also preparing to face Braden and some more bad news when she got home. 

“I shouldn’t have taken your ring,” Charlie said. “I know that, I really do. I’ve ruined everything for you.” 

The town streets were deserted. A car’s lights lit up the sign-plastered windows of the Grove drive convenience store before turning and disappearing up the street. That was the first car that they had seen for a while.

“That wouldn’t have changed anything,” she snapped. “Can’t you see that? If you didn’t take the ring, I would be doing this on my own. I mean, come on Charlie, we can’t even do it together.” She sighed deeply. “I should be able to do this on my own. Thomas could. Everyone else could. I really thought it would be easier than this. I thought I could make a difference.” Tears welled up in her eyes again, and she turned away so Charlie wouldn’t see. “People died because of me and that’s all there is to it.”

“But did they?” He had spent a lot of time thinking about the trials and couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. “Then why didn’t we hear anything about the woman that was killed by that creature?”

“What?”

“Remember how the city changed yesterday. It became all old and there was that creature and that woman, and she looked half-dead, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“So why wasn’t she also in the newspaper? The newspaper only mentioned Patricia Ellis, but it didn’t say anything about that other woman, right?”

“Charlie, what are you going on about?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps it’s nothing.” It sounded stupid now that he had voiced it. “But did you see how those people dressed tonight? They were so old fashioned. I mean who dresses like that? And that boat... It’s almost like they were from a thousand years ago. I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m trying to say. I guess I’m trying to figure out how real those people are. I mean, is it possible they’re not as real as we think?”

“I don’t know,” Dalia said. “I don’t care anymore. The next task, I’m just going to sit there”—she folded her arms stubbornly—“and whatever happens, happens. And if a giant monster gobbles everyone up, I won’t even care, because I’m done. I promise you Charlie, this time, I’m through.” 

***
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By the time Charlie got home, the sky had turned a deep shade of blue as dawn was rapidly approaching. The streetlights were still on but no longer needed. He passed the occasional house with a light on in a window, but overall, the town was hauntingly quiet, and a good thing too, because he had pulled a box out of the dumpster and didn’t want to have to explain why his trousers were square and made of cardboard. The rain had eased, but it made little difference, as his shirt was already plastered to his body. He hoped he would be able to slip inside and get to bed, but when he finally reached his drive and saw the light on in Aunt Patty’s window, his heart sank. She went to bed with the news and got up with the roosters. He would have to move carefully. 

He peered through the glass panel in the front door. The entrance hall and family room were dark, and there didn’t appear to be any movement inside. He slipped the key in and screwed up his face when it clicked open. He kicked off his shoes and stepped into the hall quietly listening for any sign of Aunt Patty. The first thing he did was replace her umbrella and then ditch the cardboard. 

He stepped quietly through the family room knowing that the worst still lay ahead. The passage between his room and the top of the stairs would be the most dangerous stretch. If she exited her room before he could get his door open, he would be trapped. He may get away with it if she wasn’t wearing her glasses, but after being duped the last time, she had taken to wearing them constantly. 

When he reached the landing, he stopped to listen. Apart from his mum’s snores rasping through the walls, it was quiet and dark, which meant that Aunt Patty’s door was closed. He took his first step, feeling a little more confident when a light popped on behind him. 

“Sneaking in like a miscreant,” came an all too familiar voice. “Where have you been!” Aunt Patty sat on the couch, with a smug expression. 

Her eyes trailed down to where his pants should have been, and she gasped in horror. “miscreant!” 

She tried to get up and scrambled back at the same time and ended up tripping over the couch, but even as her legs tipped into the air she didn’t stop yelling. “Miscreant! Flasher! Deviant! Weirdo!” She rolled the ‘r’ for effect.

Charlie, feeling the heat of shame burning through his cheeks, pulled down his shirt as far as it would go and ran to help her, but she brushed him off angrily. “Don’t touch me with those hands. I have no idea where they’ve been.”

“It’s not what you think. I was—after my pants came off—I uh, I wore a box. It’s outside if you don’t believe me. It says ‘this way up’ on the back.” 

She screeched, and he realised he wasn’t helping his cause.

Aunt Patty lowered her voice dangerously. “We will talk about this later.” She marched for the door, snatched her umbrella and froze with it halfway off the hook, her eyes narrow. Charlie was already shivering from the rain and still managed to feel even colder. 

She ran a hand along the umbrella’s length and rubbed the water between her fingers. When she spoke, her voice was ice cold. “Did you take my umbrella on one of your escapades?” The umbrella shook as she pointed it at him. He had never seen her this angry. Not even a few years ago, when he tugged the string sticking through the side of her suitcase, wondering what it was, and unravelled the neck seam of her jersey.

“I thought it was mine. I uh—”

“Don’t you ever touch my things without my say so. Ever.” She screeched the last word, and Charlie jumped. “We will deal with this when I get back.”

“Aunt Patty, it’s really not what you—”

“Good-day,” she said. She popped open the umbrella, all dignified like, and then things got even weirder. There came a gurgling sound from inside the umbrella like a drain about to explode, and then it did and dumped what looked like a gallon of blue juice over her head.

Charlie gasped and Aunt Patty’s head retreated halfway into her neck. She snarled like a bull about to charge. And then she did. 

Charlie squeaked and ripped off the ring. Whatever was happening in the other world, he wanted no part of. The scene shifted, and Aunt Patty was once again standing at the door. She was back to her old colour and was glaring at him as though she wanted to turn him inside-out and give him a thorough shaking, though she wouldn’t know why exactly. Dalia had said that people felt some of the emotions even if they didn’t see what was happening. It was like when you walked past a stranger and for some unknown reason wanted to throw a brick at their head. That was a sure sign that something was going on behind the scenes.

What had happened anyway? Charlie ran through all the possibilities in his mind. Did the umbrella fill up on the way home? No, that didn’t seem likely. Had one of the pipes burst above her, and the water just happened to fall right through the umbrella? But then why was the water blue? He then remembered that the umbrella was left in Dalia’s room and an even colder chill ran through him. Braden! Braden must have put a spell on it thinking it was Dalia’s—thinking that she would use it. 

With a final insult he hardly heard, Aunt Patty marched out the door, and he was left running through all that he knew about the world and magic. The two worlds co-existed and for the most part, looked and acted the same. If they were like magnets, magic would draw them apart, and his world would wobble off the rails to try and catch up. This wobble would often cause strange things to happen; like the truck breaking through Bertha’s front door, or a hunk of metal flying off a bus into a woman’s throat. Any way he looked at it, it was only a matter of time before it caught up to Aunt Patty, and he wanted to weep. He wondered how long it would take and what would happen to her. All he knew was that he had to be long gone by then. 

At ten in the morning, he awoke to Aunt Patty’s shrieks. “Oh boy,” he said. 

Ten minutes later, Aunt Patty was screaming for him to come downstairs. Fortunately, he had been in his room, fast asleep, so there was no way she could blame him for whatever happened. He would go downstairs, assess the damage, offer up his sympathies and be back in bed before the count of ten. 

He walked into complete chaos. Aunt Patty was covered in blue paint. Her hair was plastered to her scalp, her false teeth were blue, as were her clothes and her shoes. The only things that weren’t blue were her eyes. Those were white and round in a blue face. 

Mrs Bloom from across the road was patting her hand, and Merve, the weird computer programmer dude from next door who fancied himself a motivational speaker despite his stutter, was trying unsuccessfully to mop up some of the paint with his hanky.

Charlie’s mum was running in and out of the kitchen, hauling out supplies, as she anticipated another lockdown. 

“And this?” Charlie said, trying to hold back the giggles. 

When Aunt Patty turned those stern blue-framed eyes on him, he had to bite his lip to stop from laughing. His shoulders shook so much it felt like he was having convulsions. The sound he made was like air escaping from a pinched balloon in rapid bursts.

“You,” she shrieked and started towards him. Charlie squeaked and ran to put the couch between them.

“What happened? Are you okay?”

“Wait till I get my hands on you. I will drive that wickedness out. I will wring your blooming neck.”

Charlie had to run behind the television to get away from her.

“Come now, dear,” Mrs Bloom said, trying to bring some calm to it all. “Let me get you a brandy. You’ll upset your hernia.” 

Marve, who was feeling a little out, said, “the—the—the—the—the—there is no I in t—t—t—t—t—team.” He pumped his fist in the air almost as an afterthought.

Charlie skittered around the lounge from the couch to the table and back, and it took a while for things to calm down. He had faced a troll, a psychopath and a clown car full of imps and Dalia who was scarier than all of them, but this was the first time that he saw his life flashing before his eyes. 

Through it all, his mum had been scrambling around for other reasons entirely. One of the cushions had a rectangular bump in it in the shape of a squeeze bottle of chocolate syrup and the other had a square in it that could only be a pack of waffles. There were other treats hidden around the lounge. The globe in the side lamp had been replaced with an Easter egg, and there was a sandwich between volumes twelve and thirteen of the encyclopedias. 

“He needs a firm hand now while he’s still malleable,” Aunt Patty said, and downed a tot of brandy. “We need to drive that wickedness out, or he’ll end up a burden on society.” She prodded her dentures with her tongue, as though making sure that they were still okay.

“What did I do? I was sleeping.”

“Oh, don’t you pretend like you don’t know,” she snapped. Her thin lips were pursed so tight, they had just about disappeared entirely. 

“That really was rather dangerous, dear,” Mrs Bloom said.

“D—d—d—d—dangerous.”

“When I sent you to clean out the garage, I should have known you would pull a stunt like this!” Aunt Patty said. “Shoving the paint tin on top of the boxes like that, just waiting for me to walk past.” That scowl returned, fiercer than before.

Charlie had packed those paint tins carefully, and the boxes he’d stacked them on looked stable enough at the time, but he knew that wouldn’t have mattered either way. The world was straightening out Braden’s mess. No one would understand that though, so he was caught in the middle with no way out. “But that was in the garage?” he tried. “And right at the back? It’s not like I did it on purpose.” What was she doing snooping around there anyway?

“I’m sure he didn’t mean to,” Mrs Bloom said, carefully.

“Oh don’t you believe it. You don’t know him like I do! He knew. He knew alright. I don’t know how, but he knew I would be going there. This is the kind of thing that he does. He plots and he schemes and he’s watching. He’s watching all the time. Well, no more. Count your blessings that you weren’t born a hundred and fifty years ago, or you would have been shipped off to the workhouses. That’s what we need to see again if we ever want to save ourselves from the next generation of miscreants—workhouses and black lung, I say.” 

“Wouldn’t you like to say something dear?” Mrs Bloom said to Charlie, pleading with her eyes. This was getting away from her, and she didn’t know what to do anymore.

“Aunt Patty,” Charlie said, slowly. “Would it help if I told you”—her eyebrows raised, and she tipped her nose in the air, smugly. He was going to apologise and then his mind played a trick on him—“You look splendid in blue.” He squeaked and clamped a hand over his mouth. Aunt Patty leapt for him with her hands ready to throttle, and Charlie dashed for the dining room table again. 

Just then, there came a knock at the door, and Allie walked into the middle of the chaos. 

Charlie ran for her, screaming: “get out, get out, get out,” and hurried a now confused looking Allie back out into the street. 

He dragged her around the corner and fell back against the wall, breathing hard. He realised what he had done, and he shut his eyes and groaned. He was now going to have to look for a park bench to sleep on because he could never return home again.

“What’s going on?” Allie asked. “I came round to see if you wanted to hang out.”

“You don’t want to know. I don’t even know what that was all about, but I’m glad to see you. I was going to call you. I need a huge favour. You know more about conspiracies and weird things than anyone else I know, so what do you know about the guardians? Have you ever heard of them?”

The guardians? Seriously? I thought you don’t believe in weird stuff?”

“Well, maybe I’ve changed my mind. Or maybe I just need it for homework.”

“We’re on holiday, remember? And I’m in your class, genius.”

“Okay, never mind. Just, what do you know?” He peered around the corner to make sure no one was after him.

“Guardians, okay so”—she lowered her voice conspiratorially—“I don’t know much, but there is talk of people who can kind of cause things to happen like earthquakes and accidents and things.”

“Tell me everything you know.”

“I just did. It’s not really my thing. I’m more into ghosts and aliens and the Loch Ness monster.”

“So where can I find out more about it?”

“I know someone but”—she took one look at Charlie and shook her head—“no, no way. You’ll make fun of him. I know you.”

“No, Allie. It’s not for me. It’s for—someone else.” Why couldn’t he say Dalia’s name?

Allie’s eyes narrowed. “It’s your girlfriend, isn’t it?”

“She’s not my girlfriend, and yes it’s for her.”

“Wow, you must be smitten. I’ve been trying to get you excited about this stuff your whole life, and now you’re with this chicky for two days, and you’re finally asking the right questions. You’re trying to impress her—you just want to kiss her, don’t you?”

“No,” Charlie said, a little too emphatically.

“Well, whatever. It’s really none of my business.”

“Allie, are you going to help me or not?”

“Okay, but we’ll need some bus money. And you’re buying me a death-by-chocolate.” That was her treat whenever they went into the city; A sugar cone ice cream with two chocolate scoops, chocolate flake, dipped in chocolate with chocolate sprinkles on top. She could eat nonsense like that and as much pizza as she liked and still stay as skinny as a wooden spoon. She would have a breakout after that, but she refused to connect her spots to the surge of sugar.

“Deal.” Charlie thrust out his hand to shake.
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Chapter 22
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Allie’s contact lived outside of town in the rundown section of the farming district. Most of the farms here were unproductive with broken equipment and the rusted shell of cars littering the yards. His property wasn’t as big as those around it, but it was just as neglected. The gate creaked as Allie opened it, and they both walked in silence to the front door. The grass reached almost to Charlie’s waist, and there were dozens and dozens of half-broken statues scattered throughout the yard like Medusa had hosted another tea party. 

Chimes of all sizes and shapes hung from the rafters, creating a cacophony that was both peaceful and made Charlie’s hair stand on end. “You’re not bringing me here to kill me, right?” he said, uncertainly. “This guy doesn’t, like, keep people in his basement? He doesn’t eat people, right?” 

“Keep quiet,” Allie hissed. “He’ll hear you. He’s just protecting himself.”

“Right, because if he eats me, I must warn you that I’m not A-grade meat. These arms are nothing but bone and sinew. They’ll be really bad for his teeth.”

Allie trampled on his foot. 

When they reached the door, she pointed a threatening finger under his nose. “I promise you, if you say the wrong thing, so help me...”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And don’t touch anything.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Stop it, Charlie, I’m being serious. Look at my serious face. And tuck in your shirt. And wipe your chin; you’ve messed something on the side there.” She blew out her cheeks, already second-guessing herself. “Look, you need to understand something about him; he can feel things.”

“Things? What kind of things?”

“Things, events, before they happen. Like, you know that truck that hit into Bertha’s?”

“Yeah?” he said carefully. This was getting too close to Dalia again and what was really going on.

“Well, he came out that morning, because he knew something was going to happen. He felt it. He was there. I spoke to him after you left, and he had recorded the whole thing on his camera. He’s strange, but he’s seen a lot of things and has been through a lot, so please, be careful what you say.” With one last worried look at Charlie, she knocked three times and took a step back. 

They waited in silence for a long time before the eyehole darkened and then a full minute before a key clicked in the lock. That was followed by at least two dozen deadbolts. Whoever this was, he wasn’t taking any chances. Charlie noticed however that the basement hatch was only kept down with two bricks and a piece of wire. 

The door inched open, and an eye appeared in the crack. “Yes?”  

“Mr Barnes, it’s me, Allie.” 

He looked them up and down suspiciously. A stick slipped through the opening, and he prodded each of them in turn. He raised a beer bottle to his eye and continued his assessment through that. It distorted his eye like he was in a fishbowl. “Yes, yes,” he finally said. “I’m sorry about that, but I can’t take any chances. Things are happening in town right now that are very dangerous. I’ve noticed a lot of movement lately—strange people coming and going, and that girl—that girl is still wandering around the town.”

“Girl?” Allie asked.

“That girl up at the old manor. That little”—he clenched his fists—“weasel!”

Charlie swallowed and sucked in air at the same time and broke off in a fit of coughs.

“The old manor?” Allie said. “Charlie, isn’t that—”

“Uh, what does the bottle do?” Charlie said, quickly. 

“It’s a fail-safe I picked up in Kolkata. Across the bustees, Leprechauns were leaving a string of people covered in boils, and we had to teach the people how to look after themselves. Leprechauns are hoarders and covetous and will bring a plague upon your house for even the smallest of treasures, but they can only enter your house once you’ve invited them in, and they’ll use any trick to get that invite, you understand? But that’s where this comes in.” He patted the bottle as though it was a trusty weapon. “Green glass allows you to see them for who they really are.” His expression darkened again, and he mumbled something about that little shrew at the manor, always tending her plants. 

“A green bottle,” Allie said. “Oh, that’s interesting. I must remember that. So what does a leprechaun look like?”

Mr Barnes considered for a moment. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen one myself, but they’re ugly, I think, and green. They’re definitely green.”

Charlie wanted to point out that was probably because he was looking at them through a green bottle, but Allie shot him another warning, and he held his tongue.

“But let’s not tarry outside. Come in, come in. Quickly now.” He stuck his head out the door and glanced in either direction.

They had to step over a thick trail of salt lining the threshold. The place smelled musty, like an old newspaper, and was cluttered with all kinds of strange things from animal skulls and scientific instruments to boxes with labels like, ‘Culture B143,’ and ‘Warning, sleeplessness experiments in progress.’ From the scurrying noises, there must have been rats inside of them.

Mr Barnes had more books than Charlie had ever seen. There were piles of them, taller than Charlie, taller than Aubrey Fairbanks, and he would knock his head on a low flying aircraft—so long as it was flying at 6 foot 2. 

Allie made introductions, and Mr Barnes pressed a hand to Charlie’s forehead as though trying to read his thoughts. He held it for an awkward moment before giving a curt nod. “Pleasure, I’m sure. If young Allie here trusts you enough to bring you into the fold, then I shall extend to you that same courtesy.” He dug a small plastic whistle out of his pocket and handed it to Charlie as a present. “Blow that if you ever need help.”

“Will this call you, like—like the bat symbol?”

“No, it will give your assailants an earache. So what can I do for you?” He was a small man, and despite the clutter around him, was neatly dressed in brown trousers and a matching brown cardigan. 

As Allie explained about the guardians, Mr Barnes became rather agitated. He gestured for them to follow and led them through to a cramped study. “Please take a seat.” He drew the curtains and turned the radio on loud enough to distort. “I’m sorry about the arrangements, but you never know who’s listening in.” He took a seat on the edge of the desk and leaned in close.

“Right, the guardians,” he said, settling in for a long conversation. “Very dangerous. Very, very dangerous indeed. Not something that you want to be involved with. What do you know about them? and try not to move your lips too much.”

“Uh, not much,” Allie admitted. She shared the same info that she had given Charlie, that they somehow influenced events and caused earthquakes and such. She tried to drag it out, as Charlie had done earlier, to make it seem like she knew more than she did, and Mr Barnes listened patiently.

“Well, yes and no. There are two worlds coexisting: ours and theirs. The guardians can enter the other world and influence events. Now anything that happens there is kind of reflected here.”

Charlie was impressed. As eccentric as Mr Barnes was, he knew his stuff. 

“So why would the guardians enter the other world?” Allie asked. “I mean, what’s the point?”

“They’re trying to stop anomalies,” Charlie said and Mr Barnes turned that gaze on him. 

“That is the short of it, though I don’t for one moment believe their intentions stop there or are noble. Who did you say you were again?”

“I was kind of hoping you could tell me about the trials? Do you know anything about it?” 

“Wait, what trials?” Allie asked, looking from one to the other.

Mr Barnes lowered his voice further, and Charlie had to strain to hear it above the radio. “Look, I know a little.” He drew a ring from a chain around his neck and held it out for Charlie to see for an instant before shoving it back into his shirt. This is what they use, as far as I can tell, but I haven’t managed to figure out how it works, and I have carried it with me for close on fifteen years now.” The ring was plain silver with no marks or decorations, much like a wedding band. “From what I can gather, the guardians have a series of tests that teach them how to fight. Simulations if you will, but the effects are every bit as real. No one knows how it works though, any of it, but you can train yourself to feel when things shift, and when it’s really strong, the ring goes cold.” He shook the chain to drive his point home.

“So the first test,” Charlie said, suddenly glad he had come to this strange little house. “Does it ever involve people from the, uh, the past?”

“I don’t understand?”

“Like, does it ever happen in older times? Is it possible to simulate a place that’s a hundred years old, a thousand years old?”

“Well, I can’t say I’ve ever heard of such a thing. Why do you ask?”

“I’m just curious. Have you ever seen one like this?” Charlie held up his ring, and immediately the little man changed into a lank green creature with long pointed ears and stooped shoulders. Charlie gasped and had to cover it with a cough. Was he a leprechaun? He would be horrified if he knew.

Mr Barnes snatched Charlie’s hand and drew it right up to his nose for a closer look. “Where did you get this?” 

“Why, what—” 

“This is very old, very old indeed. Just—just wait here.” He hurried out of the room and returned moments later with an ancient book. He flipped forward a few pages and slapped a finger to a drawing of the same ring. “These were the rings they used a thousand years ago. The tests were a lot tougher back then as I understand it. They had to be because the monsters were a lot tougher. So where did you get it?”

The monsters were a lot tougher? That knocked the air out of Charlie’s lungs. What did that mean? Were they somehow taking an older trial? Was that even possible?

“I uh, I found it somewhere,” Charlie said, distractedly. He wouldn’t dare bring Dalia into this. “At a, uh, charity sale. My aunt got it at a charity sale and gave it to me.” That was the best he could come up with, but it seemed to satisfy the little man.

“Curious,” he said, thoughtfully. “Yes, rather curious.”

He offered Charlie a lot of money for the ring, but Charlie said, as a collector himself, he couldn’t possibly part with it just yet but would consider the offer. He excused himself, saying that he needed to get home, but he had another reason to leave. He had to get to Dalia as quickly as possible.
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Trials were starting the next day—trials for everyone else that is, bringing with it a nervous excitement around the palace. There were booms and funny smells and the occasional yelp, as apprentices squeezed in their last-minute practices. A girl, trying to maintain a levitation spell on a stack of books, almost walked straight into Dalia, and her books clattered to the floor.

Another apprentice staggered past in a daze with a smouldering bald stripe across the top of his head where a spell must have backfired. Knowing what lay ahead, Dalia couldn’t help feeling sorry for them. She wanted to shake them and scream for them to get out while they still could.

Faranog spent their time on drill after drill; as Taslyn said, they took things a little too seriously. Dalia wanted to speak to her, but she always seemed to have other people around, and no one else was allowed near their wing, not even the chambermaids. 

Not everyone was practising though. A group from Thiggin were using their wands to hurl a massive slimeball to each other. As Dalia passed, one of the guys looked at her and smiled and was knocked clean off his feet—the slime wrapping around his head bending his face into a really strange shape.

And then there was Domenix. The Domenix apprentices spent their last days looking for ways to unsettle the other houses. One of the Thiggin apprentices was found stuck on the roof, encased in a cocoon. There were more sinister goings-on as well. The wards around the Eldian quarters were tampered with, though they held against whoever tried to get through. One of the elves wasn’t so lucky. He was downstairs at the time, apparently meeting a girl from Faranog, and was jumped on the way back. They found him unconscious with a broken nose and rings through the tips of his ears, which, to an elf, was one of the worst insults. Their ears were shaped to hear the whispering of the trees which helped sustain their magic, and they’d set a seamless ring in the ears of anyone accused of betraying their people or of cowardice in battle. The ring interfered with their magic which was as bad as losing the ability to love or to laugh. Councillor Foulin marched straight into the Domenix wing, snapping their defences as easily as a thread of spider’s silk. Those who saw it said Ralph lost ten shades of colour, and it took Sir Edmond Ambrose of Faranog to calm things down. 

Ralph denied any involvement, of course, and even found his courage again with the duelling master between them. “Be careful what you accuse us of, elf,” Ralph said. “Domenix is not a house to be trifled with.”

“Domenix is no threat to us,” Councillor Foulin roared, and Ambrose had to draw his wand to keep it from escalating.

“Stay calm, Councillor. Do you have any proof that it was Domenix? If so, share it now or come back when you have.”

“Allow me a moment to ‘talk’ to them, and you shall have your proof.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Ambrose said. “What you do away from the trials is up to you, but I won’t have you or anyone else bringing house Aelyndore into disrepute. We are guests here. Remember that.”

Councillor Foulin pointed a threatening finger at Ralph. “Just keep them away from our wing. If one of them tampers with our wards or comes anywhere near our acolytes, I won’t be deterred by your wand.”

Ralph smirked. “Maybe you should keep a better eye on your acolytes. A palace of this size can be a dangerous place.”





Without more than a hunch to back up his claim, Councillor Foulin had to drop the whole thing or answer to the council. 

The elven pride had been wounded though, and they hit back: later that night one of the largest Domenix apprentices was found crying that shapes were trying to devour him. They couldn’t find what had caused the insanity, but Dalia suspected a nightberry. Nightberries happened to be found in Forlorien, the Elven homeland and caused people to be afraid of everything around them. The apprentice had to be chained to a bed until the effects had worn off.





Dalia fell back against her bedroom door, cutting off the noise from outside and allowing her tension to slip away. Alone and away from the chaos, she could breathe for the first time in a long time. While it was nice to have guests, there was too much politics and plotting and noise. It was like a fableman zoo had found their way into the palace. 

Dalia drew off her coat and was surprised to see her diary floating above her desk. Since Taslyn left, she hardly used it anymore. Diary entries were a more personal way to communicate than a message slab or an origami animal and a lot more useful than a message in a bottle. Madam McKinnon usually sent a messenger which was the simplest of all but rather boring. Dalia chose a levitating diary because she liked the way it danced in the air currents like a floating thistle seed. Other diaries reacted in different ways when a new message arrived, with light dust drifting out of some, and others thumping you on the head, which she imagined would give you heart problems if you were sleeping.





She flipped through the pages, stopping at one of Taslyn’s entries. It was a simple line drawing of a rose border that formed across the page along with a caricature of Justice in the centre. His lips flipped between smiling and puckering up for a kiss. Tiny hearts drifted away from his head. Dalia smiled and laid her hand on the drawing, feeling things that she hadn’t felt for a long time. As her fingers touched, the simple hearts changed from moving across the page to floating out towards her. Dalia traced a finger around one. The simple line drawings of roses filled out until they spilt over the page and down the side of the book. Dalia leaned closer to take in their sweet fragrance. As friendly as she had been in Belglop, she hadn’t fully let go of her anger and confusion over Taslyn leaving without even saying goodbye or without allowing Dalia to help her. 

Dalia missed their friendship more than anything else. It was nice having a friend that she knew everything about and who knew everything about her; someone you could be yourself around and being yourself was okay because they had already seen the worst of you and still, for some unknown reason, stuck around. They were like sisters, as Taslyn had said. They were sisters as far as Dalia was concerned. They had grown up in the same orphanage, they had faced everything together, far more than either of them would have preferred, and yet, all of that was okay because she had someone to be strong with. They were the only family either of them knew, and family weren’t supposed to walk away. 

Dalia felt her eyes misting up, and she forced it back. She wouldn’t get upset again, she simply wouldn’t. Taslyn was happy; she had new friends and a new life. 

Dalia drew herself up primly as though the world was watching, and turned to the new message. 

Ink soaked through the page like blood, and it suddenly had her full attention. She touched her fingertips to the page, and immediately the black floated out like an ink drop in water.

There was no smell, but tentacles of ink felt their way up her fingers and wrapped around her hand as though they knew she was there. White lettering formed in the centre. 





“Leave your room at 9 pm sharp. Head for the base of the eastern tower and keep hidden. Follow my words to the letter. I can give you what you want, or I can take it all from you.”





There was no signature, and the style wasn’t like anyone’s she knew, but there also weren’t a lot of people who were allowed to add an entry to her diary. Thomas could and Madam McKinnon and a few others. She had bought an expensive one with a lot of spell protection for that very reason. She didn’t want some people anywhere near her heart; like Braden. If he could send her messages, he would abuse it and probably send her horrible pictures, or worse, jokes that she didn’t understand because he was that annoying. Still, a powerful scribe could probably get a message through if they really wanted to. But who was powerful enough? Dalia read the message a few more times, hoping for a clue and hoping to figure out what the message was all about. What did they mean by giving her what she wanted, or taking it away? What exactly did they think she wanted and why not come out and say it instead of doing it in such a puzzling way? They could have, just as easily, slipped a note under the door. Were they trying to make a point about their power or reach? 

With all the plotting in the palace, the whole thing made her very uneasy. It would be in Domenix’ favour if something happened to her, and Aelyndore was forced to close its doors. Not that she was doing much for Aelyndore at the moment. Dalia shut the book and immediately the ink disappeared.





At ten to nine, Dalia was pacing the room and somehow found herself at the window overlooking the grounds. They were dark and quiet, and beyond that were the lights of the fablemen towns. She had heard, when Aelyndore was at its greatest, the palace grounds stretched as far as the eye could see in either direction. 

She had often stood at the window, pretending the lights were the lanterns of wagons and people who had made Aelyndore their home, and that she would be able to walk freely among them without any shame and without any secrets. She would meet a gorgeous man from the village, who would leave flowers under her window—that weren’t picked from her greenhouse of course!—and together they would sit on the bridge overlooking the river and talk and laugh and cuddle until the early hours of the morning. When the air was cold and her windows misted up, she would draw the people and the carriages around the distant lights, and it would help her forget how incredibly lonely it was being in such a big, such an empty palace. 

Dalia pulled away from the window and paced back to the door. Forget this, she wasn’t waiting around anymore. 

She reached for the handle, and her hand froze, as she remembered the warning: 





Follow my words to the letter. I can give you what you want, or I can take it all from you.





She reached for her wand to see what time it was and remembered that she had lost it when she fell off the ship. She would have to go into town again tomorrow and get something from the peddler until she could have another one custom made. Her last was an elven wand sung over by an elven cleric as a warrior passed into the next life. The life energy passing through it was what gave a wand its power. An elven wand was graceful and amazing for nature and almost impossible to get. It was just under a unicorn or an ice angel. Perhaps she should get a troll wand that was blunt and powerful, like cutting your food with a hammer. That way she could thump her way through any obstacle like a barbarian.

She sighed and drew out her bag of hourdust. She pinched a bit between her fingers, raised it to her lips and blew. The dust spiralled out before disappearing, which meant it was 9 pm exactly. Time to go.





Dalia slipped into the dark hall. All was quiet, but there could still be one or two servants about, so she would have to be careful. 

She left her boots in the room to keep them from echoing off the stone tiles. At night that could sound like an elephant in a church bell. The floor felt cold against her feet, and she considered going back for a pair of socks, but she wondered if she was looking for an excuse to delay the meeting, or whatever it was. 

The other apprentices moved in groups for protection. A lot was riding on the outcome of the trials, and while they wouldn’t harm her directly, not in Aelyndore, not even Domenix would be that stupid, or they hadn’t been that stupid up until now, the houses would be looking for any advantage to be had. If someone’s wand went missing, or if they were held up so that they went into the trial feeling uptight or stressed, no one would care. Then again, her performance on the trials up until this point probably made her less of a target. If a powerful scribe had sent the message, as she suspected, and was hoping to lure her out, then she was walking straight into a trap, and no one would be around to see. 

The eastern tower was one of the quietest parts of the palace, but she also knew it well, and, if she needed a quick retreat, she could follow one of the threads and lose herself up the stairs. She and Taslyn had spent a lot of time there as children, so if whoever had summoned her had picked the tower because it was quiet, then they had underestimated her. She would have the advantage.

She reached the eastern hall and listened through the door for any sign that someone was there, but all was quiet. She drew a small vial from her pocket and popped the cork. It gave off a faint smell of myrrh. This was one of the potions she had picked up from ‘Telman’s cauldron:’ the book she’d bought in Belglop. 

She took a sip and recoiled. It smelled alright but tasted like the insides of Charlie’s shoes. She stuck out her tongue in disgust. It was the only reaction she could have that wouldn’t make a noise. 

She poured the rest of the vial onto the floor in front of her. “Go,” she whispered. The liquid ran into the space between the tiles and disappeared under the door. As it moved, Dalia’s vision blurred between what she saw and a distorted view of the room beyond as though seeing it from underwater. As bad as the image was, it was enough to confirm that the room was empty. 

She didn’t wait for her vision to fully return before easing open the door and slipping inside. The door creaked under the weight, and she screwed up her face hoping that no one was close enough to have heard that. 

She stood in the giant hallway for a moment, with a strange feeling like eyes were watching from the shadowy corners of the room, and there were arrows pointed straight at her. 

There came the sound of footsteps approaching, and Dalia started towards the staircase, then remembered the secret room in the fireplace, that she and Taslyn used to play in, and ran for that instead. She ducked into the chamber under the mantle and felt around for the handle. It was so dark, she couldn’t see anything. She had to calm down before she made a mistake. 

The footsteps entered the hall, and Dalia froze. If she opened the secret door now, she would be caught for sure, and so she pressed back against the wall and listened. The footsteps had stopped.

She risked a glance and saw a figure standing in the hall with his back to her. Her hand moved to her cloak instinctively before remembering again that she didn’t have a wand. 

The figure turned. There was just enough moonlight to see his face, and Dalia deflated.

“Braden,” she said in a carrying whisper. She stepped out of the fireplace feeling both stupid and angry. What was he playing at?

“Ah, Dalia. What on earth are you doing in there?”

“What do you want?”

“You have a bit of soot on your cheek. Here, let me get that for you.” He raised a hand to her face, and she slapped it away. 

She wiped her cheek then noticed that her fingers were black, which meant she had made it worse, but she didn’t care. Aargh, he was so infuriating. 

“What is this about, and how did you get to my diary?”

“Your diary?”

“Yes, my diary. How did you send me a message, because you’re clearly not a powerful scribe?”

“I’m not?”

“No. Urgh. What do you want? What’s the big secret? And I don’t appreciate you threatening me.”

“Threatening you?”

“This is a waste of time. I’m going to bed.” She turned to leave and even took a few steps towards the door but couldn’t leave without telling him what she thought of him after all that he had done. 

“Is your life so meaningless that you have to call me out here at night for nothing? You know how stressful the last few days have been for me, and do you care? No, you don’t care. You’re incapable of caring.”

Braden just stood there looking at her. He didn’t try defending himself. He didn’t argue or say something sarcastic which would have been better than standing there as though she was a child throwing a tantrum, and he was waiting patiently for her to finish. 

She ran out of things to say almost immediately but forced herself to keep going so that he wouldn’t have the satisfaction of thinking that he had ruffled her feathers. “I’m sorry you had to leave Domenix. I’m sorry you were stuck here, but you know what, that doesn’t mean you have the right to take it out on me. And stop standing there like a painting. Say something.”

“So what’s this about your diary?”

She grit her teeth, wanting to slap him, and she started for the door. If she had her boots on, she would have stomped, even if it was childish. 

She thought of something else she wanted to say. She knew all too well that she was letting him win by allowing him to get under her skin, but she didn’t care. “You are a pig and a man-child. That’s what you are: A man-child.”

“Dalia,” he said.

“Yes, I have to hang around with a fableman now which only makes my trials that much more difficult, which I guess is what you wanted all along?”

“Dalia.”

“If you can sabotage Aelyndore, then you probably think that you can go back to Domenix, and you don’t care about all the lives that you are destroying in the meantime.” Tears of frustration tried to force their way into her eyes, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“Dalia,” he said.

“What!”

“I didn’t do anything to your diary. I can’t get close to your room half the time, you know that. I saw you sneaking around the castle and wanted to see what you were up to.” He looked past her towards the fireplace and sighed. “I don’t even want to know. Goodnight.” He turned to leave, and it took Dalia a few seconds to recover enough to go after him. 

“Wait a minute.” She snatched his arm. “So you didn’t leave me a message to meet you here?”

“Goodness, no.”

Dalia caught the sound of footsteps again. Her breath caught, and she dragged Braden across the room into the fireplace. 

“Look, I know you’ve always wanted to cuddle me but—”

“Shhhhh,” Dalia said. There was enough space for both of them with room to spare, and once through the opening, they didn’t even have to duck. 

She felt for the handle again and then decided that she didn’t want to share her secret with him after all, even if it meant that they were caught. 

A figure came into the hall. She tried to see who it was, but he wore a hood and so his face was hidden in shadow. If it wasn’t Braden, then who else could it be? Perhaps she was overreacting. Perhaps she should step out. It’s not like they would try anything with Braden there as a witness. Although, he would make an unreliable witness, and they could most certainly buy his silence. 

As Dalia was trying to make up her mind, a second figure entered the hall. Dalia recognised her straight away and let out a breath of relief, realizing only then that she had been holding it. What was Taslyn doing here, and what was with all the secrecy? She moved to join them, and Braden snatched her arm and shook his head. 

“What is this about?” The cloaked figure said, so softly, Dalia could barely make out his words. 

Taslyn took his arm. Glancing back towards the door, she led him towards the fireplace. For a moment, Dalia thought that they may enter it, and while she wasn’t exactly scared of getting caught, not with Taslyn there, she still wanted some time to figure out what was going on.

“I know what you’re after.”

“You don’t know anything,” the man spat. 

“I know that you have her wand in your cloak. That alone, along with my testimony would have you arrested.”

He laughed low and long. In an instant, he had his wand out and jabbed into her gut. Braden’s hand tightened on Dalia’s wrist. 

“I could kill you right here, right now and drag your body onto the roof for the crows to eat, and in a place this large, it wouldn’t be discovered for months. So start talking.”

Another figure stepped into the hall but remained at the door.

“I have something you want.” Taslyn’s voice was higher now, as though she was trying hard to control it. “But first, I want in.”

“And what exactly do you think you’re getting into?”

“Atlas.”

“That’s not going to happen. Nevarus tu pyron.”

Light pulsed through the room, and Taslyn screamed. She hit the floor writhing, as she tried to get away from the pain. The figure didn’t wait for it to pass but grabbed her arm and twisted her back onto her feet. “Try again,” he said. 

“I know you’re after Dalia. I can get her for you. She trusts me.” There was open panic in her voice. The words were like a knife through Dalia’s heart.

“I don’t need you to get her. She’ll be dead by tomorrow. Nevarus et.” He held it a lot longer this time.

Her screams echoed off the walls, cutting through Dalia.

“She doesn’t have the ring,” Taslyn screamed through gritted teeth.

The spell cut off, and the figure leaned over her. 

“A friend of hers has it. I met them in Belglop, and he was wearing it.”

The figure stopped to consider this for a moment. 

“Let me help you get it.” Taslyn pleaded. “I know her. She trusts me. I can get you a name and an address and the reason why he’s got it instead of her, and if she doesn’t cooperate, I’ll kill her myself. If nothing else, I can get you into her room.” Her voice strengthened. “But I want in. I want ten per cent.”

The figure laughed. It was low and calculating, and it made the hair on Dalia’s neck stand on end. “I think we may be able to come to some arrangement after all.”
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“So, that was a strange night,” Charlie said. They had caught a bus back into town and hadn’t said much to each other, but he felt Allie’s eyes on him constantly and was desperate to get the attention back onto something else before she bombed him with questions that he didn’t know how to answer. He pretended to look through a bottle and forced a laugh. 

“What was that?” she exploded. “You’ve never been interested in this stuff, and now you can hold a conversation with Mr Barnes. Mr Barnes! And where did you get that ring? For real, and don’t tell me your aunt found it at a charity sale because I don’t buy it; not for one second. Getting anything from her would be like drawing water from a monkey. Wait a minute,”—her eyes narrowed—“it’s that girlfriend of yours, right? It is, isn’t it?” 

He sighed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

“Try me.”

“It was a drawing on a piece of paper, and when I turned it over, the drawing disappeared, and the ring fell out.”

Allie punched his arm. 

“You see, I told you you wouldn’t believe me and ow, where did you learn to punch like that? You know I bruise easily.”

“You’re like a fruit.”

“Yes, I’m a fruit... no, I’m not a fruit!”

“Just tell me where you got the ring, and I’ll stop beating you up.” She twisted his nose, and he screeched. 

“Okay, okay. Yes, I got it from her.”

“I didn’t realise it was that serious.”

Charlie clicked his tongue. “It’s nothing like that. It’s complicated. I sort of got it by accident.” 

“By accident. How do you sort of get a ring by accident?”

“I found this letter, and in the letter was a piece of paper with a drawing of a ring—”

Allie twisted again and Charlie screeched.





When they got home, Charlie was surprised to see Dalia waiting outside the gate for him. She looked incredibly beautiful with the moon painting the side of her face silver, but Charlie couldn’t be distracted by that. It was too late for a friendly visit, and she was pacing around impatiently. His first thought was that the next trial was starting, and he wanted to weep.

“Is this her? Is this her?” Allie nudged Charlie excitedly, and he brushed her off, feeling like a child with a crush. “Stop it, will you? Stop making a fuss.” He put on his cool face to compensate.

“Where have you been?” Dalia demanded. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. And what’s wrong with you?” She raised her nose in the air and sniffed, apparently mistaking his cool face for his smell-something-funky face.

He quickly straightened his face. “Dalia, what’s wrong? Why are you here?” It was always good to see her, but Braden and some other guy were hanging back in the shadows, souring some of that enthusiasm. They were jumpy and kept looking around, which put Charlie even more on edge. 

“Is everything okay? Listen, there’s something I need to tell you; something I learned about the ring. I don’t think it’s the right ring.” If the next trial was starting, he had to tell her everything he had learned tonight while he still could.

“Yes, I know,” Dalia said. “Thomas told me everything. They found it hidden in the palace and then got a friend’s father, who works for the council, to put my name on it and switch it with the real letter, which is why the ward was down.” She raised her voice enough for the others to hear. “They thought it would be funny!”

“It was kind of funny,” Braden said. “We still have the real ring, so it’s not like you can’t take your trials again some other time.” 

As soon as he opened his mouth, Allie snatched onto Charlie’s arm. “Whoa, who is that.” She said it in the dreamy voice that she usually reserved for anything dripping with chocolate. Charlie shook his head. 

“I can’t, that’s the point!” Dalia snapped. “You know what, don’t even speak to me right now. I am so furious with you. Once this is over, I am going to bond a harpy’s rump to your head which will be an improvement on your looks—and your brains.” 

“Can we finish this later?” the other guy said. “Right now, we need to get out of here.” He must be Thomas, Dalia’s brother. He had the same eyes as her.

“What’s happening?” Charlie asked. “Has this got something to do with the trials? Are they starting?”

Dalia shook her head. “Someone else is after the ring, and as soon as they realise I’m not in my room, they’ll come after me to get it.”

“What? Why do they want it, and I thought it won’t work for anyone else? Isn’t that why I couldn’t give it back to you?”

“That’s not entirely true,” Thomas said. “A trial ring can be used by someone else if the original owner is killed before the trial ends.”

“Oh great. That’s just great. So what do they want with it?”

“I don’t know,” Dalia said. “At first I thought it was about taking the palace, but it seems like something darker is happening. All I know is they want the ring, and they’ll kill us both to get it.”

“How do they know you have it?”

“They found her wand,” Braden said. “Not very smart to leave it in the ocean like that.”

“Yes, I was too busy trying not to drown. Let me take you to the river and show you what that feels like.”

“As much as I would love to listen to your excuses, they have your wand, which means they can track you, so we need to get moving.” He turned his attention to Charlie. “Do you have a tap that we can borrow?”

“A tap?”

“Yes, you know those things that water comes out of.”

“Sure, there’s one inside, but why do you need a tap?” Braden had already started up the path towards the house. 

“Let’s go,” Dalia said. “You’re not safe here.”

“I’m coming with you,” Allie said, staring after Braden with that dreamy look in her eyes again. 

“That’s not a good idea,” Dalia said. 

“But if they find her, they could hurt her,” Thomas said, then quickly added, “you know, trying to get to us.” He cleared his throat. “Not for any other reason.”

But Dalia was shaking her head. “We’d need another ring.”

“Aunt Patty,” Charlie said.

Dalia frowned at him. “Your Tourette's is acting up again, Charlie.”

“No, my mum has my aunt’s ring in her wardrobe. I think it allowed her to see what we see. But then again, if it only works after the person’s dead...”

“That depends,” Thomas said. “What kind of ring is it?”

“I don’t know. Why? Didn’t you just say that no one else can use it?”

“Only if it’s a trial ring.”

“I don’t get it?”

“Okay look, any ring will work for anyone, that’s standard. Everyone gets one of those on their first birthday, even some fablemen, But trial rings are unique. Instead of just allowing you to see into our world, they also cause disruptions which can cause a lot of problems if it falls into the wrong hands. Not only that, but the council can’t have you passing your ring off to someone else to take the trials for you, so now as a standard practice, they use strong spells to bond the ring to you while the trials are active or while you’re alive. I know it’s confusing, but the bottom line is, unless it’s a trial ring, it should work.”

“I don’t like this,” Dalia said. “A fableman can cause too much chaos without proper training. We can’t just pull her in.”

“But we can’t leave her here either. Besides, it’s not like we’re entering the city. We’re going straight to Atlas, right? That’s a refuge like the palace, so the effects will have no influence on it.” Thomas glanced at Allie, and a look crossed his face, so quickly, Charlie wondered if he had even seen it, but it was the same look that Allie had given Braden; a look that said I will do what it takes to keep this person around.

“Dalia sighed. “If the ring doesn’t work, we’re leaving without her.”

“Okay, Allie, take them to the bathroom,” Charlie said. “I’ll get the ring.”





Charlie found a few rings in a small plastic container in his mum’s wardrobe. He snatched the oldest and strangest looking, and by the time he reached the group, they were all squeezing into the tiny bathroom. 

Dalia tested the ring and with a nod tossed it to Allie. “This is on you, she said to Thomas. He smiled and snuck another look at Allie. 

Braden put in the plug and turned on the cold tap as far as it would go. “Hold hands.” Allie leapt to it, quickly squeezing in next to him and then blushed. 

“Let me take this one,” Thomas said. “I’m better at travelling.”

“And I’m older than you,” Braden said. “Keep quiet and pay attention. You may learn something.” A sudden draft caught the window, rattling it like someone was trying to get in, and Dalia’s grip tightened.

“They’re here. Quickly. They’re here.” The water filled up the basin and ran over onto the floor. Charlie’s mum was going to kill him. As soon as the world caught up, she was going to kill him. The water pooled around their shoes. 

Braden jabbed his wand into the stream of water. “Make sure you’re standing in it.” 

The window exploded, and smoke poured through. 

“Hold tight.” Blue light covered the group, and Charlie shot forward like he was on a roller coaster. The force of the wind burned his eyes. He could feel Dalia’s hand in his and Allie’s in the other, but he couldn’t see them. He tried to breathe, but even that was difficult with him screaming hoarsely like a Victorian woman with her corset pulled too tight, and then it was over, and he was standing in a steamy bathroom with Dalia’s hand clamped over his mouth. She pressed a finger to her lips and pointed towards the shower. There was someone in there singing an old country tune. 

“Where are we?” she mouthed to Braden. He looked around shaking his head slowly. 

“I told you, I should have taken it,” Thomas whispered indignantly, and Dalia shushed him.

“Let’s just get out of here, and we can figure out the rest later. We can then also figure out what to do with Braden!”

“Can’t we do the, uh, water thing,” Charlie asked. 

“Not until we know where we are,” Dalia said.

Braden eased open the door, it creaked, and he screwed up his face. All eyes snapped to the shower, but the man was too busy lathering up in time to the chorus to have noticed. As Allie crept past, his butt snapped up against the glass. She shrieked, and they all tumbled out of the bathroom howling with laughter.





The street was like any other: large brick buildings, greyed from the dirt and smog, with luminous signs, steam rising from grates and a string of cars parked along the curb. 

“Okay, what just happened back there?” Allie said, marching out in front of them. “I know I was standing in Charlie’s bathroom a few minutes ago. And then—what was that?”

“I thought that was pretty obvious,” Braden said. “We travelled through the pipes.” He stepped around her. “Come on. This way.”

“Of course,” Allie said. “The pipes...”

“Right now, we need to figure out where the centre is,” Thomas said, “or we could end up wandering around for the rest of the night. Of course, if we did that before rushing off, we wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place.” He picked up a round stone and held it palm up. He tapped it with his wand, muttering something, and the stone cracked. 

As he spoke, the sides folded out into wings like a beetle, and the wings began to vibrate. Slowly it lifted, hovering above his hand. 

Allie was still trying to get someone to answer her questions when she noticed what he was doing, and her words dried up. “No, no, no, no, no. That’s not possible. That’s—no.” 

Thomas beamed in pleasure. “If you like this, you must see the dogs I created back home to guard the gate.”

“No, you definitely don’t want to see those,” Charlie said. “Dalia sent them after me the first night we met.” 

“That sounds like Dalia. I feel sorry for the first guy that tries to kiss her. I really do.”

“Much good they did for us tonight,” Braden said. 

“I told you guys to go back for them—”

“You wanted to travel with those? No, inanimation is like potions, it’s useless. Nothing can top brute force.”

“Well, let’s see how useless it is when I get us out of this mess you got us into.” He flicked his wand, and the beetle stone thing rose, slowly and a little wobbly, as though it was weighed down by the heavy body. 

“We need to hurry,” Dalia said. “I don’t know how long it’ll take those guys to arrive, but when they do, I want to be far away from here.”

Braden paced up and down impatiently watching the small beetle rising. “That’s it. We don’t have time for this.” He drew his wand and tapped the ground. “Energium.”

“No, Braden, no,” Dalia said, as the ground trembled. The street shattered in a circle around them as though an iron ball had landed on it, and a crack shot off down the street spraying up dirt and grit as though someone was ripping up an electric cable. The crack hit a building and started up the wall, shattering windows as it went. It disappeared over the roof, and they were all left in the wake of silence. 

“Idiot!” Dalia said. “You don’t think the fablemen are going to notice a crack running through their town!”

“They wouldn’t notice a crack running across their heads. No offence,” he said, waving a hand to Charlie and Allie. “At least we have a direction. If we waited for Thomas, we would still be waiting.” He started after the crack, and Dalia ran in front of him to block his way.

“And what about those people that are after us? When they get here, they’ll know exactly where we went. Once in a while, you should use that head of yours and for more than just a hat.”

“Well, then why don’t you use your little bag of magic herbs to get us out of here? and while you’re figuring out how,”—he pushed past her—“I’ll find where this takes us. Besides, no one’s going to know it was us unless one of you tell them, and of course, none of you will do that, because you love having me around so much.”

“He doesn’t know where it leads?” Charlie asked. 

Dalia shook her head. If her eyes were lasers they would be burning the hair off Braden’s back. “It can find the closest refuge, and once we get there, we may be able to find some help.”

“Well, I guess the damage is already done,” Charlie said and started after Braden. 

Dalia was left glaring after them. 

They had to go around some of the buildings to follow the trail and even hit a few dead ends, but the crack led them into an older section of town with ornate buildings that seemed to date back at least a hundred and fifty years. Allie stared nervously at the gargoyles peering down at them. 

A hobo shuffled past pushing a trolley. He was thin and dirty, and his eyes glowed yellow like a wolf. As he passed, his lips curled back in a snarl. 

Allie’s breath caught, and a few other homeless also transformed. A woman’s eyes turned black like stones, and her teeth sharpened. Fur grew out another, and his hackles rose. 

“Try not to look at them,” Thomas said. “The first time can be a little unnerving. Allie nodded stiffly and pushed closer to Braden.

“Um, Dalia.” Charlie tugged her sleeve and flicked his eyes to a weathervane on one of the buildings, spinning like it was caught in a storm. The wind picked up and cans and paper and packets began blowing across the street. 

Dalia said something that must have passed for a curse in their world. “Braden,” she called ahead. “Braden, they’re here. They’ve found us.” 

A shop window exploded, taking part of the wall with it, as a creature broke out into the street. It was three times as tall as a man and at least four times as thick. Its skin was a pasty blue like it had drowned, and it carried a massive club loosely at its side. 

“In case you were wondering,” Dalia said. “THAT’S AN OGRE.” Against this thing, even the Bertha troll looked like a gingerbread man. 

Its eyes settled on the group, and it roared with a sound like a trumpet blowing through a bass drum. Spittle sprayed out its mouth, and its thick nostrils flared.

“Run,” Braden shouted unnecessarily, as the rest overtook him.

The creature swung its club which looked more like a tree, and a shock wave rippled through the tarmac shattering it like glass. It swept past the group tripping them up like they were running across the crumbling ice on a lake. 

Thomas flicked his wand at a row of gargoyles perched on the stone gutters above them. Stone and grit showered over the edge, as they began extracting themselves from their perches.

The ogre charged, running straight for Allie. She remained on the ground where she’d fallen staring up at it in horror. Charlie could feel each step thudding through the ground and up his leg. Closer and closer it came. He shouted to her, but her mind wouldn’t respond. 

“Allie. Allie. Allie.”

Thomas flicked his wand, and the gargoyles galloped down the side of the wall.

Allie watched in horror as the giant club rose high into the air. Charlie ran towards her shouting for her to move. He grabbed her arm and skittered under the car, and she finally woke up to what was happening. 

The club hit, and the car crumpled above them. Glass rained onto the ground, and Charlie and Allie screamed. The ogre swung again, and this time the axle groaned under the weight. The ogre lifted its club, and the gargoyles slammed into it knocking it a few steps back. 

Thomas and Dalia ran to help Allie and Charlie out from under the car. The wind was howling through the buildings.

“Run,” Dalia screamed. 

Behind them, the ogre thrashed at the swarm of gargoyles, showering grit like dirt clods every time it found one, and it was getting through them quickly. 

It didn’t take long to pick up Braden’s trail again, but they ended in a garden centre with no sign of any old buildings or palaces or whatever else they were hoping to find.

“Oh, way to go,” Dalia shouted. “This isn’t exactly going to help us, now is it! I don’t know where you bought your education from, but they owe you a refund.”

“Hey, it’s a refuge,” he snapped. “I can’t help it if no guardians have claimed it yet. Besides, you should be happy, there are lots of those useless plants of yours. Perhaps now you can contribute something.”

She drew a deep breath, fighting back the urge to ram a boot down his throat. “So what now?” She was trying hard to control her voice. “Do we try again hoping that the next refuge will be better? That ogre’s not going to wait around for us to get organised, and neither are those men.” 

“Now we run or stand our ground,” Thomas said. “I’m just sorry I had to waste those statues. They could have taken us out of here.”

“You should try inanimating Braden next time. It might just give him a brain.”

“Hey, if you need statues,” Charlie said, “There’ll be plenty in here.” He ran up the stairs of the garden centre and rattled the chain around the door. He tried kicking it, but that did nothing. 

Thomas glanced up the street then back at Charlie. “I guess we have no other choice. Braden”—he gestured at the lock—“you want to use that brute force of yours?”

“My pleasure.” Braden flicked his wand, and the lock shattered like glass.

They ran down the aisles as the wind blasted in from behind, blowing the plants over onto the floor. “We haven’t got much time,” Dalia shouted. 

They reached the statue garden, where hundreds of statues of all shapes and sizes stood like props in a theatre’s basement.

“Choose one,” Thomas shouted. He headed straight for a panther, muttering the spell as he went. He flicked his wand, and it lurched with the sound of grinding rocks. Thomas drew back his hand to rein it in as though holding an invisible leash. It thrashed its head and swiped its claws and let out such a fierce roar, Charlie squeaked then covered it up with a manly cough, but Allie spared him a smirk to tell him that it hadn’t gone unnoticed.

Charlie chose an eagle with wings that were half again as long as his arms outstretched. Dalia chose a troll-looking-thing of her own, and Braden a lion, though his pride prevented him from accepting Thomas’ help inanimating it. He used his own spell, and it spun off in circles crashing through a bamboo wall and disappearing into the room beyond.

Allie didn’t quite understand what they were doing and chose a naked little cherub peeing into a pond. When Thomas inanimated it, it squeaked in embarrassment and ducked behind a fountain. Thomas twisted his wand, forcing it out, and it wobbled out covering its front with one hand and backside with the other. Allie wrapped her arms tight around its neck and screwed her eyes shut and kept muttering over and over that it wasn’t real.

“Let’s go,” Thomas shouted. 

The back door burst open and black smoke poured into the room, transforming into the shape of a man.

He raised his wand, as other shapes poured in around him. Blue light streaked across the room, crackling like fireworks, and missing Charlie’s head by an inch. Charlie pulled back, and his eagle shot into the air. 

He snapped his arms around its stone-cold neck and couldn’t help shouting in fear and joy. 

He broke through the glass roof and was hit by the cool night air. The others galloped for the exits, but Braden’s lion was still out of control, and he was barely managing to hold on. The men began closing in on him with their wands outstretched.

Dalia noticed what was happening and turned back to help him. The tiles ripped up under the troll’s feet as it skidded to a halt. She dropped its head and charged. 

What was she doing? She couldn’t take them all on! 

Without thinking, without allowing himself the time to be sensible, Charlie dived after her.

Dalia’s troll ran through the men casting them aside like Spaniards at a bull run. One rolled out the way and raised his wand, and Charlie swept past aiming his foot at the back of the man’s head. 

The man went flying in one direction and Charlie’s shoe in the other, and the bolt launched skew into a display of Roman pots shattering terracotta across the floor. Dalia plucked Braden off the lion’s back, and with her troll, like a giant robot, leapt and snatched onto the top of the wall. It hurled itself over, as blue bolts broke chunks out of the plaster where it had been only moments before. 

At the opposite end of the garden centre, Allie’s cherub was bawling behind a wheelbarrow, and she was kicking her heels into its side uselessly. Thomas’ panther was galloping back and forth, looking for a way out. One of the bolts had hit the lintel above the door, bringing down the wall above it and blocking the exit. They were trapped. 

Charlie turned in a tight arc. As he flew over, he snatched up Allie and Thomas in its powerful talons and pulled up sharply to avoid the rapidly approaching wall. He could feel their weight dragging down the bird. All three screamed, and Thomas and Allie threw up their legs as they brushed over the top. 

As the cool night air hit Charlie’s face for the second time that night, he couldn’t help shouting in relief and sheer terror.
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Dalia’s troll lumbered down the street, holding Braden by the seat of his trousers. Even from the eagle, they could hear his indignant cries. The eagle’s giant talons cupped Allie and Thomas around their backs, and when Charlie swooped to set them down, Thomas waved him on. 

“Keep going,” he shouted. “Keep flying until we are well out of town. We need to get as far away from those guys as possible, and I could do without facing that ogre again.” That’s what he said, but Charlie suspected it had more to do with Allie’s hand clamped firmly on his. 

The town soon gave way to vacant lots and open fields and finally a small dam that rippled silver in the moonlight. Dalia was forced to go around, and she used Braden’s wand to conjure a small light to mark her position. 

While waiting for her to catch up, Charlie circled above the small town and finally landed on a church steeple. The eagle could launch off of it and use the momentum to get into the air again. They had a view for miles from up there with thousands of tiny lights stretching out as far as the eye could see. 

Allie rubbed her arms, and Thomas drew off his cloak and draped it over her shoulders. Thanking him, she pulled it tighter around her neck. He bowed and then clearly trying to impress her, put a hex on the church bell so it would belch every time someone tried to ring it. 

It took a while for Dalia to catch up to them, and then Braden, acting like a stubborn mule, refused to go anywhere near her statue again. The only alternative they could find was a small statue of a gnome in one of the neighbour’s gardens, which Thomas inanimated for him. It took off down the street with its little legs motoring and poor Braden sitting with his knees almost to his ears like he was on a tricycle. He held his chin up with as much dignity as he could muster, while the others roared with laughter. It felt good to laugh. After the last few hours, Charlie didn’t think he would ever be able to laugh again. 

He wanted to remain there for a while longer with the lights stretching out below them, and Dalia sitting so close to him, where he could reach out his hand and take hers if he had the courage to do so, but they had to keep moving before those men caught up to them again.





They flew for a long time and at some point during the night, it all caught up to Allie. She was holding Charlie’s middle and her arms suddenly seized him like she was about to topple off. “Oh, my word. Oh, my word.” 

“Allie, Allie. What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“No. I need to get off this thing. Charlie please, we need to land. I need to get off.” She began puffing like she wasn’t getting enough air. 

“Allie, what’s going on? Is everything alright?”

“No, Charlie, it’s not alright. We’re flying on the back of a statue fifty feet in the air. I was sucked through a pipe into a stranger’s bathroom, Braden caused an earthquake, and smoke turned into people. And that ogre. I saw an ogre, and it tried to squash us! It tried to squash us, Charlie! And you act like this is perfectly normal. Charlie, this isn’t normal. None of this is normal. I want to go home, and tomorrow, I want to climb through your window and hear you telling me that none of this is real; that I was imagining it all.”

“This is real Allie,” he said seriously and then laughed at the absurdity of it all. “I mean, think about it. All those questions you had, all those odd books you read about aliens and ghosts and zombies and people who think soccer’s interesting. You now have the chance to live this stuff. I mean, think about that for a second.”

“Those were books, Charlie, and that’s the point. It was fun thinking about a world that was bigger than us. I could get a little freaked out and then pull the covers over my head and go to sleep, and the next day, I could go to school and live like a normal teenager. It’s fun thinking that aliens may exist somewhere far away and harass little old farm people now and again in other countries, but I never wanted to get picked up by one and taken to a white room to have my brain fused with a hamster’s so that I can appear in a government file. Charlie, I don’t want to end up a case file in a late-night documentary.” 

Thomas had been quiet throughout the exchange, and when he spoke, it was slow and thoughtful. “We only fuse people’s brains with jelly.” 

She blinked back at him in surprise. “What? Seriously, what?” 

“Hamsters are waaay too messy,” Thomas said. “They poop everywhere, and they keep you awake running on those little wheels of theirs. It’s not fun. And jelly tastes good, so we can suck out your brains after we’re done with you.” He squeezed her arm. I know it’s a lot to take in the first time, and you’ve had a hairier first time of it than most. And yes, we’re fifty feet in the air, flying on a piece of stone, but”—his voice became more enthusiastic—“we’re fifty feet in the air flying on a piece of stone! How many people can say they’ve done that! I see this every day, and I still think it’s astronomically cool. Tell you what; close your eyes for a moment.”

“What? No, I can’t—”

“Trust me,” Thomas said, tightening his arms around her waist to hold her steady. “I’ve got you. That’s it. Try not to think about where you are, and let your mind slip free. Let your fear go, for a moment, and feel the wind. Listen closely. Can you hear that silence? Have you ever experienced anything like it? It’s like we’re the last people left on the planet.” 

“It—it is quiet,” she said, uncertainly.

“And peaceful, isn’t it? When we get back, I’ll take you to the waterfalls at Garlord. It’s a troll homeland—there’s people trying to kill each other all the time there in the natural, but I know this way through, and when you catch sight of the waterfall for the first time, it takes your breath away. It’s pink and gold, and drinking from it makes your whole body tingle, and the sound—it’s both powerful, both frighteningly powerful, and yet the most peaceful thing you’ve ever heard.”

As Thomas spoke, Charlie could feel her arms relaxing. “It sounds nice, actually,” she said. “Apart from the trolls trying to kill each other.”

“It is.” He smiled. “It really is. And look up at those stars. Have you ever seen that many stars?” It was a smudge of them like someone had tossed a bucket of glitter across the sky. 

“You know, stepping into the real world is like being kept in a small room your whole life and then one day being let out. The world outside is so big and so scary, but it’s also amazing, and I want to show you how amazing it can be. If you’ll trust me and Dalia and Br—well just trust us. I have a feeling it will grow on you. Not literally grow on you, like fungi, but you know what I mean.” 





They reached another lake that was a lot larger than the first. Even from their vantage point, it seemed to go on forever. The morning sun was breaking across the distant mountains to the side. This was the second night in a row that Charlie Pratt had seen the sun rising, which he was sure was breaking an unwritten rule about being a teenager. If he had thought dawn was a conspiracy to brand farm produce, he now knew that the sun did indeed get up with the cursed roosters. 

“This is it,” Thomas shouted. Start aiming for those trees to the right over there.”

“Aren’t we supposed to be landing in a city?” Charlie said.

“We are. Can’t you see it?”

There weren’t more than half a dozen lights below, including Dalia’s, and there certainly weren’t any cities. “All I can see is a lake, and what looks like the Roadrunner kicking up a cloud of dust, though I believe that’s Braden.

Thomas smiled. “That’s because you’re looking in the wrong place. Atlas is there alright, but it isn’t on the surface.”

“What, is it underground or something?”

“It’s under the lake.” 

If Charlie was drinking coffee, he would have sprayed it out over the poor eagles head.





They landed in a small forest clearing. Thomas flicked his hand, and the eagle stretched its wings into the air in one last grand gesture before its life drained away. A sad pit formed in Charlie’s stomach, and he had to remind himself that it had never been a real creature to begin with. Still, it had saved them and carried them to safety, so he couldn’t be blamed for feeling sorry for it. Allie touched a hand to its cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“Let’s go,” Thomas said. 
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A worn track led down a steep embankment to the mouth of a cave. Despite the hour, there were already dozens of people and carts moving through it as through the gates of an ancient city. 

The caves led deep under the mountain, and like Bonburry station, exited into a different place entirely.

Charlie had seen this all before, but he still couldn’t help stopping in amazement to take it all in.

They had entered a large market with hundreds of stalls and people, and past that a dock, and past that, people were carrying crates and barrels and bundles onto an imposing ship. It was only one of many ships, but it was the largest and most impressive. The sails and rigging rose well above everything else, and if a ship could be proud, this would have its name scrawled across its sails and a guard of honour to see it off. 

The ship was beautiful, but it was also similar to the one from the last trial, and Charlie had to check what the people were wearing to make sure that he hadn’t stepped into a new trial by accident.

“Come on, we need tickets.” Thomas stretched up onto the tips of his boots to see above the crowd.

The ticket booth was a sun-bleached wooden kiosk with a sign hanging above the window. They had to fight their way through the crowd, and they reached the window as it was closing. 

“Five tickets please,” Dalia said. She dug in her purse and slapped a handful of copper coins to the counter.

“The boat’s about to leave,” the teller said. “Please come back in an hour.” He slid the coins back to Dalia, and she put her hand on his to stop him.

“That’s why you need to hurry, please.”

He looked from her to the ship then finally scraped the coins into his hand. “Alright, but there are no refunds.” He punched a few buttons on an ancient cash register, and a line of tickets printed out. Dalia tore them off and with a quick thanks started for the boat.

The sails were dropping and the wind already filling them. There wasn’t much time.

There came a rising noise behind them, and smoke trails burst out the cave into the market and formed into the shape of men. Charlie’s heart leapt into his sinuses. “They’re here. They’ve found us!”

Thomas forced Dalia and Charlie into the nearest stall, and Braden and Allie piled in behind them.

Oriental drapes hung thick around them. They must have entered a curtain stall. A salesman approached flashing a charming smile. His teeth seemed too large for his mouth. 

“Beautiful isn’t it?” He ran a hand along a white and gold bolt of cloth with the gold threads shimmering like someone was holding a lantern near them. “This is made from the silk of the golden caterpillar—incredibly rare and sure to get the neighbour’s tongue’s wagging if you know what I mean.” He chuckled falsely, as though he had used the line many times before.

“Hmmm.” Braden feigned interest, but his eyes were on the men in black cloaks slowly moving through the stalls. One of them grabbed a store owner by the lapels and pressed a wand to his forehead.

Dalia lost what little colour she had. “They’re enforcers,” she whispered. “Thomas, they’re enforcers!”

“They’re what?” Charlie said. “What does that mean?”

“It means whoever’s after us has a lot of power or a lot of money,” Thomas said. “They’re reading people, so, if someone saw us, the enforcers will know soon enough.” 

“What is that—reading people?”

“It’s a trick they use. They can see anything you saw in the last ten minutes. It’s quicker and far more effective than asking questions.”

“Is that legal?”

“If there’s good enough cause, yes. I don’t think they’ll risk a direct attack though, not with this many people around. But if they arrest us and get us alone, I don’t think we’ll be as lucky.” 

The salesman had zeroed in on Allie and Braden and was too busy smelling gold to notice their unease. “So, what do you have in mind? You and—your lovely wife I assume?” He must have seen Braden pulling Allie in by the hand and assumed that they were together. 

“Yes, my wife. Hello dear.” Braden put his arm around her and she choked. 

“Oh, sorry. Yes.” She swallowed back another cough. “We are—uh—looking for—uh—Wow, we’ll have beautiful children.”

The enforcers were moving to the right leaving a path to the boat.

“Got to go,” Braden said. He grabbed Allie’s hand and pulled her away. 

“I’m sorry,” Allie called back to the salesman. “Some other time then when we decorate the nursery.” She sounded like she meant it.

They hurried in a line moving from stall to stall, keeping as low as they could. By the time they reached the dock, the boat’s sails had filled out completely, and the gangplank was being retracted. 

“Please wait. We have to get on,” Dalia shouted ahead to the goblin steward.

“Too late,” he said curtly. “You’re going to have to catch the next one.”

“When is that?” Thomas asked.

There won’t be another until after seven. Now, please step aside.”

“No, we can’t wait,” Dalia pleaded. The enforcers were slowly closing the gap but still hadn’t seen them. “It’s an emergency. We have to be on this boat. You see, my aunt’s sick and—”

Braden pushed in front of her and pressed something into the goblin’s hand. “It looks like your shoelace has come undone; I’m sure you would agree.”

The goblin squinted at the gold in his hand and then up at Braden. Braden drew some more out of his pocket. “I wouldn’t want you to trip over your shoelace, you understand?”

The ship was pulling away from the dock. Blue liquid light was sliding up the side moving like water washing against a window.

The goblin nodded. “You have a minute, and then I’m calling the watch.” 

“That’s all we need.”

The goblin turned his back to them, and Braden grinned smugly. “You see, Dalia, that’s why you need me around.”

“How’re we supposed to get on board?”

“Hey, I’ve done my part, the rest is up to you.”

Thomas drew his wand. “I’ve got it.” His lips barely moved as he formed the spell under his breath. “Levaté separatum op ende...” As he spoke the floor trembled. Screws turned out of the floorboards, and the floorboards themselves pulled loose and began floating into the air. 

The goblin noticed what was happening, and his eyes widened. “Now just you wait a minute—” He went for his wand, but Dalia got to Thomas’ first. 

“Duplé dan fortaan.” 

Curtains wrapped around the little man pinning his arms to his side. The bundle dropped back thudding to the deck with a puff of dust.

Thomas’ spell faltered, and the boards dropped. He grit his teeth struggling to hold it all together. 

They were beginning to draw a lot of attention. People were whispering and pointing, and it didn’t take long for the enforcers to spot them. 

“There they are,” the one shouted. “Get them.” 

The others charged in like ogres, shouldering through the crowd. The one knocked over a pushcart, spilling bowls of coloured spice across the ground. 

Charlie clutched his wand in his pocket, preparing for the worst but wondering if he would be able to form the spells if it came to it. He couldn’t even remember what the spells were. 

“Thomas, hurry,” Dalia shouted.

“I’m going as fast as I can, but I can only get one damn board loose at a time.” Thomas turned his wand, and the boards slatted into a floating bridge of sorts, but it only covered half the distance to the boat.

Braden shook his head in irritation. “Let me help you with that.” He pointed his wand at the stalls. There was a pop, and they sucked back like an umbrella closing. Fabric and wood folded in, and People scrambled out the way as the debris swept over them leaving a trail of goods across the floor. 

One of the enforcers didn’t get out the way quick enough and was dragged halfway across the lot. “Is that enough?”

“Idiot.” Thomas’ jaw tightened. Still, he swept the mess of debris to the end of his bridge, and while it wasn’t as pretty, it was enough to cover the gap. 

“Go, go, go.” He directed Allie and the others ahead and brought up the rear. As he ran, his lips moved frantically to maintain the spell. Seconds later, the men reached the bridge.

Charlie stepped from a barrel to a chicken to a table. Below, the dark water looked deep and cold. 

He reached the ship and had to jump the last three feet. He hit the deck and rolled and Dalia, Braden and Allie thudded down behind him. By the time Thomas got there, the gap had widened considerably. 

He jumped as far as he could and hit into the side of the boat, catching awkwardly with one arm over the railing. 

An enforcer raised his wand.

“Finaté,” Thomas gasped. Behind him, the spell cut off, and the bridge dropped into the water dumping the men with it. 

A bolt blasted past Thomas disappearing into the sky. 

Dalia grabbed Thomas’ arm to pull him in, and Charlie ran to help her.

One of the enforcers managed to get off the bridge before it collapsed and landed sprawled out on the dock. Two more were exiting the market. They started for him, but he waved them on angrily. “Forget about me. Go after them. Don’t let them get away, curse you.” They touched a hand to their cloaks and turned into that black smoke.

As Dalia and Charlie got Thomas in over the balustrade, that blue light covered the place he had been only moments before, and still up it went curving in like a dome around the ship. The black smoke hit into the light and was thrown back. They came back again and again like flies trying to get through a pane of glass, but the light was somehow keeping them back. 

“What is that? Will it hold?” Charlie asked.

Thomas nodded. He was breathing hard. “It’s a shield. A bubble, if you will, to get us under the lake. If it can keep the water out, it’ll keep them out.”

“Water’s getting choppy,” Dalia said. Waves were forming, and the boat was rocking from side to side. There was no one else on deck, and all the doors into the ship were closed. 

Thomas ran over to test the handles and shook his head. “They’ve locked the doors already. We’re going to have to ride this one out.

A massive wave hit the side of the boat, spraying up against the dome, half again as high as the bow of the ship. The boat rocked, and Charlie stumbled back.

“Hold onto something,” Thomas shouted. He snatched Allie’s arm and the railing, as the ship hit another wave and tipped. 

Charlie and Dalia were thrown to the deck and slid down towards the mast. Charlie hit into it and Dalia into him. 

The ship rocked back in the opposite direction and they had to scramble for the mast to hold on.

Wave after wave pounded the ship until it lifted high above the water. Charlie had never seen a bigger wave, ever. 

The ship slid up and his feet lifted into the air. And then the boat dropped. 

Charlie shouted as the water approached from the side like a freight train. It hit, and everything turned dark.

Charlie’s legs floated up, but this time it wasn’t from hanging upside down. It felt like all the gravity had been sucked out. 

As the turbulence and bubbles calmed down, light broke the surface of the lake lighting enough to see the dark shapes swimming past the ship. 

They were underwater. They were actually underwater! 
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You guys okay?” Thomas called.

Allie was clutching the side of the ship, hyperventilating again.

“It’s okay,” he said, “you can let go now. Entering the lake was the worst of it, I promise.”

“You know that’s not very encouraging right?” she said, in an uber-high voice. “It doesn’t help to compare everything else to the worst thing that’s happened so far! Anything would be better than that. A nail through my eye would be better, but it would still suck.”

“Come on, Allie, that wasn’t so bad.”

“Well, you probably haven’t seen Titanic or those mutant shark movies. Getting stuck on a sinking ship is my worst nightmare. I would rather sing in front of the whole school than be on a sinking ship. I would rather go on a date with King Henry the Eighth.”

“Well, the good news is we’re on a lake, so there aren’t any sharks. And there are no Henry’s anywhere about.”

“But there are hydras and nells and grumples,” Dalia pointed out, and Thomas glared at her.

“Nobody’s sinking,” he said. “And from here on, there are only good things ahead. And no one will push anything into your eye, I promise. Come on, we’ve got a ship to explore.” He kicked off floating towards the others.

“No thank you. I’m just going to hold onto the railing until I get the feeling back in my legs.”

Charlie lifted his legs and let go of the mast carefully, and he remained floating in front of it like a spaceman. He was in two minds about how he should react. On one hand, he wanted to do flips and fly and everything else he ever imagined he’d do in zero gravity, but on the other hand, it was difficult to enjoy himself, when he couldn’t move properly in a world bleeding trolls and ogres and enforcers.

“How long do we have until those enforcers catch up to us?” Charlie asked, peering up at the fading light above them.

Thomas shook his head. “I don’t know. They’ll have to wait for the next ship, and I doubt they’ll call in reinforcements. Someone’s paying them off, so I’m sure they’ll want to keep a low profile. Then again, after Braden tore up half the market, he may have given them a reason to get others involved.”

“Speaking of which,” Dalia said, “where is he?” She looked around and then up and had to cover a laugh. When the ship went under, he had somehow ended up in the crow’s nest with a foot stuck in the rails and was now tugging at it furiously. Dalia kicked up to help him, and he chased her off angrily and broke free with his wand.

Soon the lights of the city formed through the dark water, and Charlie stopped to stare. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It was huge with smudges of green light stretching away for miles. His whole body went numb, and he moved to the railings to get as close as he could.

“Oh my word, look at that,” Allie said, floating up alongside him. Her hair was standing up like Medusa’s snakes.

Thomas smiled. “Welcome to Atlas.”

When the city approached, the ancient doors of the ship unlocked, and Charlie and the others could enter the hull.

The reception hall was spacious with rows of old lumpy chairs like an abandoned airport terminal. People were gathering their suitcases and parcels and were filing through into the departure bays.

Nothing but the chairs were bolted down, and there weren’t any teeth marks in the ceiling, so whatever happened outside the ship, including the drop through the waves, hadn’t affected those inside. Charlie knew if he thought about that for too long his brain would explode.

The place smelled musty, and damp was seeping through the walls. Charlie hoped the ship would hold together long enough to get them into the city, and then he could worry about the enforcers.

“So what are we doing here anyway?” he asked, keeping his eyes on a man who was having a sneezing fit with moths flying out of his nose. “Why did we come here?”

“Atlas is a refuge,” Thomas said. “One of the biggest which should mask the link to Dalia’s wand.”

“Wait, wait, wait. A what?” Allie said.

“A refuge. You know how your world is constantly trying to catch up to ours? Well, there are places, pockets if you will, where that takes a lot longer to happen. It could take centuries even, and it’s in those pockets that we build our homes and cities. Atlas is one of them and one of the biggest.”

“The palace is another,” Dalia added.

Thomas nodded. “Here, there’s so much magic holding it all together, that Dalia will be well hidden in all the noise until you can finish your trials. After that, the ring will set and they’ll have no more use for it. Then once they’re on the back foot, we can head back and deal with Taslyn and whoever else is involved.”

“Taslyn?” Charlie said. What does she have to do with this?”

Dalia sighed. “She’s the one who sold us out. She told them that you had the ring and even offered to get them into my room.”

“You’re joking!” Charlie pictured her from the day they met in Belglop and her infectious laugh and wouldn’t have believed that of her. “But she seemed so—nice.”

“She was, and that’s what makes it even worse. I really thought we were friends. I mean, we’ve known each other forever and for her to turn around and...” Dalia shook her head sadly. “I keep telling myself that it was just a moment of craziness, but she knew what she was doing. All I can say is that she’d better not come near me again or they’ll have to carry her out in a bucket.”

They joined the back of the line and slowly made their way through the ship to the lower deck. The stairs were steep and poky, and the elderly were being lowered on old creaking capstans like cargo.

Allie was complaining that she still didn’t understand a word of that, so Thomas spent a few minutes getting her up to speed on everything, and Braden slouched against the wall, raising an eyebrow at all the pretty girls.

“Why didn’t you go to Madam McKinnon with all of this?” Charlie asked.

“Because then we’d have to tell her about the ring, and Thomas would be in a lot of trouble. He should have known better than to do what he did. Old artefacts are very dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing or what they’re supposed to do. He could even lose his commendation. I don’t know why I keep protecting him though. I should just head straight for Madam McKinnon before things get any worse.”

The lower deck had at least twenty gun ports, and the cursed line ended with people climbing into the row of cannons!

A porter helped an old lady into one, and when she was safely tucked inside, he handed her her pot plant. She gave him a coin, and he tipped his hat and shut the hatch. He lit the fuse and the cannon jolted back as the woman blasted out the porthole. Charlie had to double back to make sure he was seeing it correctly. “You can’t be serious. Don’t tell me that’s how we get off this thing.” A few people turned to look at him.

“Shhh,” Dalia hissed, looking embarrassed. “Stop acting like a tourist. When it’s your turn, hand them your ticket.”

“You didn’t give me a ticket, remember? We didn’t exactly use them to get onto this thing.”

“Oh, yeah—oh no. what did I do with them?” She patted down her pockets and scratched through her bag and finally breathed a sigh of relief as she hauled out the ticket strip.

She tore Charlie’s in half and handed him the stub. “Give it to them when they call you and don’t make a fuss.”

Charlie lowered his voice feeling rather anxious about the whole thing. “And the cannon? What, do I just climb in? They don’t look that spacious.

“Stop being so dramatic. I once saw a fableman turn into a morga in one of those things. Although they had to use a mop to get his head in... So I guess there’s always that.”

“Thanks, that makes me feel so much better.”

Dalia was the first in line, and Braden put a spell on her shoes to keep her stuck to the floor. The porter encouraged her with a smile and wave as though coaxing over a nervous puppy. “Come on, Love. There’s nothing to worry about. The first time is always the worst.”

When it was Charlie’s turn, he swallowed nervously and stepped forward like a kid getting a prize in front of the whole school.

His school had once instituted a policy where every kid had to get at least one prize each year which was supposed to help motivate them or something. Charlie received the award for the straightest fringe. They had scraped the bottom of the barrel for that one. When he walked onto the stage, he whispered, “I will not trip, I will not trip, I will not trip.” He didn’t trip, but he stood on Mrs Bird’s foot.

He reached the small step ladder and got confused and wiped his forehead with the ticket nub and handed the porter his hankie. The cannon was cold and narrow, and he was convinced they would be calling for the mop shortly, but like putting on the ring, he stepped in and simply slotted into place.

“Please Sir, cross your arms around your knees,” the porter called into the barrel. His voice echoed inside, and the fool had eaten garlic so it stank to boot. Charlie did what he was told, and once again, the cannon accommodated him, and he slid further inside.

“Like this?” Charlie asked.

“That’s right. Keep your elbows tucked in. Your arms will go limp if you knock them on the way out, and I’m sure you don’t want to be flopping around the port like a fish out of water. Thank you, and enjoy your day further.”

Light cut out as the hatch above him closed. The cannon tipped back, and below his feet, the city, cast in an eerie green light, slid into view.

“Well, here goes nothing.”

The cannon jolted, and he blasted off, screaming.

One minute he was flying through the water and the next he was standing in the port’s terminal screaming. People turned around, and he quickly clamped his jaw shut.

Dalia took a few steps away from him.

His remaining shoe appeared with a small pop and dropped to the floor in front of him. He quickly gathered it up and was surprised and somewhat pleased to find that it was dry for the first time in days. A laundry bill appeared a few seconds later, and with a glance around to make sure that no one was looking, Charlie kicked it under a chair. At least it happened to his shoe and not his trousers, or he’d never have heard the end of it from Dalia.

The terminal was large, like a cathedral, with giant arched windows offering a spectacular view out across the bottom of the lake. It was surprisingly dark, with the water projecting eerie patterns across the floor.

Inside, giant banners hung from the ceiling welcoming visitors to Atlas. They rippled, and the writing changed to a notice warning people not to leave their bags unattended or brownies might find their way inside.

There came another pop, and Thomas appeared next to Charlie and had to take a few steps to regain his balance. “Well, that was fun,” he said with a schoolboy grin. “Have the others arrived yet?”

“No,” Dalia said, “just you and Charlie with a little girl stuck in his throat. How long do we have before the next ship arrives?”

Thomas clicked open his pocket watch. “Forty minutes, but I plan to be far gone by then. I hope the others arrive soon. There was a long queue back there.”

While they waited, Dalia bought a newspaper from a passing goblin and began thumbing through it anxiously for any news on the sinking ship.

Charlie caught a headline that said a mix up at the state reserves resulted in three tons of fablemen gold turning into custard. An employee said he’d get to the bottom of it while holding up a spoon.

“There’s nothing on the ship,” she said. “Hey, look at this. The trials have started for some of the apprentices.”

“Oh? How are they doing?” Thomas asked.

“I don’t even want to know.” She folded up the paper and forced it into his arms. “I just need to get a wand before the next trial starts, or I’m going to drop even further behind.”

“You could always go past Gesture and Wince,” Thomas said. “Their wands aren’t as good, but it’ll be something until you can get to Morvin’s.”

“That’s fine. I’d take anything right now. I’d take that plywood wand from the peddler. I’d take a bent root with a potato on the end of it if I have to. I can’t go into the next trial without a wand.”

With a pop, Allie appeared looking like she had been through the rinse cycle of a washing machine. Her cheeks bulged, and Thomas took her arm and guided her to a bench.

Braden appeared a few minutes later looking a little green himself and almost bit Dalia’s head off when she suggested that he should take a moment to sit down and fan himself.

“Right, if you two can stop bickering,” Thomas said, “we need to get going. Those guys will be on the next ship, and we now have thirty-five minutes. Are you okay, Allie? Can you walk?”

She nodded weakly. “I swear, I’ve aged a decade or two since meeting you—all of you! I’m going to be like thirty when I get back. I’m going to, like, have my retirement party in the school cafeteria.”

Deeper into the port, the stone walls creaked like a submarine, and the light was murky. There were a lot more people which made it easier to blend in, but Charlie couldn’t shake the feeling that those enforcers had found another ship and would be stepping out at any minute with those wands pointed at his nose, and he liked his nose. It kept his sunglasses up.

They came across two enforcers in the passage. They looked agitated and were speaking to each other with lots of hand movements.

Charlie kept his head down until he was well past them.

Those weren’t the only enforcers. Something wasn’t right. A group of them trotted past, their boots drumming on the stone floor, and Charlie didn’t have to look at the others to know what they were thinking.

“I don’t like this,” Dalia said, “There are too many of them.”

“The main entrance isn’t far from here,” Thomas said. His face was tight. “If we can get out of the station, we’ll be fine. Try to blend in. We’re tourists. That’s all. Don’t give them a reason to notice us.”

The walls began to tremble, and for a minute Charlie thought that the ogre had found them again. Allie’s eyes snapped to the nearest doors. “Uh, Thomas, what’s that?”

The walls creaked like they were about to break apart.

“It’s just a current,” Thomas said. “It brings fresh air into the city and clears away the trash. Don’t worry about it. It’ll pass.”

It reminded Charlie of a movie Allie had once brought around about a submarine sinking to the bottom of the ocean and the crew watching helplessly as the walls dented in around them and water flooded in through the panels.

He pushed the thought aside angrily. He had enough to worry about without adding another one of Allie’s stupid movies into the mix.

The rumbling lasted for a minute or two before finally subsiding.

The main exit looked like a giant vault door with some kind of green barrier in front of it that wobbled like jelly whenever someone passed through it.

“We’re too late,” Dalia said. The enforcers had set up a barricade in front of the exit and were checking people before allowing them through. One took a rather frightened woman off to the side and pressed his wand to her temple. She panicked and her nose grew out into a trunk, and the enforcer had to constrain her with binding spells before the veil lifted completely.

“What in Thadin’s luck are they doing here?” Thomas said. “There must be a dozen of them at least.”

“They can’t be looking for us, can they?” Dalia said. “Surely they wouldn’t have that many enforcers on us. I’m not that important.”

“The ring might be.” At Dalia’s expression, Thomas quickly added, “but let’s not jump to any conclusions. I’ll chat with some people and see if I can figure out what’s going on. Try to keep out of sight, and trouble until I get back.”

“Okay, but hurry. And be careful!” Dalia watched Thomas disappearing into the crowd. “I don’t like this. If they’ve blocked the exits, we’re trapped down here. We can get lost in the city, but here... If they start looking, it’ll only be a matter of time before they find us.”

“What’ll happen if they find us?” Charlie asked, fearing that he already knew the answer.

“Let’s just say that you won’t get to irritate anyone else ever again. The city’s big; we can hide there easily enough, but that also means they can make us disappear if they need to.”

“You don’t think it’ll come to that?” Allie said, in a small voice.

Dalia shook her head slowly. “I don’t know. I know what I heard at the palace, and I’ve seen what kind of people they are. But I don’t know.”

Thomas returned just then, and his face was tight. “Come on, let’s move.”

“What did you find out?” Dalia said. “Are they after us?”

“I don’t know. No one seems to know what the enforcers are doing here. The festival of three starts today, and a lot of people are coming into the city which may have something to do with it, but I can’t say for sure. Let’s see if we can find another entrance.”
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They walked around aimlessly and finally ended up back at the docking bays. The enforcers had since set up a barricade there as well and were herding the people into straight lines like trolleys.

Thomas grabbed Charlie’s and Dalia’s arms and urged them back the way they had come. “That’s it. There’s no way through, and we only have ten minutes before the others arrive, and I don’t know what else to do.”

“We could fight our way through,” Braden said. “We’ll send the fablemen in as decoys.”

“Oh thank you!” Allie shrieked.

“We’re not fighting anyone,” Thomas snapped. “Dalia doesn’t even have a wand, remember?”

Charlie didn’t know how to use his and didn’t have a shovel to fall back on this time.

“Oh, they can have Dalia too,” Braden said. “Imagine how much Aelyndore will save on all the food she wolfs down. It might even be enough to keep their doors open.” His voice was breezy, but Charlie noticed that he was clutching his wand firmly at his side.

Thomas ignored him. “Look, we don’t know for sure that they’re after us, so what if we chance the main entrance and try to get out one at a time? Braden and I got us into this mess, so we’ll go first.”

“Speak for yourself,” Braden said. “I’ve more than made up for my share of the mess.”

“Then I’ll go through by myself, and if I’m captured, I’m captured.”

“And then what?” Dalia said. “That’s not much of a plan, you know that, right?”

He sighed heavily. “I don’t know what else to do. I can’t put you in any more danger.”

“And how do you think that going to The Tower will be any better? Thomas, the enforcers can do whatever they like there. No one from the outside is even allowed in, and if someone is already paying them off, you won’t stand a chance. No, Thomas, they can’t have you under any circumstance.”

Behind them, the crowd was thinning. The last of the passengers had disembarked, and those who were boarding were moving toward the lines.

They walked around the port aimlessly, throwing out every idea that they could think of. Braden thought it a fine idea for Thomas to sacrifice himself nobly so they could get away, and Dalia suggested flooding part of the station to create a diversion, but she was worried about having to swim again if something went wrong. They returned to the idea of trying the front entrance again when they hit into a small crowd outside ‘Mendelsons.’ It must have been a potions shop, by the old cauldron hanging above the door. A board in the window advertised wart cleansers for half price.

Something was going on inside. They could hear the commotion, and the people walking past were slowing to take a look.

“What’s happening?” Dalia asked two old men. 

“They was after two girls and three lads, as I hear it. Something about some trouble outside the lake.”

“They got them by their tails in there,” the second man said. “Found them right there in the shop and are questioning them as we speak.” He had a grand moustache that quivered as he spoke.

“Two girls and three guys,” she mouthed to Thomas.

Thomas swallowed back a lump. “Let’s get out of here. Now.”

They turned back, but an enforcer was making his way up the passage towards them, so Thomas grabbed Dalia’s arm and forced his way into the crowd.

Charlie’s eyes strayed to the small shop windows as he passed, but the interior of the shop was dark, and the ancient glass yellowed which made it even more difficult to see inside.

They were almost through the crowd when the shop door swung open and two enforcers stepped out. One’s eyes drifted over the crowd, settling on Dalia and Thomas, and he blinked in surprise. “Hey. You there,” he shouted.

Dalia’s back stiffened, but she didn’t look up.

“Keep moving,” Thomas said.

“I said stop! Move aside, curse you! I said stop.” The enforcer drew his wand.

“As soon as you reach the next passage, run,” Braden said. “I’ll meet you back in the main terminal.”

“What are you going to do?” Thomas said.

“I’m going to thin down their herd.”

“Braden. Don’t do anything stupid. Are you listening? Braden!”

Braden gave Thomas a shove. “Go. Go.” He raised his wand, and an explosion ripped through the station as though a bomb had gone off. In such a confined space, the floor shook, and for a moment, all sound disappeared, as though Charlie was listening through headphones and someone had turned down the volume.

The crowd scattered. People screamed; their mouths were open, but all Charlie could hear was a ringing sound like a thousand mosquitoes had found their way into his ears. People hit into him from every side, pushing him along and disorientating him. He turned back to Allie. She was close behind, but he couldn’t reach her. Thomas and Dalia were just ahead.

Charlie looked for Braden, but there were too many people, and within seconds, he had disappeared completely.

Behind them, two enforcers were fighting against the tide, and a third one was running up the passage towards them. He touched a hand to his cloak and turned into that pillar of smoke.

Whatever happened after that was lost as Charlie and the others reached the first side passage. Unlike public places back home, with wide, straight sections that go on forever, the corridors here were narrow and twisted like they were grown rather than built. That kept the crowds together, but even so, the people thinned out quickly enough.

“I hope you know where we’re going,” Dalia said.

“Yeah, of course. This will take us back to the main terminal.”

Within a few more turns there was no one else around. The passages were deserted, and their hollow footsteps echoed around them.

“Are you sure about this?” Dalia shouted. “The enforcers will read some of the people back there. They’ll know which passage we took, and so I don’t want to have to backtrack.”

“Trust me. It’s a shortcut.”

“I don’t know,” Dalia said, out of breath. “Something’s not right. It’s too quiet.”

“It’s a large port.”

Charlie had to agree with Dalia; It was too quiet.

They had covered a fair distance when the passage swung off to the left and ended. There were no exits, no connecting passages, just a solid brick wall blocking their way. The shops here were closed, and there was no one else around.

“I thought you said you’ve used it many times before?” Dalia’s voice echoed like their footsteps.

“I did. This tunnel led straight to the main terminal last time I came here. I’m telling you, I’ve used it so many times before.”

There was nothing but a wall now, and Thomas slapped his hand against it in frustration. “It’s solid. I’m telling you, this used to lead to the terminal.”

“The tunnel must have died,” Dalia said. “They must have blocked it off before it started filling with water. Urgh, this is a nightmare. I swear Charlie’s luck is rubbing off on me.”

A breeze blew down the tunnel, ruffling Charlie's hair, and at first, he didn’t think anything of it. It felt good against the sheen of sweat on his face. A few small portholes ran along the roof allowing some of that murky light in, but there were no grates or open windows and no way there should be any wind down here.

Dalia must have come to the same conclusion because she held out her hand for his wand.

He drew it out, shakily, and handed it to her. “Where’s Braden?” He didn’t trust the guy, but they could use another wand. He looked from Dalia, who was frowning, to Thomas who looked plain angry, and his heart dropped. “He took off, didn’t he?”

“He wouldn’t do that!” Allie said.

“I wouldn’t blame him if he did,” Dalia said. “Or put it past him.”

“Just keep your wand ready,” Thomas said. “We’re going to have to take care of this ourselves.” He began forming a spell under his breath which ended with a sweeping gesture like he was casting one of those umbrella spells. Charlie hoped it would work a little better than Dalia's had.

The wind picked up, whistling through the corridor. “This is it,” Thomas said. “Stay on your tile no matter what happens. I’ve created a shield, but it’s anchored to the floor and stepping out will break it.”

The howling quickly grew until it sounded like they were caught in a tornado. The light dimmed, as the pillar of smoke blasted past them. The pillar swept into a man pointing his wand. Light exploded, and it hit the invisible barrier. A shock wave passed through them.

Allie shrieked and shielded her face behind her hands.

Charlie was left feeling breathless but otherwise okay. He had to force himself not to turn and run.

The enforcer tried again, and again the shield held, but it trembled. The man paced back and forth, like a lion in a cage, trying spell after spell. Thomas screwed up his face in concentration. “Stay on your tiles,” he shouted.

Behind them, a second enforcer skidded into sight. He raised his wand, his lips already forming the spell. The air around them seemed to wobble, as the spells hit from both sides.

Before, the shield pulsed, but now it shuddered like it was starting to break apart. Thomas grit his teeth and had to clasp his wand with both hands to keep it steady. “I can’t hold this.”

Dalia was poised ready to fire as soon as the shield broke.

A third enforcer ran in, his wand already drawn. Light surrounded him. This was it. Charlie waited for the blow that would end it all, but instead of hitting the barrier and tearing it apart, the spell hit the second enforcer with a loud thwap. The man spun off like a tin can hit with a golf club and smacked into the opposite wall.

The other enforcer turned his wand.

Thomas stepped off his tile, the barrier dropped, and he fired two quick shots. The enforcer flew back, not quite as spectacularly as the other, but Charlie gave him a point for landing on his head.

"Braden?" Dalia said, really seeing the enforcer for the first time. Charlie wanted to throw up his hands and shout until he could shout no more.

“I told you, he wouldn’t leave us,” Allie gushed.

“Where did you get that outfit?" Dalia said. The clothes were a little tight, and his trousers were too high, exposing his white socks. 

“I borrowed it from a rather unpleasant enforcer, but not before we had a small chat. Well, it wasn’t really a chat; they’re not the only ones who can use a wand to get information out of somebody. It turns out that they aren’t looking for us after all—apart from a small handful of rebels.” He kicked one of the unconscious bodies in the ribs. “There have been some problems with the Fablemen in the city, which is why there are so many enforcers out at the moment. We would have been fine, but now that we've attacked them, we'll probably be arrested on sight." He flashed a humourless grin. "It's kind of ironic if you think about it.”

“So in other words, we’re back to where we started then,” Dalia said.

“I guess we are. Can we go now, or would you like to take a moment to discuss my spectacular timing? I’m doing a signing later.”

There came a shout from up the passage along with the sound of many footsteps that seemed to be drawing closer.

Dalia was picking up one of the enforcer’s wands, and her eyes snapped up. “That’s not good.”

“They must have heard the explosion,” Thomas said.

“Can’t you explain what happened?” Allie said. “We can tell them we found them like this.”

Thomas shook his head. “That won’t help. We took down three enforcers. They’re not going to take kindly to that.”

“We’re going to have to fight our way out of this then,” Dalia said.

“That’s not a good idea, Dalia,” Thomas said. “We took them by surprise, but that won’t happen again.”

“What other choice do we have?” Dalia held up Charlie’s wand in one hand and the enforcer’s in the other.

“Okay, take it easy,” Braden said. “You can poke somebody’s eye out with those things.” He touched a finger to the tip of her wand and eased it down. “You wanted to get through the front door. So let’s do it in plain sight.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m saying we let them escort us through the blockade, as prisoners. Isn’t that what Thomas wanted—to be their prisoner?”

“And then what?”

“And then I wait for the right moment. They still think I’m one of them.”

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. You swapped the ring, you got us lost, you almost got us killed in town, you’ve been fighting us since you arrived at Aelyndore, you still look ridiculous in those clothes, and you want us to trust you now?”

“What other choice do we have?” Thomas said, “And he’s as deep in this as the rest of us.” The shouts were getting closer.

“Quickly, Allie, put your hands together. If you’re already locked up, they won’t have any reason to hurt you when they arrest you.” He tapped his wand to her wrists, muttering a spell. A band of light appeared around them, securing them like handcuffs.

“Charlie—” The bands snapped around his wrists, vibrating up into his arms.

Thomas had to tell Dalia three times to put her hands together before he could secure them.

He did something else to Charlie and Allie, pressing his wand to their temples. Ice cold flooded into Charlie’s head with what felt like the mother of all brain freezes.

“Right, Braden, this is all up to you now.” Thomas didn't look as sure as before.

“Easiest thing in the world,” Braden said.

Thomas raised his wand. “Sorry about this, but it has to look authentic.” There came a thwap, and Braden hit the floor as the other enforcers ran into sight.

Thomas dropped his wand and got to his knees. “Okay, Okay. You got me. You got me.”

Braden was on the floor, so they wouldn’t question whether he was one of theirs. It was a good move. Two enforcers helped him to his knees, where he emptied his stomach, while the others descended on Thomas like a pack of wolves. They jabbed a wand into Thomas' gut. It crackled and Thomas cried out in pain. They took turns jabbing him.

Dalia screamed and ran at them, and they had to take her down as well.

Despite the cuffs, the enforcers didn’t stop with Thomas and Dalia. They jabbed a wand into Charlie’s back and pain crackled through him like someone had pushed a live wire into his back and left it on. He tried to scream; he tried to breathe but couldn’t do either even long after they’d stopped.

Allie was screaming too, and that hurt more than anything they could do to him.

“Move aside,” Braden shouted. “I want my turn with these animals. I’ll kill them. I’ll tear them apart.” He was unsteady on his feet, but his eyes were burning with anger, and he didn’t look like he was acting. Clamping a hand around Thomas’ throat, Braden threw him up against the wall. “You dare use your wand against me!” Braden jabbed the wand into his gut. Again it crackled and again Thomas screamed. Braden held it longer than he should, and one of the enforcers had to pull him off.

“That’s enough,” the man said. “I don’t want to have to explain a corpse; not in a public place. So what happened here?”

“I don’t know.” Braden spat and wiped a sleeve across his mouth. “I saw the other two enforcers chasing them and came to help—” He shook his head slowly. “They hit me with a confounding spell. I need a few minutes to sort my mind out.”

The one tried to read Thomas, and then Allie, but after a while, he finally shook his head. “The girl’s got a protection spell over her mind, and the other’s holding us out. Whoever he is, he’s been trained. I can get through, but it’ll take some time.”

“Forget it. We’ll take them back to The Tower, and we can ‘chat’ to them there.”

“I’ll go with you,” Braden said. “I need to make a statement anyway.” He kicked Thomas in the back.

Charlie was lying on the floor trying to catch his breath after being hit with that spell. An enforcer grabbed his arm and hauled him up onto his feet.

Charlie found if he moved his hands, the current flowing around his arms increased. It wasn’t sore, just uncomfortable, but he knew if he tried anything; if he pulled any harder, it would take him down as the spell had. He tried to keep his hands still which was difficult with the enforcers shoving him along.

It was a long walk, and everything Dalia had said about these people kept racing through his mind. He wondered what was going to happen to them now. He also thought about his mum back home, lying on the couch, and felt guilty for not leaving her a note, even if he had no idea what he would have written, and even though he would have to stick a bar of chocolate onto it so that she would find it. If he disappeared now, she’d never know what happened to him. The town would always talk about the boy who disappeared as they did with the boy who fell down the well. Charlie would be another story that kids told around the campfire to scare each other to sleep.

At the grand entrance, they were led past the other enforcers without much of a problem and through that green jelly-like barrier. It felt all cold and slimy, and then they were through into a launching bay of sorts. The air was thin, and as with the ship, the gravity was weaker here which made their movements slow and exaggerated.

This was some kind of pick-up area with dozens of old carriages and rusted cars coming and going. In Atlas, the carriages weren’t pulled by horses, but rather by giant turtles and eels and other things that could float in low gravity. The cars must have found their way to the bottom of the lake over the decades and had now been put to better use.

At the end of the tunnel was another one of those jelly-like barriers and beyond that the distorted shapes of the city.

Off to the side, the enforcers had cordoned off an area behind something that looked like water pouring down a window, distorting everything behind it.

Once through, they reached a carriage for transporting prisoners. It had small barred windows and a door with a massive deadbolt on it. Charlie couldn’t believe that it had come to this.

Unlike the other carriages, this was drawn by two of the ugliest creatures that he had ever seen. They looked like Chinese dragons but a lot scarier. Past the wagon was a tethered line of them, hissing and snapping their teeth at each other. They were saddled like horses, but Charlie couldn’t imagine anyone stupid enough to ride one.

“I need to get the papers to sign us out,” one of the enforcers said. “Get them into the wagon so long, and we can leave as soon as I get back.”

The first Enforcer opened the cage, and Braden began herding Charlie and the others inside. Thomas was the first one in. He looked pale and shaky from what happened to him during his arrest. He was followed by Allie, Charlie and finally Dalia.

As Braden shoved Dalia inside, he slipped a wand into her hand and gave her a small nod. With only two enforcers here, this may be the only chance they’d get, and Charlie’s heart began to race. He knew this could go either way now, and if they failed... No, he couldn’t think about that. He didn’t think those men would stop at one spell if they had to use their wands again. He was grateful that it was dark in the wagon because his hands were shaking so much, he would have given the plan away. Still, he directed Allie behind him. He wouldn’t let them hurt her again.

“Well, let’s see how they like The Tower,” Braden said in a carrying voice, but even he looked nervous. The enforcer shut the cage, cutting off most of the light, and was sliding the deadbolt into place when Dalia made her move. It took her less than a second to have her cuffs off and her wand pointing through the back window. The enforcer barely flinched before her spell hit. His mouth opened, and his body stiffened like he had been frozen in a block of ice. Braden jabbed his wand into the other guy’s gut. There came a small flash, and he too stiffened. Braden caught him in a hug and dragged him up alongside the wagon.

“Get out, get out. Let’s go.”

“We can’t leave them here like this,” Dalia said. “We have to wipe their memories and a potion like that will take time to make.”

“Okay,” Braden said, “we’ll take them with us then.”

“No. What? No.”

“Make up your mind.”

“Can we hurry?” Thomas said, keeping a nervous eye on the shapes back in the port.

Everything to the side was obscured behind the shield, but the back and front were open. The enforcers hadn’t noticed anything, but it was only a matter of time before one of them came through that green jelly-like barrier into the pickup bay.

“So what?” Dalia said. “So you’re just going to take the wagon and ride out of here?”

“No, you’re going to take the wagon, and Thomas and I are going to take the serpents.”

Dalia looked at Thomas, and he nodded. “If something happens, it’s better if we aren’t all locked in the cage.”

“Okay, let’s get this over with then.” She slipped around to the front of the wagon, stepping carefully around the enforcers. When she took the reins, her hands were shaking as badly as Charlie’s.

Behind them, a third enforcer had exited the port and was casually making his way towards the wagon. He was looking down at a clipboard of papers and hadn’t yet noticed what was happening.

Charlie tapped the bars. “Dalia, Dalia.”

Dalia looked back around the wagon and cursed. “Thomas, you’d better hurry,” she said.

Thomas slipped his wand free.

The enforcer came into sight. He looked up casually from his papers. His eyes moved from Braden to Thomas and widened in surprise. Braden’s spell hit him square in the chest while Thomas’ hit his shoulder. He was thrown back, and with the gravity as low as it was, his body spun and kept going.

“Idiot! That was my shot,” Thomas said. The enforcer disappeared back through the barrier and into the station. As soon as he was through, his body dropped to the floor, and he slid the rest of the way into the crowd.

“Oh boy,” Braden said.

People screamed, and all hell broke loose.

“Go, go,” Thomas shouted. Dalia flicked the reins, and without anything to hold onto, Charlie and Allie were thrown back.

The enforcers began firing as soon as they were out.

The first blast hit the wagon, knocking its wheels out from under it.

Charlie and Allie were thrown up like ice in a shaker.

Thomas blasted the beam tethering the serpents, and they ripped free and scattered.

The wagon bounced along on two wheels like a giant beach ball, and Dalia fought to get it back under control.

She swerved trying to avoid another carriage, but it clipped the side, and the wagon deflected off into the wall.

An enforcer was running towards them, firing bolt after bolt.

One hit Braden, and he was thrown forward. His body stiffened, and he floated up off the saddle with his foot caught in the stirrup.

Thomas blasted the enforcer knocking him off his feet.

He grabbed Braden’s reins and kicked off.

They took the narrow gap between the wall and the wagon and pulled in front of it.

The enforcers were still firing though, and Charlie threw himself over Allie as the blasts peppered the wagon.

They hit the jelly-like barrier at the end of the tunnel. For a second the world turned green, and they broke free into the city. 
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Once they were through the final barrier, the serpents gained traction, and the carriage shot off like a bullet.

Charlie was thrown back into Allie and then floated up to the roof, as the last of the gravity disappeared.

Thomas dipped sharply, and Dalia followed.

Charlie managed to snatch onto the bars in time, as poor Allie spun past him complaining like a wino on a rocking chair.

They only slowed again once they were far enough away from the station. Charlie had somehow ended up on his head and used the bars to drag himself up the right way again and checked that he still had all his teeth. That’s when he got to see the city for the first time, and it popped something inside of his sheltered little brain. It was unlike anything he had ever seen.

Giant pillars rose throughout the city like skyscrapers, except here, the old houses and factories and shops wrapped around the pillars like rooms off of a spiralled staircase. The city was cast in the same haunting light of the port, but from the base of the pillars, too dark and too far beneath them, to the top of the city miles above, windows glowed green like strings of lights up a Christmas tree in a forest of Christmas trees.

“Wow,” Charlie breathed. “So this is what a magical city looks like. I wonder what’s keeping those pillars up? Each one must be carrying a hundred houses at least.”

Allie joined him at the bars, absently massaging her wrist, and her jaw creaked open. It took her a few tries to form a sentence, and even then she was battling to speak and breathe at the same time. “I—I don’t know what’s keeping them up,” she said in awe, “but at least there’s no gravity, so they can’t fall on top of us.”

Thomas circled one of the pillars before dipping through an arch between two buildings.

Dalia flew in close behind. It was dark with buildings above and below and other pillars pressing in around them. For now, they’d be well hidden.

They appeared to have entered an old loading bay with a string of massive wooden doors leading up into the warehouses. The air was thick and humid, and mould blackened the corners of the buildings.

“Are you okay?” Thomas called to Dalia.

She nodded weakly. “I think so, but let’s not try that again in a hurry. How’s Braden?”

“He’s still out. They got him square in the chest, so he’ll be out for a while still.”

Thomas floated to the exit to make sure that they hadn’t been followed, while Dalia checked on Braden. His face was frozen awkwardly in a look of surprise like a really bad photo.

Dalia checked that he was okay, and then drew out her makeup bag and began to apply a thick layer of bright red lipstick to his lips.

“Dalia, is that really necessary?” Thomas said.

“Not really, but it’s funny.” She dug around for some eye-liner.

Thomas shook his head. “We need to get him into the wagon and get out of here as quickly as possible.

“We may not be able to,” Dalia said. “The wagon took a pounding back there. I used a binding spell, but I’m not sure how much longer it’ll last.”

“I’ll see if there’s anything we can do. Otherwise, we’ll have to ditch the wagon and fly out on the serpents.”

While Thomas inspected the damage, Dalia used black lipstick to draw tiger stripes across Braden’s forehead.

Charlie joined Thomas outside the wagon and gave a low whistle. It looked like someone had taken a blowtorch to it leaving nasty burn marks across the back and sides, and the back corner had blown apart, destroying the wheel.

“They weren’t playing around,” Thomas said. “We’ll have to leave the wagon behind and take the serpents. Either way, we can’t stay here any longer. We’re still too close to the station, and if they send out patrols, there’s a good chance that they’ll find us.

I’ll secure Braden onto mine, and you, Charlie and Allie can take the others. Dalia, do you have any rope in your bag?”

“Wait, what?” Allie said. “What do you mean we can take the others? The other what?”

“I’m sorry, Allie, I don’t like it either, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t leave the serpents behind in case they attack someone, and we can’t stay here.

“Attack someone!” Allie shrieked. “What do you mean ‘attack someone?’ And how am I supposed to ride it? I don’t know the first thing about riding a—a zombie, kraken, demon, dragon thing.”

“It’s not that bad,” Dalia said. “It’s like riding a horse. That can fly—and is a lot more slippery.” She threw a length of rope to Thomas who tied one end to the saddle and the other around Braden’s ankle. “It’s like riding an eel,” he offered, helpfully.

“Yes, that’s exactly how it feels,” Dalia said, “like riding an eel.”

“I’ve never ridden a horse,” Allie groaned. “Or an eel. An eel especially.”

“It’ll be fine, I promise, and I’ll help you all the way. But we need to go, now.”

He finished securing the rope, and Braden floated up like a balloon at a fair. “Perfect.”

“I really, really hope this is nothing but a nightmare,” Allie said to Charlie as they floated around to the front of the wagon. “Because if not, I think I’m going to cry.”

Charlie was also reluctant to fly but didn’t want to look like a wuss in front of Dalia, so he drew a deep breath and climbed mechanically into the saddle.

“Don’t worry,” Thomas said, “you’ll pick it up quickly enough. It’s not that difficult when you get the hang of it. To go forward, you squeeze your knees together. That aggravates them, and then when they take off, you just have to keep them in line. The rest is straightforward. Lean forward to go down, back to go up, to the side to bank, but mind you don’t bank too much or you’ll break into a spin. It’s fun, but it can throw your aim off, and in a city, you can end up sucking on the side of a building.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Charlie said, wondering if he had heard any of it. Forward to go down and something about not sucking onto a building.

Charlie’s and Allie’s serpents didn’t have reins since they had been harnessed to the wagon, and so the only other way to steer them was to hold onto the folds of skin around the mouth. The skin was slick and scaly, and when pulled back, it exposed a row of nasty looking teeth.

Charlie planned on keeping his fingers as far away from those as he could. “How do you make it stop?”

“You have to release your knees, and put your hand here under the neck spike and squeeze the tender bit. It makes them quite passive. Try it. That’s how hunters catch them in the wild.”

Charlie tried, and immediately his serpent stopped struggling and just kind of floated there limply.

He was reluctant to let go again. He liked the chilled version.

Dalia swung up into her saddle. “Have you ridden often?” Charlie asked. He spoke so that he didn’t have to think about what he was about to do.

“Only a handful of times.” Her voice was surprisingly tight for someone who had grown up around strange things, and he almost climbed right back off again, for good this time. “We don’t come to Atlas very often, so Thomas and Braden have had a lot more practice than me. But I’ve got a nicer personality.”

Allie shook visibly, and when it was her turn to climb into the saddle, she turned a shade of green to match Bertha.

“So where are we going?” Charlie asked.

“We contacted a friend’s father. He’s kinda”—Thomas looked sidelong at Dalia—“you know, part of the reason we’re here, so he was more than happy to help out.”

“He works for the council,” Dalia said, “and he was the one who assigned that stupid ring as an official trial ring!”

“He didn’t know—” Thomas tried, but Dalia kicked her knees together and took off in a huff.

“Let’s get out of here,” Thomas said. “Charlie, you ready?”

Charlie wanted to say no, and that he’d prefer to circle the lot a few times first to get used to it, but Thomas drew out his wand and pointed it at the restraints, and Charlie screwed up his eyes waiting for the inevitable. There came a pop, and the serpent shot off like a roller-coaster, with Charlie screaming.

Buildings flickered past like money in an electronic counter. He realised he was clenching his knees out of fright and had to pry them apart to put as little pressure on the serpent as possible. It slowed a little, but not much.

“Okay, you got this,” he told himself. “It’s not that difficult. Squeeze to go and release to stop.” Or was it release to stop and squeeze to go? Or squeeze to stop? Argh. He leaned forward, and the buildings fell away from under him. He drew back as far as he could, and the serpent shuddered as it fought to slow down.

Charlie removed his knees completely and almost came off the saddle. He fumbled for the spot on its neck, and it finally levelled off. He felt all shaky, but it wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be. He may even have another go after his heart had recovered a little.

He glanced back to make sure that the enforcers weren't coming after them. Through the murky darkness, he could make out a solid stream of wagons above and below him, but no enforcers.

They’d made it. They’d made it into Atlas. 

Dalia screamed past.

Grinning, he dug his knees in and took off after her.

Dalia pointed between two pillars and suddenly banked left. Charlie swung wide and narrowly missed a carriage coming in the opposite direction, and then over-corrected and almost hit into the side of a building. Once he exited through the other side, he threw up a hand to shout in excitement, but then remembered the enforcers and decided to shut his eyes instead and enjoy the feeling of every nerve tingling in his body.

Dalia circled once before pulling up alongside him. Her face was flushed—or rather not quite as pale as normal.

“What took you so long?” She was smiling.

“I was trying not to break my neck.”

“Oh, okay. Whatever granny. You lose, and now you have to do whatever I ask.”

“Hey, I never agreed to that.”

“Hey, I didn’t make up the rules.”

Charlie suspected there wasn’t any such rule, but he sighed, knowing that Dalia would get him to do what she wanted in the end anyway. “Fine, what do you want me to do?”

“Hmm.” She looked around licking her lips like a sly little imp, and then the corners of her mouth curved in a smile that sent chills down Charlie’s spine.

“See that girl over there.” She pointed to a bus stop where a babe of note was talking to a guy that looked like he had grown up on protein shake.

“Yes,” Charlie said, slowly.

“I want you to ask her to marry you.”

“No. There is no way. She is with someone already, and we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves, remember? The enforcers are—” Dalia slapped his serpent and it tore off towards the merry couple. Charlie wondered why, oh why, he didn’t stick with Allie and Thomas.

As he drew near, he screamed his proposal before digging his knees into the serpent's flank and bolting out of there.

When Dalia caught up, she couldn’t breathe, she was laughing so hard.

“Shut up,” he said.
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Chapter 30
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The Wyatt’s home was on the eastern block of the city in a quieter neighbourhood. Here the massive pillars stood much closer together with a network of ropes and platforms strung between them and barely enough space for an old school bus to slip through. Charlie had seen one of those on the way: an old school bus with flat tyres, flying through the city, which was something that he didn’t see every day.

They slowed down so that they wouldn’t hit into anything, and Charlie took his time soaking everything in. According to Dalia, it didn’t rain in Atlas, but most of the houses still had slate roofs as though people needed a reminder of the world that they had left behind. Wrapping around the pillars, countless houses disappeared into the darkness far below and reached up for miles above them. They were messy like a stack of cups in a washroom, and they were all spilling green light out of their windows.

Not much light made it through the dome, and so anyone moving between the houses carried a lantern or a ball of light atop their wands.

Mr Wyatt waited on his porch with a monster of a troll standing next to him, and Charlie drew his serpent to a sudden halt. 

“Don’t worry,” Dalia said. “Impy’s quite harmless. He’s been looking after the property for years. Just make sure that you don’t have any food in your pockets. He can be quite invasive.”

“But he’s—he’s a troll!” Charlie said.

“Yeah, he’s kinda stuck like that, but I don’t think he knows that he’s a troll. Mr Wyatt found him wandering around the town with a chair dryer stuck to his head and felt sorry for him. Of course, Mrs Wyatt almost had a heart attack, but he’s perfectly harmless.”

Charlie wasn’t so sure, but it didn’t seem to be killing anyone at the moment, and it was dressed in a matching sports jacket.

“Come on, let’s get indoors,” Dalia said.

“Ah Dalia, there you are,” Mr Wyatt said, cheerfully, as they drew up alongside the porch. “I’m glad to see you made it in one piece. How was your trip? Oh my, where did you get those serpents? They’re quite spectacular.”

“We ‘borrowed’ them from the enforcers. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you all about it when we get inside, but we need a place to hide them for now until we can figure out what to do with them.”

Mr Wyatt’s smile slipped. “Right, head around the side, and I’ll open the barn door for you. We need to get you out of sight at once.”

It took a while for Allie and Thomas to arrive, and Allie couldn’t get out of the saddle fast enough. “Never again. Never, ever, ever again.” Her cheeks bulged, and she scrambled to the door to sick up.

Once they were through the green jelly-like barrier and inside the barn, the gravity returned to normal.

“Welcome, welcome,” Mr Wyatt said, extending his arms in a grand gesture. “I’m glad to see you got here in one piece. Here, let Impy take your packs. He pumped each of their hands in turn.

“Thanks for helping us out,” Thomas said. “We don’t know too many other people in the city, so we were kind of stuck.”

“Oh, think nothing of it.” Mr Wyatt led one of the serpents to a pillar to secure it in place, and Thomas fastened another to an old rusted pipe in the wall. “I’m more than happy to assist, any time, but what’s this all about? Your message said that someone was trying to kill you, and you arrive on serpents belonging to enforcers of all things. What’s going on?”

Dalia explained briefly about Taslyn and the meeting at the palace, and as she spoke, Mr Wyatt’s frown deepened.

“When we gave you the uh—you know, the letter, none of us thought—I didn’t realise.” He tied a knot in the reins and yanked on it two or three times to make sure it wouldn’t pull loose. “Well, I’m glad you came to me, and I’ll do whatever it takes to set this right, you understand? But do you have any idea why they’d want it?”

“I don’t know,” Thomas said. “But what we do know is that it seems to be from Mordin’s time.”

“Wait, I remember you saying it was old, but from Mordin’s time? You think it’s that old?” He looked astounded. “Well, that would certainly make it worth a lot to a collector, but would someone be willing to kill for it? That seems unlikely.”

“It’s more than just the ring though,” Thomas said. “There’s something off about it. Now that it’s linked with the trials, it’s doing some strange things.” He explained about the creature with the long limbs and the sea monster, and Charlie added how everything seemed medieval, and Mr Wyatt clung to their every word.

“So, you believe it’s somehow recreating the ancient trials. Hmmm.”

“Yes, and if I compare the first and second trial, it seems to be getting stronger,” Thomas said. “Like it’s pulling her in.”

“Fascinating, that’s simply fascinating. But I wonder what they were thinking by sending apprentices after sea monsters of all things!” A misplaced hint of enthusiasm was slipping into his voice. “In all my life, I never thought I’d be having this conversation. I wonder what on earth it could be, and you say the death curse had no effect on it?”

“No. Nothing,” Dalia said. “My curses bounced off, and I tried everything I knew.”

“So, I wonder how the apprentices were supposed to beat it then? The ancient trials couldn’t be THAT much harder, could they?”

“Well, that’s another reason we came to Atlas,” Thomas said. “I have a theory about it all which may explain what we should do, but I need to check some things over at the Westpoint library first.”

“Well, if you find out anything, please let me know, and I’ll ask around and see what I can dig up.

Impy, will you stop that.” The troll had lifted Allie and was sniffing her hair, and she was as stiff as a mannequin.

His great eyebrows drooped, and he laid her down again.

They secured the last of the serpents, and Mr Wyatt dusted off his hands on his trousers. “Right, let me show you to your rooms. I’m sure you must be exhausted after the day’s events. Impy, why don’t you bring Braden with you, the poor lad. He looks rather frightful. Whatever happened to his face?” He lifted his spectacles to get a closer look.

The barn opened into the pantry and then the kitchen, where a plump woman was preparing the most delicious smelling meal.

Charlie hadn’t eaten for a long time, and he couldn’t stop looking at the pots and not because they were sitting out on the cupboards yet boiling as though they were on a stove. The kettle was still in a sink full of soapy water, and it too was whistling contently. 

“Oh, Dalia, I’m so glad to see you,” Mrs Wyatt said. “After I heard about the ring...” She wiped her hands on her apron and came over to hug Dalia. “I’m so sorry, Dear. Is everything okay? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine, Mrs Wyatt. Really I am. I’m just grateful that we could stay with you while we’re in Atlas.”

“Of course. Please don’t even think about it. Mr Wyatt explained everything. I am so embarrassed. Mortified even.” Impy was clapping in the doorway, and she drew a raw fish from one of the shopping bags and threw it at him. He ate it in two mouthfuls along with half of the hat on the coat stand. “Without the ring, none of this would have happened.” She glared at Mr Wyatt and he shifted uncomfortably.

“Yes. Well—how was the shopping? You uh, you get what you need?”

That seemed to distract her momentarily and she fell back onto a stool looking exhausted. “Oh please, let’s not speak about that right now. The market was a nightmare. I forgot what the city is like this time of the year. With all the visitors coming in for the festival, you can hardly move. And those minstrels! Why, I had a couple following me around for half an hour singing and trying to get me to dance. Can you imagine! You must never show your reluctance to that lot or they’ll harass you to no end. But I managed to get most of what we’ll need to make your time here a little more comfortable. I hope you all eat salmon?” She frowned at Dalia. “Are you sure you’re okay, Dear, you look frightfully pale? Perhaps it’s good that you’ll be staying with us for some time so that I can ensure you eat properly and get plenty of fluids. The trials can be taxing. When Barrity finished his trials, he remained in bed for a week. We later found out that was because his head was stuck to the pillow because SOMEONE thought it a fine idea to bring a free pillow back from the ancients storeroom instead of the market like I asked—the old miser!”

“I had no idea it would do that, honestly,” Mr Wyatt said. “As far as we could tell it just stayed permanently fluffed up. That’s all. Who could possibly have guessed that drooling on it would have that effect? It was rather unfortunate.”

Mrs Wyatt glared at him. “And I still haven’t seen the money I gave you for real pillows. I suppose there’s a bookmaker out there wearing a shiny new wristband!”

“Never. Not at all.” He tugged at his collar like he was battling to breathe. So you were saying about the trials then? They are rather taxing... No?”

She harrumphed, giving him a look that said, in no uncertain terms, that this wasn’t over.

The house consisted of fifteen poky rooms, one on top of the other, connected by a crooked staircase. While Mrs Wyatt finished dinner, Mr Wyatt showed them to their rooms.

Charlie would be in the dusty Attic, followed by Thomas who was sharing a room with Braden. That should be interesting. Charlie imagined there’d be a lot of shouting and things breaking over the next few days.

Braden was still out, although his hand had begun twitching like he was chasing off a fly, and Dalia put a stick in it. “Look, he’s a conductor.”

Allie’s and Dalia’s room was right at the bottom of the stairs, before a massive hole in the wall. It looked like part of the house had been ripped away providing a scary view into the city below. Mr Wyatt had taped up a temporary jelly-like barrier which was causing weird things to happen to the gravity. Charlie’s legs were floating up while his head was tipping down, which made him feel like he had been in the bottle for a few hours. Mr Wyatt explained that it used to be Barrity’s room and one night it up and floated away with Barrity still in it. They only found out the next morning when Mrs Wyatt brought down his breakfast. The poor thing nearly had a heart attack.

The smell of whatever Mrs Wyatt was cooking wafted through the house until no one could do anything but hover around the kitchen like alley cats around a dumpster.

Impy was helping with some of the simpler tasks, while Mrs Wyatt ran from pot to pot in a flat panic making sure that nothing was drying out.

When they finally sat down to eat, it was a spread fit for a king. There were all kinds of good things to eat, from sweet carrots to crunchy chicken wings and hot, slightly crispy potatoes. Charlie complimented her on her meal, and after that, every time he finished something, she would plop another massive spoonful onto his plate.

Mr Wyatt worked for the council, coordinating the trials and as the day’s tension lifted, the conversation soon turned to his job and the trials and of course the sinking ship.

“So you haven’t heard anything at all? Not even a rumour?” Dalia asked. Despite not eating for most of the morning, she poked at her food distractedly and hardly ate a thing.

Allie, on the other hand, had burned through a plate and was licking the gravy off her fingers.

“No, not a thing, and that’s not something we’d miss. Even if it did slip past us, which it couldn’t, it would have been all over the fableman news. A missing ship would get a lot of coverage with that lot. They seem fascinated with tragedies, don’t they?”

“But, is there any way to know for sure? Any way at all?”

“Well, yes and no. You need to understand how the trials work. Once you’re through the doorway, we can’t see what happens, so we track where you are and can usually figure out what the anomaly was from there and whether you solved the problem or not, and of course, how much of a mess you left behind, you understand? but how you do it isn’t as important as what you do.”

He took a big bite of sausage and carried on speaking with a mouthful of food. “Take yesterday for instance. One of the apprentices turned an entire office block pink which would have lost her a few points, but when she tried to put it right again, she ended up removing the second floor entirely which lost her enough points to fail the first trial, even though, technically, she solved the anomaly.

Now, we could see the effects of that, and we could help with some of the damage, but with you, it’s completely different. Before you even entered the doorway, it was like you simply up and vanished along with the task. It was like it never existed. The threads of magic simply disappeared. I’ve worked for the council for thirty-two years now, and I’ve simply never seen anything like it. What worries me the most is that anything could happen to you and...” he looked at Dalia and his words trailed off.

“Anything could happen to us and you wouldn’t know,” Dalia suggested. “Or anything could happen to us and you wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.”

He stirred his food around with his fork, distractedly. “Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. If we can figure out what’s happening before the next trial, perhaps we can find a way to stop it. Thomas said that he had a theory, so let’s wait and see what happens. He’s a smart guy—your brother.” He patted Thomas’ arm. “You’re a smart guy.”

He took another bite of sausage while forcing a smile, but he looked worried.

After settling in, Dalia, Charlie and Allie met back in Thomas’ room.

Thomas was packing out a stack of books onto a shelf like he was planning on staying here for a long time, and Braden was still out cold, although now his feet were shaking as vigorously as his hands.

The bedroom, like the others, felt very old with its high ceiling and dark wooden cornices and wooden floors that creaked under their steps, and lanterns instead of electric lights. It was like they had stepped back a few hundred years.

Thomas drew a book out of his suitcase and opened it onto a table. “Let me take a look at that ring, Charlie. I’m trying to figure out what’s causing it to act the way it is, but I didn’t inspect it too closely when I found it, and now with everything that we know...”

Charlie began to take it off, but Thomas stopped him. “you'd best keep it on. You’re in a refuge, so the world is quite different from your own. It won’t take you back to your world entirely, there are spells in the upper city to protect you against that, but we’re underwater, so it won’t be pleasant. Here, let me take a look at the ring again.” Thomas compared it to an illustration in an ancient tome, but the two were nothing alike.

“So where did you find the ring?” Charlie asked. “It wasn’t just lying around, was it?”

“No, I’m afraid it’s a long story, and I was”—he cleared his throat—“I was rather foolish, I’m afraid. I know that now. You see, Mr Wyatt mentioned that the council had come across some old writings by the great Mordin that spoke of a storeroom in his office. Now, his office is being used as a conservatory for astronomy, because the roof is huge and made of glass, but there aren’t any storerooms that we know of. Well, the council wanted to search for it, but Madam McKinnon wasn’t interested. She said it would be too disruptive which got Councillor Foulin of Eldian rather upset. He said anything that once belonged to Mordin was important to the community at large, but Madam McKinnon wouldn’t hear of it. So naturally, I took a sudden interest in stargazing.” He turned the page to compare the next drawing to the ring.

“Did you find the storeroom then?” Allie asked.

“No, but I did find a false back on one of the bookshelves, and behind it was a box with a few things in it—including the ring. I showed it to Mr Wyatt, and Dalia was about to take her trials, and I don’t know, I guess we thought it would be funny. Mr Wyatt thought it would be hilarious, and he even helped assign it as an official trial ring. Once he was done, Barrity dropped it off that night that you decided to hop over our wall.”

Dalia’s lips tightened. She had begun tying ribbons into Braden’s hair to compliment the makeup.

“We didn’t think it would work,” Thomas added, quickly. “We thought you’d get it and be all excited and then upset when nothing happened, and then we’d laugh and give you the real thing. When I heard your trial started early, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My whole body felt numb, but I still thought it would be okay because”—he looked at Charlie—“she’s pretty good.” He flashed her an apologetic smile.

“Yeah, suck up now,” she said.

He squeezed her shoulder. “I had no idea it would throw you into the ancient trials. I mean, that makes my head explode. It is kind of exciting though if you think about it. You get to experience what life was like back when Mordin was alive!”

Dalia glared, and he cleared his throat. “Or maybe not. That wouldn’t be cool at all—not at all.”

He shut the book with a loud thud. “It feels like I’m missing something, and these books are useless. I’m going to have to visit the Westpoint library first thing tomorrow morning. At least now, I know what I’m looking for.”

“Before you do anything, there is something I want to do first.” Dalia made a show of drawing a present out of her bag and handed it to Thomas. “Happy birthday, Bug.

“Oh, what’s this now?” he said, bashfully. “Dalia you know you didn’t have to, what with the trials and everything, I didn’t expect...” A smile crept across his lips. “But Thank you.”

“Of course, Bug. You wait for it all year.” She threw her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. “Come on, open it.” She pulled off the ribbon excitedly, and he had to slap her hands away.

He opened the parcel carefully, and his face lit up. “Is this what I think it is?”

“Orbs,” Dalia said, no longer able to contain herself. It was the gift that she bought in Belglop. He carefully drew out one of the glass spheres and smiled in pleasure. “These are good quality. Where on earth did you find them? I’ve been looking everywhere for a set.”

“I know. I couldn’t believe it when I saw them. So you like them?”

“I love them!” He held one up to admire and it glowed with a faint red light. “You know, we’re going to have to try these out now.”

“Let’s do it then!”

She took his hand, and he had to hold her back. “As soon as your trials are over. You’re supposed to be keeping a low profile, remember?”

“Dalia pouted.

“It’s only for a few more days. Then we can come back to the city and celebrate and play as many games as you like. I promise.”

Allie leaned over and hugged Thomas. “Happy birthday, old man,” she said, and Charlie shook his hand, pumping it hard to make up for not giving him a present.

“We have to do something to celebrate,” Allie said.

“Yes,” Dalia said, perking up. “I’ll speak to Mrs Wyatt and see if we can have a party.”





Dalia and Mrs Wyatt scraped together some food from the kitchen, and they got Impy to bake a cake, and Dalia found a candle in an old lantern and stuck it in the middle.

Unfortunately, when Impy was baking, he couldn’t find a tub of raisins, so he improvised. Charlie took a bite and spat two beetles out, and Allie pushed hers aside looking nauseous.





By that afternoon, Dalia was driving everyone insane. She spent the morning going through her potion book to try some of the new recipes. An explosion rocked the walls, and a gas cloud filled the lower half of the house. As well as giving off a sharp smell, it paralyzed the jaw so that for the next hour, they were all drooling everywhere. Thomas eventually tied a scarf around his mouth, and Allie stuffed hers full of cotton wool.

Confined to the top of the house, Dalia convinced Mrs Wyatt to let her rearrange the lounge furniture and then got Charlie and Thomas to do all the heavy lifting.

Braden wandered in, and when he realised what she was doing, he quickly backed out again before she could draw him in as well. He had managed to get most of the makeup off, but there were still faint lines across his forehead.

“Wait, Braden. Where are you going?” she called after him.

“To see a man about a horse.”

“Because if you aren’t busy...”

“Oh, I’m busy alright. There’s an entire city out there to keep me entertained.”

“But you can’t go. We’re hiding, remember?”

“You’re hiding. I’m not, remember? No one’s trying to kill me. Except for maybe those three enforcers. Oh and maybe the fourth one as well. The one without any trousers.”

“Alright, whatever,” she sighed. “We’ll have to have our own fun without you. So, like I was saying, I think we must move the couches back to that side of the room. Let me go get the tables from the office. They’ll match the wall panels beautifully.”

After Dalia left, Thomas collapsed onto the couch looking exhausted. “We have to do something, or Dalia is going to drive us to drink. This isn’t how I planned on spending my birthday.”

“I agree,” Charlie said. “So, what would you be doing now if none of this had ever happened?” Despite all the work that they had put into it, the couches were slowly creeping back to where they had been originally.

“Well, I imported a few technical manuals a month ago already that I was hoping to get through. I’m trying to get inanimation to work with a chain reaction spell, which in theory would not only allow me to inanimate more than one item at a time but I would be able to control them independently. So far I can get multiple items to do similar tasks, Like those gargoyles attacking the ogre, but I can’t get more than one of them to do anything unrelated, and the most frustrating thing is that I have no idea why. Theoretically, it should work. I’ve bought every book I know on the subject, and I was planning on locking myself in my room and not leaving until I had figured it out. I was either going to do that or learn to roller skate. Dalia was telling me all about it, and it sounds extraordinary. I will probably start without the wheels though so that I can get a feel for it first.”

Rollerskates without wheels? Charlie didn’t have the heart to tell him that removing the wheels would leave him with nothing but a pair of really bad looking shoes.





Thomas took in the chaos around him like he was taking in the damage after a hurricane and deflated. “Let me speak to Mr Wyatt. If we can get a few masks, I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t be able to go out into the city for a few hours. Dalia has to get a new wand, and maybe we can even enjoy the festival from a distance. I mean, the city is huge, and our faces will be covered, so even if we bump into anyone, it’s not like they’ll recognise us. If I don’t, I’m afraid I might drop a stun curse on myself...”

“Or you could drop it on Dalia and do us all a favour.”

When Dalia heard about the trip, she was so excited, she began jumping up and down, and Mr Wyatt thought it a rather splendid idea. Mrs Wyatt had slipped out, and he had closed himself in his study with a catalogue and was circling all the things he wanted to buy when his latest gambles paid out. He had placed a lot of money on Lehras taking the trials but urged them not to say anything to the missus, as he didn’t want to be relegated to the couch for the rest of his stay, especially since Lehras had dropped to third place behind Faranog and Eldian. “She’s still tender about the frying pan I brought over from the office—to save a few coins,” he explained. “The blasted thing never seemed to heat up, no matter how long you used it. Poor Mrs Wyatt left the eggs frying for three hours the other morning and eventually dumped them on my plate raw.” He looked rather embarrassed about the whole thing. “Anyway, I’m sure we can arrange a carriage for you tonight. Have you got your festival masks yet?”

“No,” Dalia said. “With the trials, I forgot all about it. I’ve wanted to come to the city for years during the festival, but I can never get the time off, and now that we’re here, well, we can’t even enjoy it, because we have to keep hidden. It’s so unfair.”

“Well, never mind, we have a whole trunk full of outfits in the attic if you’d like to take a look at them.”
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Chapter 31
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Clutching the piece of paper, Dalia walked out of Mr Wyatt’s study, more certain than ever, that she had found what she was looking for. The Black Skull existed and was in the city. He didn’t tell her where exactly; if she asked any more questions, he would have become suspicious, but he had told her enough. Now all she had to do was get away for a few hours, and the Festival Of Three was the perfect excuse. 

She knew what she had to do, no matter how much it knotted up her stomach, but until then, she had to get her mind off of things, or she would go crazy. She thought back to when Hunter had left, taking all the apprentices with him, and Madam McKinnon was left with all the duty and no way to honour it. It was a burden that was enough to crush anyone. That night, Dalia had walked into Madam McKinnon’s office expecting to find her pacing up and down or slumped over her desk shuffling through documents, but there she was enchanting little paper animals with a content smile on her lips. 

Dalia asked if she cared that Aelyndore could die, and she lifted a small bird in her palm and said, “difficulties will always weigh upon us, like a pathway up a mountain where every peak yields another”—she blew on the paper bird and it fluttered out the window, and she watched it disappear into the night. She turned and looked at Dalia above her spectacles—“and between those peaks are when you do the things that make you happy, or your life will pass you by, and you’ll never truly know what it meant to live.”
Duty would come, it always did, but that was later and until then, Dalia would dress up spectacularly, and go to the festival and be a normal teenage girl for a few hours. 
***
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Dalia lent Allie a dress and did her hair and makeup and they arrived in the lounge, cutting off all conversation.

Charlie and Thomas had been playing a game of Toads, which was like checkers except that it used noisy little frogs that grew bigger after eating each other’s pieces. Thomas’ already looked like plump gem squashes and Charlie’s like sad little communion wafers. 

When the girls arrived, Thomas got slowly up out of his chair, and Charlie’s mouth went dry. He had never seen Allie done up before, and it turned weird little things inside of him that had no business turning. It was like doubling back for another look at your sister which was just wrong. 

“Wow, you look—wow,” Thomas said. His voice croaked, and he had to clear his throat and try again.

Dalia was as beautiful as ever, but Charlie was embarrassed to stare, in case he looked creepy like an old dude hanging around the school fence, so he fussed over Allie, but that only made Dalia stand out even more like she had a spotlight on her.
“I bet you never thought you’d see me all grown up like this,” Allie said, with an awkward laugh. Her hand kept straying to her hair to brush it out of her face, but Dalia must have put some kind of spell on it because each time it fell right back into the same position. 
Unlike Allie, Dalia strode into the lounge with all the confidence in the world. “So, Bug, you ready to grow old in style?” 

Thomas was so focused on Allie that Dalia had to squeeze his arm to get his attention, and only then did he fumble for an answer. “Uh, yes, yes. Of course. Grow old. Style.”
Dalia gave Charlie a flat look, and in her mind, he could almost hear her saying, “Men! What did I tell you.”
Thomas had plastered his hair to the side and proceeded to smooth it down even more with his hand. “I’m ready, but first I have something for each of you: A gift; a little something that I put together while you were sleeping.” 
He disappeared out of the room and returned a moment later with a few pairs of wings draped over his arms. 

“I found them in the attic and spent the afternoon enchanting them. It’s amazing what the Wyatts have stored up there. I found a dress made out of fableman money. They must have had a good laugh with that one. Allie”—he held a pair of wings up for her—“if I may?”

He finished strapping them on and stepped back to admire her once more, and as she looked nervously back over her shoulder, the wings spread out catching the light. 

The wings were layer upon layer of paper fluffed like real feathers and hanging almost to the floor. Allie’s were white and were held in place with fine pearl coloured straps to match her dress. 

They were very well made. If Charlie was in charge of this they’d end up with flat pieces of cardboard like bee wings at a kid’s dress-up party.
Allie flexed her wings up and down. “Whoa, that feels so strange. Charlie, you’ve gotta try this. So, how do I look?” 
Thomas blew out his cheeks. “Amazing. Come see for yourself.” He took her arm and led her to a mirror in the hall. 

“Oh, Thomas, they’re amazing—and a little creepy.” She laughed in delight and gave him an excited hug. 

Thomas tried to give a pair to Dalia, but she wouldn’t hear of it.

“Forget it!” She folded her arms angrily.

“But Dalia, I tested the wings this afternoon, and they feel so natural like they’re a part of you.”

“I’m not a bird,” she snapped.

“Well, technically—” Charlie began.

“Shut up, Charlie.” She got up in a huff and stomped out of the room. Charlie had no idea what that was all about. The wings were amazing even if they would only work outside in zero gravity. 

When he strapped his on, he felt something move into his back and lock onto his spine. It wasn’t painful at all, but it felt strange like he had a second pair of arms. They would have come in handy when Bertha was after him.

“Come on, Dalia,” Thomas said, “they’re for decoration and to help us move around outside in the city. It’s no big deal. I thought it’d be fun to fly.”
“Thank you, but I’m not interested.” 
“Why doesn’t she want them?” Allie whispered, and Charlie shrugged. There was no reason that he could see, but she’d had the same reaction to the wings in the Emperor’s Emporium of Enchantment, like the thought of flying offended her. 
“But Dalia,”—Thomas followed her out into the hall—“if you don’t use the wings, then you’ll have to take a carriage by yourself. Think how much fun we can have exploring on our own without the serpents and a driver.
“That’s fine, I’ll take a carriage. I need to get a few things in town anyway, so I’ll meet you guys there.”

“Dalia. Stop. Dalia!”
She halted at the top of the stairs. Her back was to them, but Charlie could almost see her eyes searching for a way out of this.
“Look, the reason I made them is so that we’ll be able to move easier if we have to. I don’t like the idea of going out while those freaks are looking for you, but if we must go, then at least we should take every precaution.”

“I’m sorry.” She turned back, with the fight draining out of her. She looked vulnerable. “But you know why I can’t.”

“Come on, Dalia. You’re scratching at things that aren’t there. This is meant to keep you safe. That’s all.”
Tears slid down her cheeks, and she quickly wiped them away with her fingers. “Thomas, I’m not ready.
Charlie didn’t know what was going on. He was dying to try out his wings, and giving up this opportunity would be like passing up a date with Catherine the Great—or even her lesser-known sister Olga the Homely, but right then Dalia was hurting, and he couldn’t leave her. So, with a bucket load of regret, he drew off his wings and handed them back to Thomas. “If it’s okay, I’ll also take the carriage. I think I ate too much back there.” He pressed a hand to his stomach and gave a small burp. 

Thomas wouldn’t mind too much though, as it’d give him some more alone time with Allie. 

Dalia’s eyes met Charlie’s, and she offered him a silent thanks.

“Fine.” Thomas threw up his hands. “Be losers. Take the carriage. But we’re still buying you a mask, and I don’t want to hear any arguing, okay? It’s that or you’re staying here, and I’ll tie you to the couch to keep you inside if I have to.”

“Deal,” Dalia said. “I’d love a mask. I’d wear one anyway.”

“Is Braden coming?” Allie said. She had pulled herself away from the mirror and had joined them on the stairs. “If Charlie isn’t using the wings, you can offer them to him, right?” 

Charlie snickered, and she quickly added, “I mean, you put so much time into doing whatever you did, so it’d be totally dumb to waste them—not for any other reason.” She punched Charlie’s arm.
Just then, Braden sauntered out of his bedroom, eating an apple, and Allie’s wings folded up instinctively. Those things were a little too expressive. 
“What are you all doing out on the stairs?” Braden asked. “Doesn’t the lounge want you anymore?”

Allie was the only one who laughed. “So what are you doing tonight?” she asked, brightly.
He shrugged. “Definitely not going into the city.”
“But don’t you want to see the festival?”

“I would rather gouge my eyes out. All those drunk people and people dressed in”—he frowned at Allie’s wings—“weird costumes. No offence.”
Allie’s wings drooped.
“No. Go ahead. Have fun. I’m staying right here.” He took another bite and pushed past them down the stairs. “I’ll have a drink, empty Impy’s purse with a few games of dice and retire to the fireplace. That sounds like a far more interesting evening to me.”

“Fine then.” Allie snatched Thomas’ arm. “We’ll have fun on our own. Come on, let’s go.” She yanked him up the stairs. The front door was in the opposite direction, but she was making a point!
Compared to the wings, the carriage moved like a wooden car after sitting in the rain all night. Charlie watched Thomas and Allie play and swoop and glide overhead enjoying every minute of it.
Moving through the city without gravity was different from moving underwater, as you didn’t slow down as easily, so one kick could move you two blocks without slowing in the least. With the wings, they could gather as much speed as they liked and slow down just as easily, and Allie was far more comfortable with that than with sitting on the back of something that would like nothing more than to eat her.
Dalia, on the other hand, stared out the window for most of the trip like someone had stolen her pencil box.
“Are you okay?” Charlie had to squeeze her hand to get her attention. 

She blinked back at him. “What?”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” That wasn’t convincing, and she tried again with her voice a bit brighter this time. “Yeah, of course. Why do you ask?”

“Because you’ve been pretty quiet. I thought I may have brought along a cardboard cutout for a minute there instead of the real you.”

“Oh, I’m just thinking of something. It’s nothing. Really.” She smiled, but it looked forced. “So, are you ready to have some fun?”
Charlie turned his eyes away from the window. “We’re already having fun, aren’t we? I mean, come on, who wants to fly, right? We’ve got a carriage and, and...” 
“Right! We’re not stupid birds.”

“Exactly.” He pressed his cheek up against the glass, and his eyes slip back up to Thomas and Allie. “We’re not stupid birds.” 

He sighed.

The entire city was festive. Colourful banners hung between the buildings, and people who weren’t heading into the heart of the city stood out on their balconies with friends laughing and drinking and trading best wishes with the passers-by. It seemed like every wagon and serpent and old dinged-up vehicle, including one that was nothing more than two seats and the undercarriage, was headed for the Colonadium—the giant stadium where most of the festivities were being held. 

The carriage joined a line of others waiting to dock, and Dalia decided she didn’t want to wait, so she paid the driver and stepped out. Charlie looked down at the miles of city beneath him and shut his eyes. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to this. 

Thomas and Allie swept down to join them. They were playing a game where they were trying to bump each other off course which didn’t help Charlie with that sinking feeling that he had missed out on something incredible. Allie hit into Thomas, and he spun off into someone’s roof, and Allie caught onto the wall alongside Charlie. 

“I can’t believe you chose to go in the carriage instead of flying with us. Who does that? These wings are better than a ‘death by chocolate.’ Okay, maybe on par, but certainly better than a double toffee.”

“We were also having fun,” Charlie said. “We uh, we got to see the city, and, and we were relaxing. Yes. We were relaxing so that we could enjoy the festival... And we got to go in a carriage!”

“Whatever, looooser.” 

Thomas returned, and she pushed off to join him.

“So what’s the plan?” Thomas asked.

From here, they could see the Colonadium looming in the distance. It was huge—bigger than any stadium back home and was probably a good twenty stories high. It felt like something out of Greek mythology with thousands of pillars surrounding each level. It could easily hold tens of thousands of people. 

“I just want to find a wand,” Dalia said, “and then we can do whatever you like. The next trial could start at any moment, and I won’t be able to think about anything else until I have a wand.”

A group of teens swept past pushing off from building to building. One of them bumped into Charlie and turned back to wave an apology. He had the most hideous mask Charlie had ever seen. It snarled, showing rows of chisel teeth, and its tongue flickered out like a snake. Another kid’s mask had at least twenty eyes that looked around blinking and another had an oozing cut down its face that was writhing with maggots.

“Right, Gesture and Wince is not far from here,” Thomas said. “We could stop past them and then perhaps get some ice cream stacks or something. This is the only place where you can pile as many scoops on a cone as you like without worrying about them falling off.” 

Dalia and Thomas pushed off, and Allie said “ice creaaaams,” in her zombie voice and kicked off after them. Charlie shook his head.

Gesture and Wince wasn’t large, but it was very old as though it had been there for centuries. The peeling sign painted in the window said ‘Est. 1234.’ 

The door had large iron hinges with a giant ring for a handle and a small, blue stained glass window in the door. That’s all they got to see as the shop was all locked up. A sign outside said it was closed for the festival.

Dalia rattled the latch and kicked the door. That sent her floating back. “How can they be closed for three days! THREE DAYS! By then, the trials will be over.” She snatched Charlie’s wand and jabbed it into the door, and Thomas had to wrestle it away from her.

“Don’t be stupid. You can’t just take a wand. The enforcers will be all over you.”

“I’ll leave some gold, but what other choice do I have?”

“Maybe there’s another wand shop somewhere,” Thomas said, doubtfully.

“No, there isn’t. I asked Mr Wyatt. Gesture and Wince is the only one in the city that sells to the public. You know they’ve put restrictions on wands so that the fablemen can’t get hold of any. Where am I supposed to get a wand from now? I can’t go into the next trial without one!”

Charlie pressed his face up to the window to peer inside. Shelves packed with small boxes reached up to the ceiling, but the place was deserted.

“Look, don’t worry about it,” Thomas said. “If the trials start, you can use mine. I don’t mind. I know it’s a bit more flexible than yours, but you’ll get used to it, and when we get back to Mr Wyatt’s, you can practice as much as you like.” He handed Charlie back his wand. “Don’t worry about it, okay?”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to leave you without a wand.”

“Yes, of course I’m sure. I’m not going to leave you without a wand either, Dalia.”

Dalia threw her arms around his neck. “Thanks, Bug, you’re a legend.”

“No problem. And let’s forget about the trials for now. Let’s relax and have a bit of fun, okay? Come on, I’ll buy you each a mask.”





With so many visitors, the enforcers were out by the bucket load. Thomas decided it was best to stick to the city and avoid the Colonadium, even if their faces were covered. The others agreed wholeheartedly. After what happened at the port, no one wanted to take a chance. 

Thomas led them to the top of the city onto the roof of a cathedral where they could look down on all the festivities. Here, the city was mostly abandoned. A heavy silence hung over it, but it was peaceful. The green dome above them was only a few yards out of reach, and this close, the giant creatures of the lake projected shadows across the tiles. 

Charlie lay on his back watching them for a long time, feeling a chill every time he saw something that shouldn’t exist. These were the strangest holidays he had ever had, but despite everything that they had gone through, he decided there was nowhere else that he would rather be. 

“So what is the festival of three?” he asked. “Is it like the Chinese new year or something—without all the Chinese people?”

“You know, the festival of the three brothers: Creepy, Kind and Cunning...” Dalia said. She lay next to him with her hands behind her head, watching a giant blobby jellyfish type thing pulling faces at them. 

“No, I know Snap, Crackle and Pop,” he said brightly. “But I’ve never heard of your guys.”

“Of course not. They’re only like the most famous stories in all the world.” 

“No, still nothing.”

“Shame. It’s like you missed out on your childhood. At least I now know what to get you for your birthday. You do read don’t you?” 

“That depends. Does it have any pictures?”

Dalia clicked her tongue. 

“I’d take it,” Thomas said. “She bought Braden a pair of socks that turned his feet the colour of a rainbow.

Dalia howled with laughter. “It took him a week to get his feet back to normal.”

“And at least, she’s not trying to kill you anymore.”

“Oh, don’t speak so soon. We still have two more trials to go, and anything can happen.”

“Yeah, she’s already sent her dogs after me, hung chunks of meat around my neck as a krop decoy, and almost drowned me a few times, so I’m not that excited about my birthday.

So what is the festival anyway?”

“It used to mark the beginning of the trials,” Thomas said, “but it grew into its own thing, and now few even remember that the two were ever related. It’s based on an ancient story called ‘The Tale of Age and Avarice.’“ 

“Tell them,” Dalia said, excitedly. “When he first arrived at the palace, I’d only been there for a few weeks and it was so big and strange, and so I’d sometimes slip into his room at night, and he’d tell me stories until I fell asleep. He’s a wonderful storyteller. Go on Thomas.”

“No. They don’t want to listen to a story,” Thomas said, bashfully.

“I wouldn’t mind,” Allie said. 

“Thomas, Thomas, Thomas,” Charlie chanted. 

“Pleeeease.” Dalia took his hand, giving him those puppy eyes. 

“Okay, okay, okay.” He cleared his throat. “So uh, I feel stupid, but here goes. So according to the tale, there was once an old woman who had a magical well and anything the waters touched would grow.” He got a distant look in his eyes like a grandfather talking about the good old days, and Charlie could almost see him puffing on a pipe.

Dalia sat up and watched him with a sweet smile on her lips, and again Charlie found himself looking at her more than Thomas.

“She lived near a village, but she ignored the villagers, and the villagers ignored her. One year, there was a terrible drought, and the village crops began to die. The children were crying out for bread, and people spent their days scraping through dirt trying to find a root or a radish that they may have overlooked. 

The old woman saw this and felt sorry for them, and so one night, she drew water from her well, and when everyone was asleep, she crept around the gardens watering their crops. 

Within days, the vegetables sprouted, and they grew tall and strong until the people had carrots the size of a man and pumpkins the size of a carriage and potatoes like small sheds. 

Everyone in the village ate their fill, and there was so much leftover, they began to sell their crops to the neighbouring villages and eventually to the king himself. 

When the villagers met in the pub, they would discuss their turn of good fortune wondering why they had been blessed so. 

One day, the town drunk wandered into the pub, offering to tell them what he had seen, in exchange for a drink. 

Someone took him up on it, after all, they now had a lot of money, and he settled down alongside the fire and told of how the one night he had passed out in a field and saw the old lady carrying bucket after bucket of water to the gardens. 

The people discussed the old woman and the wealth that could be theirs if only they had access to her water, and greed grew in their hearts. 

The more they spoke, the angrier they became that she should keep the well to herself; after all, the water was drawn from the earth so it rightfully belonged to all of them. 

Drunk and overcome with greed, the town marched up to her house, waving their pitchforks and accusing her of witchcraft. 

They dragged her out the house and strung her up by the neck. 

When the reaper came to take her soul off the tree, she told him of the things the villagers had done and begged for time to say goodbye to her daughter with whom she had lost contact. 

The reaper took pity on her and agreed to give her three days to sort out her affairs, after which, he would come back for her. But hatred was growing in her heart and instead of going to find her daughter, she returned to the village to take her revenge. 

The first night, she visited the east side of the village, moving from house to house and stringing the villagers up, one by one. That’s when she reached the first of three brothers’ houses. 

Rumours of what happened arrived ahead of her, and so he hid in the forest, waiting for her. As soon as she came, he rattled the branches and howled like an evil spirit, and the old woman grew afraid and left. 

The next night, she visited the village centre, stringing the villagers up one by one, until she reached the second brother’s house. 

He saw her coming up the path and welcomed her in giving her something warm to drink and invited her to sit by the fire and relax and put her feet up. Because of his kindness, some of the anger left her, and she went home again.

The third night, she returned taking the west of the village and stringing people up, until she reached the third brother’s house. 

He confronted her, hoping to plead his case, hoping to tell her that neither he nor his brothers were involved in her death, but she wouldn’t listen. She told him that this was her last night, and then the reaper would come for her, and so she hadn’t the time to figure out who was guilty and who was innocent. 

So, the brother had an idea. ‘Why don’t you go back to your well?’ he said, ‘and drink the water, for you will grow tall, and then you can crush the villagers like ants and destroy their houses as well.’ 

She thought it a fine idea, and together, they returned to the well. But when she leaned over to drink of its waters, he pushed her inside and dragged a millstone over the top. 

When the reaper came for her the next day, he looked everywhere but couldn’t find her, and so she now wanders the rivers and the wells looking for people to string up, and the only way to avoid her is once a year, during the Festival Of Three, to scare someone, to be kind to someone and to play a trick on someone. 

You have to do all three things,” Thomas explained, “before the end of the festival, or something really bad will happen; like worse than the worst thing you can imagine.”

Allie looked at him like he had sprouted carrots out of his forehead. “You scare me sometimes, you know that? Please don’t tell me that really happened?”

“No one knows, but last year after the festival of three, an apprentice from Dobbleglade was found in the lake, throttled by the weeds.” He shrugged. “Make of it as you will.”
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Chapter 32
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An hour from midnight, giant floats began passing through the Colonadium, and they were spectacular.
There was a dragon that breathed fire and a giant baby playing the bongos. There was an elephant that sprayed sparkles and a military tank that blasted colourful clouds of smoke out over the people. 




As midnight approached, the crowds drew their wands and pointed them skywards, and as the bells chimed through the city, everyone shouted “Domaignis,” and tens of thousands of coloured bubbles streaked up leaving long coloured trails. Explosions rippled across the green dome, and from so close, it was both spectacular and terrifying. This carried on for at least twenty minutes all across the city.

Dalia threw her arms around Thomas’ neck. “Good luck, stay strong, and be fair,” she said. “And happy birthday Bug. You’re everything to me, you know that.” She wiped away her happy tears.

He smiled and repeated the wish to her and then to Allie and Charlie.”
Charlie wanted to hug Dalia; she was sitting so close to him, but in the end, he couldn’t work up the nerve, so he shouted and avoided her eyes and wanted to kick his own butt for it.
They celebrated together, talking and laughing and imagining what it was like in the Colonadium, in the middle of the chaos with everyone else. 

It wasn’t long after 1 am that Dalia announced that she was tired and would be heading back to the house. Charlie had a strange feeling that she was up to something, but Thomas didn’t seem to think anything of it. Music was drifting up from the festival, and he was too busy dancing with Allie, and simply hugged Dalia off. “I’ll see you back at Mr Wyatt’s. Is Charlie going with you?” 

Charlie was enjoying watching the people moving below them like ants and probably would have stayed if he didn’t have to sit around by himself like a lump, while Thomas flirted with Allie. Besides, he didn’t have his wings or any other way back, so he didn’t have much of a choice. “Yeah. I’ll go back with her.”
“Good,” Thomas said. “Watch out for her, and make sure she stays out of trouble. She still doesn’t have a wand, but I doubt that’ll make a difference.”
On the way back, they spoke about everything and nothing. He was starting to feel quite comfortable around her, which was a nice surprise after how things had started between them.
She was telling him about some of the training Madam McKinnon put them through over the years, and Charlie decided that his school may not be that bad after all—Bertha and all. 
“There’s an exercise to keep us focused that is one of the most disgusting things I’ve ever done.
“Worse than the night in the mud?” They had spent a night trying to find a small broach in a field of knee-deep mud.
“Oh, way more. She gives us our food in the stables, floating above all the horse—you know what. I’ll leave the rest to your imagination. Anyway, we have to keep it floating, which takes so much work, and it stinks so badly! Then, while we’re trying to keep the food off the muck, she tries to distract us.”
“What does she do? Does she play the accordion? I would play the accordion.” He pictured himself with one, dressed in a Hansel costume and decided that was a look that he could get behind. He may even ask for one for Christmas.” 

“I wish, and please don’t. No, sometimes she hits us with a stick or uses illusions of things we’re afraid of or things we desperately want, but by the third day all we want is food, and if our concentration slips for even a second, the food drops and that’s our bad luck. This carries on for three weeks, every mealtime.

“You’re joking?”

She shook her head. “Not at all. By the end, I had lost five pounds. You should’ve seen me, I was nothing but a thin stick.” She held up her little finger to illustrate. “Some of the apprentices even ate their food after it had fallen in the muck that’s how hungry they were.

“Why didn’t you break into the kitchen? I’d eat through those hinges if I had to.”
Dalia snorted. “You don’t know the palace. If a room doesn’t want to be found, you can search forever and never find it. Believe me, we tried. It’s so frustrating because you can smell the fresh bread. You can hear the bacon sizzling and it doesn’t matter how hard you try, you can’t find anything. Of course, that only works with the younger apprentices, because you quickly learn to bring your own stash in. And when you’re living in a palace that grows new rooms, once you squirrel something away, there’s no way they can find it. Oh, and you must see the training for duelling...” 
It was lovely out, and Dalia decided to skip the first carriage stop, and after a few blocks, they had to stop to figure out where they were. Luckily, she had her little fairy map with her. 
Charlie peered over her shoulder, but still, for the life of him, couldn’t figure out how it worked. 

“Ah, there we go.” She tapped the map again, and the lines disappeared. “There’s a shortcut.” Before Charlie could ask, she kicked down towards the shadowy buildings below them. The lights rapidly faded, and the air grew thick and stale.

“Are you sure this is a shortcut?” Charlie asked. He was starting to feel that same uneasy feeling he’d had when he first met her—and every day since. “This place looks dodgy.” 

buildings were older and more neglected than those in the city above, and the people seemed rougher like he and Dalia had wandered into a prison yard after the TV got stuck on ‘Peter Pan.’ Buildings seemed crooked and windows squeezed together. A few lights hung from the walls, but even those offered little light.

“It’s not that bad,” Dalia said, pleasantly.

“No, No.” Charlie put his hand on her shoulder to stop her. “I think I’ve learned enough about you to know when you’re up to something.”

“Me? Why do you think I’m up to something?”

“Because you’re always up to something. So what am I walking into this time? Spit it out, Dalia.”

She stared at him, trying to decide whether she should trust him or not.

“Okay,” she finally said. “I need to make a quick stop on the way back to the house.”

“What kind of stop?”

“Oh, nothing important. I just want to see something.”

“Dalia!”

“Okay, okay. It’s nothing bad, probably nothing at all, but when those men used my wand to track me, that trace kinda worked both ways, and I caught a glimpse of them as well. They were talking about a meeting at The Black Skull inn that’s supposedly happening tonight—”

“What time tonight?”

“like now.” She waved a hand as though it wasn’t a big deal. 

“Wait. Is that why you wanted to come to the city?”

“Well—”

“Dalia!”

“No, not entirely. No, I didn’t know where that was at the time, or I had an idea, but I asked around to make sure, and I’ve since found out that the inn is definitely in the city.”

“Great,” Charlie said. “Just great. So the guys that are trying to kill us are in the city and looking for us, and now you want to go looking for them? Isn’t that a little, oh, I don’t know, suicidal!”

“You sound like Thomas.”

“Yes, yes, I do, and perhaps you would listen to Thomas. Come on Dalia, think. These guys”—he spoke slowly and deliberately—“are trying to kill you.”

“That’s why we got these.” She smiled, waving her mask. “Everyone has them, so how will they even know it’s us? And Thomas bought them for us, so technically, he’s an accessory, which puts him on my side. So sorry for you, that’s two against one.”

“What about your wand?” 

“I told you, there’s too much magic down here. The trace is useless.”

“But what if...” How could he get her to see sense? He needed to think of something. He could try fainting and get her to carry him back. No, he would just have to reason with her, but right now he was running out of reasons. “Perhaps it will work when you’re this close,” he said. “I don’t know.”

“We’re going to have to take the chance, Charlie. Think about it. We’re going to be exposed when we take the next trial anyway. I mean, it’s going to happen, and that’s going to draw a lot of attention. They’ll come at us with everything, and we don’t even know why. If we can find something that can tell us what they’re up to, we can try to figure out how to protect ourselves or even how to stop them.” 

She drew on her mask, and the thick rhino-like forehead folded into a heavy frown, and when she spoke it was in a deep voice like rocks crumbling. “Come on. Let’s take a look. That’s all. No one will recognise us, and even if they do, it’s a public place. What can they do? Besides, can you say no to this pretty face?” She twisted her thick rubbery lips into what she must have thought was a cute smile.

“It’s having to walk home afterwards that I’m worried about.” And against his better judgement, Charlie drew on his skeleton mask.





The Black Skull was more than a simple inn; it was like an old house that had caught a disease. The walls were black and twisted with veins like thick roots running up the sides. A few people wore a festival of three mask. The majority didn’t have to. They were scary enough without them. 

There seemed to be a lot of fablemen in this part of town, moving around half transformed—half human and half animal. Almost everyone wore a thick cloak with the hood up. 

A group of men floated outside the door, laughing coarsely. These were the real deal. An imp type creature sat perched on a hanging sign above the window and grinned at Dalia with blackened teeth. “Oooh, now that smells clean, fresh, with a hint of expensive spray and shampoo. Why not show us that pretty face under that cowl of yours?” 

She didn’t look at him, but her shoulders stiffened.
Inside, they found an open table at the far end of the room, and Charlie’s legs almost gave way, as he collapsed into the chair.
A barman slid two mugs across the table and moved on without a glance in their direction.
“Friendly place,” Charlie said. He tilted his mug to peer inside. “It’s empty. I hope they don’t charge us for that.” He tried to sound casual, but his throat had constricted.

“Here, use this.” She dug a coin out her purse and slid it across the table. “You’re supposed to drop it into the mug and say what you want.”

“What can we order?”

“I don’t know; whatever you want. I think I’ll have a fire whiskey. I’ve always wanted to try one, and from what they all say, I think I could use something strong to drink.”

“Have you ever had alcohol?”
She shook her head and dropped her coin into the cup.
“Goat’s milk,” Charlie said before she had a chance to place her order, and a yellowish-white liquid bubbled up to the rim.

“Charlie,” she hissed and kicked him under the table.

“If you’re anything like my neighbour, I don’t want to have to hear you singing outside my window all night. 

Dalia snatched the coin out of his hand and threw it into his mug. “Extra salty pig sweat,” she snapped.

The door opened, and mugs and furniture rose into the air and fell back abruptly as the door shut. 

This deep in the city, the doors didn’t have any of those green jelly-like barriers to keep the gravity in check. Charlie had to snatch onto his mug to keep it from spilling over. A bit splashed onto his hand, and he slid the mug aside, feeling nauseous. “You know how thirsty I am right now?” he whined.

“So, go ahead. No one’s stopping you.”

The thought turned his stomach.
A man entered the room, dressed in a long coat with a silver dog mask beneath his cowl. He took a seat, facing them, and Charlie quickly lowered his eyes to the table. Was this one of the enforcers? He searched the room for another way out, and then the stranger accepted a cup and seemed to lose himself in it, and Charlie wanted to drop his head into his arms and weep. 
“How long are we still going to be here?” he asked. “Did you see that guy back there? I’m sure he was watching us. You know, at this rate my heart’s going to give in before I graduate.” 

“Act like you belong here. No one will recognise us with the masks on, and remember, they’re not expecting us.”

“How exactly do I act like I belong?”

Dalia took a swig of her milk and belched. “Like that. This milk’s not bad actually.”
The door opened again, and again the mugs rose into the air, and hands casually moved to hold them down.
Dalia’s back stiffened. “He’s here.”

“Who? Who’s here?” Charlie itched to turn around, but he didn’t want to draw any more attention.

“The Captain of the enforcers.”

“You mean, the guy that chased us from my house? That Captain of the enforcers?” 

“Yup.”

“What’s he doing? Dalia, talk to me. It feels like someone’s about to stick a knife into my back.”

“He’s heading for a table. Don’t turn around.”

“And now?”

“Well, there’s a whole lot of people at the table. They’re playing some kind of game with a knife.”

“A knife! Oh great.”

“It’s just a game. They’re hitting it between each other’s fingers or something. I swear fablemen aren’t right in the head.”

“What’s happening? What’s happening?”

“Okay, so they’ve stopped playing and are looking up at him. He’s taking out a box. He’s giving it to them.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you go and ask them?” 

“What! You want me to go and ask them!”

“No, of course not, Charlie. Okay, one of them is opening it. He’s smiling. I don’t trust that smile.”

“So how’re we going to find out what it is?”

“I’ve got an idea. Give me your wand.”
“No. What are you up to—”
She plucked it out his hand and slipped it under the table. “Stimulus,” she whispered. Charlie turned in time to see the light spark on the enforcer’s rear end. The man turned in anger and said something to the man behind him. They shoved each other. Wands came out and men from both groups scrambled to their feet. 

Further words were exchanged, someone fired, and all hell broke loose. Light flashed across the room and furniture and mugs of disgusting smelling gruel exploded. Other tables were quickly drawn in. Men began diving over tables and hitting each other. Someone’s wooden leg spun off into the air.

“Time to go,” Dalia said. 

“How on earth do we get anywhere close to that?” The box was open on the table, but that was where the fighting was the fiercest.

“I’ve got an idea,” Dalia said. “Get the door open. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Are you sure, they could—”

“Yes. Hurry. Go. Go!”

Shielding his head under his arms, Charlie dodged between the people and upturned tables, and shouldered into the door. 

Mugs floated into the air along with tables and chairs and fighting drunkards. As the box rose, Dalia kicked off the wall with her eyes locked firmly on the prize. 

Gliding through the people with her arms stretched out in front of her, she snatched the box as she passed and landed next to Charlie at the entrance. 

“Go, go, go,” she shouted. 

They shut the door, restoring gravity to the sound of people and furniture raining down behind them. 
Back at the house, they went straight to Charlie’s room and locked the door behind them.
Dalia laid the box on the bed, and they both stared at it for a long time.

“What do you suppose it is?” Charlie said, in a low voice. “I wonder if it’s valuable—maybe it’s a black diamond. If it is, they’ll want it back and they’ll send hitmen after us to get it.” This really was a bad idea.

“Yes. It’s a diamond, and now they’re going to come after us to get it back.” She wiggled her fingers as though she was casting a spell over him.

“Just open it already.” 

She dropped to her knees alongside the bed and took a deep breath. Charlie leaned closer. Inside was a small clear object shaped like a teardrop. “What is it?”

Dalia drew it out carefully, and a faint yellow glow played under her fingers where they touched its surface.

“I don’t know, but it’s kind of squishy.” She sighed and tossed it onto the bed. “Looks like a piece of junk. That’s it, I’m never hanging out with you again. You make me do stupid things.”

“How was any of that my idea?” 

He lifted it carefully and placed it back in the box. “It feels like a jellyfish, but there must be more to it than that, or they wouldn’t have arranged the meeting. There must be someone who can help us?”
“Well, I guess we could ask Thomas. He knows loads of stuff, but we can’t tell him where we got it from, okay? So let me do the talking.”
They found Thomas in his room, arguing with Braden. Apparently, Braden lost all his money on dice and was now trying to get Thomas to sign on as his sponsor.

“I’m sorry, there is nothing attractive about that offer,” Thomas was saying.

“What do you mean?” Braden looked dumbfounded. “You are renting shares in me. So, the more my value increases, the more you benefit.”

Thomas massaged his temples like he had a throbbing headache already. “How exactly do I benefit?”

“You, out,” Dalia said. She got behind Braden and pushed him out of the room.
He turned to protest, but she slammed the door in his face.
“Thanks,” Thomas said. “I was about to do that myself.”

“Don’t mention it. But now you owe me one, right?”

Thomas sighed. “What do you want, Dalia? I’m way too exhausted to put up with this from you as well.”

“It’s nothing big,” she said, quickly. “I just need you to tell me what is clear and squishy and looks like a drop of water and glows when you touch it.”

“I give up, What?”

“No.” She slapped his head. “You’re supposed to tell me. Think. Use that education of yours. What is clear and squishy and looks like a drop of water and glows when you touch it?”

“Dalia, I don’t know. Why don’t you just ask me what you want to?”

She looked at Charlie. He nodded, and she drew the box out of her coat. “Okay, have you ever seen this before?”

“Where did you get it?”

“Never mind. Do you know what it is?”

Thomas ran a finger along it with little interest. “It’s a depth finder.”

“A depth finder?”

“Have you ever seen an anglerfish?”

“No, what is that?”

“It’s a fish with a small lantern hanging in front of its face.”

“Oh, yes, so this is...?”

“It’s one of those. For people though. I’ve never actually seen one before, but it reacts to the pressure at the bottom of the city.” His eyes narrowed. “You’re not going to the bottom of the city are you?”

“No, no, no, of course not.” She snatched it back.

“Good, because it not only provides light but also keeps away other things. There are other things down there. Remember that.”

“In nature, doesn’t the light attract smaller creatures to the fish?” Charlie asked.

“Well, maybe I have it the wrong way round. Either way, stay out of the bottom of the city.”
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Chapter 33
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Wilfred made up his mind not to say anything. 

When he was a child, his father would lock him in the cupboard for hours at a time as a supposed punishment, but for Wilfred, it meant time away from everything else; time for his bruises and split lip to heal. He could lie there and dream of the day he would finally get the old man. He bided his time, waiting like a trap-pickler for a rabbit to get close enough; waiting for the old man’s strength to give in. That was the delightful thing about age—the strong eventually became weak, as the weak became stronger. And then, one night it happened. His old man’s heart gave in, and as he writhed on the floor, Wilfred picked up the wand and released the years of anger and frustration. 

He had taken his time about it too so that the old man could see the face of the person who had bettered him. 

The memory brought a smile to his lips and gave him the strength that he needed for what lay ahead. 

His leg was dead, and he shifted, trying to get some feeling back into it, but there wasn’t much space to move. 

The air was thick and stale, and the pressure was building up in his ears which meant they were heading deep into the city.

He would soon arrive, and then they would drag him out and slap him around and throw a few questions at him. 

He could take the beatings. He was strong in that way, and he’d wait. He would lie there quietly and wait, and when the opportunity came, he would put his plan into motion. The thought of hurting someone again brought a fresh smile to his lips. 

The carriage thudded to a halt, and Wilfred’s whole body stiffened. He listened intently, latching onto faint voices. His bladder twitched like it needed to work, but it must have been in his mind because he hadn’t drunk anything for some time. The voices drew closer. They were outside. With a click and a scrape, light flooded the small box that they were keeping him in.

Wilfred turned, squinting up at the shadow leering over him. He could barely make out the shape of the goblin’s head, mostly blacked out against the lantern, and those sharp teeth grinning down at him. Hands grabbed at his bindings, and he floated up out of the box.

They were in a city of sorts, but it wasn’t like any city that he had ever seen. Everything looked half-built and then abandoned, and there was no one else about.

The goblin raised his wand, and Wilfred spun back hitting into the side of the wagon. Light formed a web around him pinning him upside-down. 

Where was he? What happened here? People didn’t just up and leave a city. 

A door opened, and a second figure drifted out. He was old, but not at all frail. 

Wilfred tried to imagine what the first question would be. If he could figure that out, he could start turning the questions in his favour. He knew things, but he had to use them carefully to get the upper hand. 

When the old man spoke, he did so as one used to getting his way. “So you cut a deal with the enforcers? That disappoints me. What we are doing here is bigger than any one person, the ripples of which will be felt for generations to come, and yet you feel that you’re above it all—that you can step out and go your own way.” 

“It’s not like that at all,” Wilfred managed. His voice sounded too high, too desperate—weak. He could fix it though. There was still time. 

Something moved in the shadows, and he blinked a few times wondering if he had seen that. “Look, you gotta understand. I was set up. They had information on me that they could have used. I uh, I fed them what they wanted to hear, that’s all, I swear it.”

“Oh, I know exactly what you fed them because you fed it to one of our own. Do you think we wouldn’t have enforcers working for us? How do you think we found your safehouse?” The old man was grinning triumphantly.

“I uh... I...” Wilfred licked his lips. That knocked the legs out from under his plan, but he could still recover. He could talk his way out of it.

A third man drifted towards them holding what looked like a water drop of light. “The spells are set up,” he said. “As soon as the next trial begins, we’ll have her. We’ll have the ring.”

“Good.” The old man smiled wickedly. “I have a little business to take care of first.”

The goblin pressed his wand to Wilfred’s throat. “Just give the order.”

“Wait, wait,” Wilfred shrieked. “I can help you. I have information. I know others who have spoken. I can give you their names.”

The old man considered this for a moment. “No, I have a better idea. Cut him loose.” The goblin looked shocked, but then his lips curled into a smile. He flicked back his wand, and the restraints fell away. Wilfred massaged his shoulder, under no illusion that he was free. As soon as he ran, they’d put a bolt through his back. “Please, Please. I can tell you things.”

The three men ignored him. They climbed into the carriage and shut the door, and he watched in disbelief, as the carriage took off, leaving him alone in the dark. 

Wilfred began to laugh. He threw back his head and roared allowing all the fear and all the tension to drain away. If the boot was on the other foot, he wouldn’t have hesitated to kill them, but that’s why he would one day be running the show around here. And when he got hold of that goblin and the old man, he would make them scream for mercy. The thought brought him pleasure. 

He turned to leave and again caught movement in the shadows. The shadows seemed to be moving closer. He squinted, but he couldn’t see more than twisted shapes—shapes like people but not people at all, and they were coming out from everywhere—there were hundreds of them. He suddenly realised where he was, and fear smothering him like a wet blanket. 

He kicked for the light above him, and as those cold hands grabbed his legs, he screamed knowing that those screams would be the last sounds that he ever made

***
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Dalia was inspecting the depth finder, and Charlie watched her out the corner of his eye, knowing exactly what was going through that crooked little mind of hers especially now that Thomas had warned them about it.

“So the bottom of the city,” he said, carefully. “Is that where we went to tonight?”

“Not quite. The bottom of the city is exactly what it sounds like, it’s the bottom of Atlas. If you think it was dark around the Black Skull, you must try going to the bottom of the city. The air is thin and stale, and it’s so dark, even the lanterns make little difference. It’s now mostly abandoned. There are a few creatures and exotic fablemen down there still, but most people can’t stay there for long. They built Atlas from the bottom up, but it keeps expanding. I think it’s now about twenty times deeper than the lake is in your world, if you can believe that, and so business moves up, and people follow, and the old neighbourhoods become fablemen ghettos. The place we visited tonight is old, but even that isn’t as bad as the bottom of the city.” 

The Red Pot inn backed almost onto Dalia’s room and the music and noise of people celebrating drifted faintly through the walls. 

Through her window, Charlie could make out a couple cuddling, and someone else charming a signpost.

“I noticed a lot of the fablemen were, how do you say it, half transformed?—bits hanging out?”

“We say their veils were lifted. It happens a lot down there. When people give up on life, they tend to drift around in a half transformed state. It’s like they give up their will to be human, but they also aren’t excited enough about anything to allow the animal side loose entirely. 

“I didn’t see any of them at the festival?”

“No, they keep to themselves mostly. Honestly, those are the ones that give us the most problems. Even more so than the ravaged”—she rolled her hand as though looking for the right word—“when the animal sides have taken over completely. Sometimes, a fableman will stumble into our world, as you did, and cause a bit of chaos, but it’s normally kept to a small area and only lasts a short time. The fablemen in the city though are another lot entirely. They know what they’re doing and why they’re doing it which makes them so much more dangerous. Now and again, something will stir them up, and they’ll gather in the city and start looting shops and attacking everyone. They’re savages.

The walls and windows began to rattle, as one of the city currents blasted through the gaps between the buildings, reminding Charlie of the trips to his grandmother, who lived near the train lines. Cups and windows and even the pipes rattled every time one passed, and he would listen to it, pretending the house was a spaceship and they were going somewhere far, far away. 

As Thomas explained though, the currents in Atlas were perfectly normal. They blew through the city to bring fresh air and clear away the trash. 

Charlie moved to the window to watch. “If the fablemen cause so much trouble, why do you allow them to stay?”

“Because the city’s a refuge, so they won’t upset the balance, and it’s easier to keep an eye on them when they’re all together. The last thing we need is to spread them out. Can you imagine the chaos? Now, the only ones who stay in the city are either too doped up or lazy or bitter or dumb to make a living anywhere else. The city is so wealthy. Not to put your cities down, but we have resources that you guys know nothing about, so the fablemen are looked after here. We have arrangements with their leaders that keep them in line, but that also means that most of them have no drive to do anything with their lives. To tell you the truth, before I met you, those were the only fablemen I’d ever known. They’re always clustered together like that, ready to explode, watching you like they want to kill you or something. I mean, you saw what they were like. ‘Oh, ooh, you smell so good. Oh, ooh, what shampoo is that?’ It kind of skewed my view of you guys. Now that I’ve met you and Allie, I’ve realised that you can get normal fablemen.” 

A man spun past the window, caught in the tail end of the current, and the rattling subsided. Charlie cracked up.

“Okay, I say normal, but that’s only figuratively speaking of course. There really isn’t anything normal about you.” 

Charlie turned his attention back to the depth finder lying on the bed. “So is that supposed to help you find your way around the bottom of the city then?” 

“Not exactly. When they expanded up, they were also expanding down into mines. Unfortunately, the mines were never safe. They always had teams of security down there, and the miners had to work in groups. Once the mines were empty, a shady group bribed the council and started a development called New Atlas. It was supposed to be some kind of elite housing for the well-to-do families, but they’d only finished half of it when horrible creatures came up from the tunnels, and by the time the enforcers arrived, it was too late. 

Those who survived lost their minds. We don’t know what happened exactly, because they can’t tell us. They just stare at the wall all day, and when we speak to them, they scream. It’s quite disturbing. You can throw peanuts at their heads, and they just look at you. Not that I would ever do that,” she added quickly, and not at all convincingly.

“So what happened to this—New Atlas?”

“It was abandoned. Now, all that’s left are the half-finished buildings. But no one dares to go down there. Not even fablemen.”

“Well, that’s comforting. Please don’t tell me you’re thinking of going down there.”

“Well...”

“Dalia. Are you insane?”

“I didn’t say I would.”

“But you didn’t say you wouldn’t either. Look—” Charlie took a step towards her, and the flagstone crumbled under his heel. Concentric cracks spread away from his boot like a giant weight had fallen on the tiles. He took another step, and the same thing happened. “That wasn’t me,” he said quickly.

Dalia was staring down at her feet and the cracks running away from her boots. 

“I hope Mr Wyatt doesn’t blame us for that,” Charlie said, “because—”

“Wait a second.” She took a step, and the next tile cracked in half. Her eyes snapped up to his. “The trials are starting!” 

“But it can’t. You haven’t got a wand yet.” He realised it was a dumb thing to say as soon as he said it.

“I don’t think it cares. Come on, we have to get to Thomas. He said we could use his. Run. Run.”

As they ran up the stairs, the floor disintegrated under their boots. Dalia screamed, and Charlie turned in time to see her disappearing into the floor. She caught onto the side, and her legs swung out.

Charlie started back, but the ground between them gave way opening into a sheer drop that ended with churning storm clouds miles below. He couldn’t get to her. 

“Go, Charlie. Get to Thomas. Get the wand.” She tried to pull herself up, but the floor was crumbling under her hands.

“Here, take mine.” He threw the wand, and she snatched it out the air as the ledge gave way. She fell, screaming, and he watched in horror as she disappeared into the clouds far below. 

The floor groaned, and he dropped onto his stomach to distribute his weight evenly like he was on the crumbling ice of a lake. “Thomas,” he screamed. “Thomas.”

He carefully dragged himself up the stairs, an inch at a time. The floor creaked beneath him. “Oh no, oh no, oh no. Please don’t do that.” He needed a wand. “Thomas!” 

Impy’s face appeared at one of the doors. A massive grin spread across his face as though it was a game, and he too slid onto his stomach. 

“No, no, no, no. Go back inside your room, Impy. Go on. Thomas!” This was all he needed.

“Impy tried to crawl out after him, but he shooed the troll back into the room. “Dammit. Thomas!”

As Charlie reached the top flight, Braden ripped open the door, irritably. “What’s going on. Can’t we get some sleep in this cursed place? Is that too much to ask? Charlie? Is that you? What are you doing down there? Have you been drinking?” 

“Dalia needs a wand.” The floor thudded, dropping him an inch, and cracks spidered across the tiles.

“A wand?”

“Yes, a wand. Any wand. Please. The trial’s starting.”

Braden leaned against the doorframe casually, already shaking his head. “I’m sorry, but Dalia needs to learn to look after her things. I can’t keep bailing her out, or she’ll keep making the same mistakes. It’s called tough love. Or in our case, tough tolerance.” 

“Of course. I couldn’t expect any help from you.” Charlie had half a mind to grab Braden, drag him down the stairs and throw him into the hole, but thankfully, Thomas’ head appeared over the railings. “What’s going on? Where’s Dalia?” 

Charlie was glad to see him. “Thomas, the trial’s starting. We need another wand. You said—you said she could use yours.” The floor dropped another inch and this time it cracked like a windshield that someone had taken a hammer to.

“Where is she?”

“She’s gone in already. The floor crumbled, and she fell in.”

“Wait. So you didn’t have to open the doorway? Oh no, it’s then as I feared. The magic’s getting stronger. It’s pulling you in.”

Please, Thomas, I need the wand.”

“Yes, of course. Of Course.” Thomas drew out his wand. “Let me first—” His lips moved as he began to form a spell over it. 

“The floor’s not going to hold for much longer.”

The wand glowed white from deep within as though it was searing hot. The power increased and then exploded through it, lighting the entire upper landing. 

“Here. I don’t know what you’re going up against next, but that may help you.” He threw the wand, and it landed a few feet in front of Charlie. “All you need to do is point it and focus on the target, okay? The spell will—” 

The floor thudded, and Charlie scrambled to his hands and knees and jumped. He managed to get his fingers on the wand, as the world fell out from under him. 





He screamed, watching the underside of the inn growing smaller and smaller. He hit the clouds, and the world turned grey. 

He screamed for his mother, aunt Patty, Margaret Thatcher and then threw out every curse he knew. 

The air grew thin. He tried to breathe, but he couldn’t get enough air as though he was breathing through a plastic sheet. 

Through the clouds, dark shapes were falling towards him like comets. 

Charlie’s head felt light. He shook it and stretched his eyes to keep from passing out. No, those weren’t comets—they were trails of black smoke—Enforcers. The enforcers had found them. His head lightened, and his world disappeared. 
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Chapter 34
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He woke up lying on a cold stone floor with men running past. None of them paid any attention to him, and he had to scramble to get out of the way. 

The group was small, no more than a dozen of them and they carried swords and small shields. Dirt and blood stained their faces and armour as though they had been fighting for a long time. 

“They were shouting something, but it was in another language.

He blinked from the men to the room itself. He was in a large hall with a domed roof at least ten stories high. The place wasn’t fancy like the palace or station but was solid and gloomy like an old castle. There weren’t any windows, but light streamed in through arrow slits running along the top of the wall. 

Soon even those went dark as though a storm had moved in. From a hole in the centre of the hall rose a pillar of smoke. It wasn’t just smoke, shapes writhed inside of it as though there were creatures and people in there that were screaming to get out. 

Electricity pulsed up through the cloud. Shields clattered up, and armour creaked as the soldiers braced themselves for a strike.

The electricity reached the top of the smoke and streaked back across the room and then swung like a whip. It hit into the group. 

The floor shattered, and men were thrown aside. The tiles fell away as it had in the inn, but this time, there was nothing but darkness underneath it, and yet, in that darkness, there seemed to be hands pressing up against an invisible barrier as though people were trapped inside. 

As the floor crumbled, one of the soldiers dropped into the dark abyss. His screams turned from surprise to terror and carried on for a long time. 

Charlie had an image of Dalia down there, and his strength faltered. “Dalia,” he shouted. He couldn’t lose her. “Dalia, Dalia.” Please, she had to be okay. He caught some movement to the side and his heart leapt when he spotted her at the far end of the room. The floor had fallen in around her and she was left balancing on a small section with one hand pressed to the tiles and the other pointing her wand. Bolt after bolt disappeared into the smoke without making a dent. A mouth opened in the cloud, and it roared with a sound like rumbling thunder and turned its attention onto her. That massive lightning whip flashed out across the room. Dalia rolled aside, and it took out half of what was left of the floor. 

Charlie fumbled for Thomas’ wand. “Here,” he shouted, waving his arms desperately, but the creature didn’t even seem to notice. Thomas had enchanted the wand, but he didn’t have a chance to explain what it was supposed to do. It could make that thing stronger for all Charlie knew. Even if it was a weapon, Dalia’s spells didn’t seem to be doing anything, so would Thomas’ spell make a difference? 

Whatever this creature was, it was more powerful than the sea monster from the last trial. 

He didn’t know what to do, and then he spotted the door behind Dalia. It was out of her reach, but he had a better chance of blasting that open than fighting this thing. If he could get that open, then perhaps Dalia could escape. He hated wasting the spell, but it made sense. 

He pointed the wand and screwed up his eyes in concentration. A brilliant white light shot across the hall, slamming into the iron-strapped doors perfectly on target. At first, nothing happened, and Charlie wanted to scream for wasting the shot, but then, with the sound of creaking iron and splintering rock, the doors pulled free of their hinges. The arch of the doors pulled apart into wings. The base of the doors curved up into the shape of a dragon, and the iron straps rolled off into powerful legs.

Thomas must have cast an inanimation spell! Charlie cheered and then the damn smoke turned on him. 

He scrambled out the way as grit and bits of the floor sprayed up over his back. At the end, he skidded to a halt, his arms flailing as the floor dropped away in front of him. He turned back but where the floor had been only moments before was now nothing but a gaping hole. He was trapped.

Charlie watched in horror as lightning pulsed up the smoke and drew back ready to strike. 

“Charlie!” Dalia swept past on the back of the dragon—er—door. Iron talons dug into his shoulders wrenching him up. 

Lightning struck, and the last of the floor crumbled. 

The smoke screamed in frustration, and the whip arced back. Dalia banked right, and Charlie’s legs flew up, as the bolt hit into the wall. The static crackled through Charlie’s bones causing his hair to stand on end. He wouldn’t have thought it possible, but he could even taste it—the lightning had a metallic taste. 

“Hold on,” Dalia shouted. “I’ll try to shake it.” She pitched forward into a dive and then, just before they hit the ground, she twisted up, and Charlie grit his teeth, as he flopped around like a rag doll. The lightning whip pounded over and over like artillery fire spraying up grit around them. It drew back for a final strike. They got through the doorway. The lightning hit. The arch crumbled, and the room disappeared behind them. 





They shot through the ancient stone corridors and finally broke through into the cool night air. Below them, the ruins of a castle fell away, as they climbed higher and higher. 

Dalia helped Charlie up behind her, and he had to take ten long breaths before he could speak again. “What was that thing?” he managed. 

“I have no idea, and I have no interest in finding out either.” Her hands were shaking, as she brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “Oh darkened skies, that was close. How on earth did you manage that spell?”

“Thomas did something to the wand. I have no idea what though.”

Dalia shut her eyes offering him a quick thanks under her breath. 

It took a while before Charlie could push the trial aside and enjoy the view of the city lights below. It was quiet up there like nothing else existed. And then he remembered they were flying on a door, and some of that sheer panic returned. 

***
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Dalia and Charlie peered at Mr Wyatt’s house above the roof of a neighbouring building. 

“You see anything?” Charlie asked. 

“Yeah, your head.” Dalia pushed him out the way.

Charlie trained his eyes on the shadowy corners watching for movement, which was difficult when everything seemed to be moving under the swirling city lights. “And you’re sure you saw the smoke trails?” Dalia said.

“Yeah, and they almost caught up to me.”

“Well, It doesn’t look like anyone’s around now, but they could be inside one of these buildings.” With that, Charlie could almost feel the sniper rifle aimed at his head.

“I don’t think they’ll be expecting us back for a while though. The trial should have taken a lot longer than it did.” 

Her face tightened, and he knew what she was thinking.

“We didn’t have a choice,” he said, quickly. “If we stayed any longer that thing would have killed us. We couldn’t save them.”

“We didn’t even try.” 

Realising that the people were somehow repeats of history made it a little easier to leave them. The smoke thing trying to fry their tails made it a lot easier as far as Charlie was concerned. “You think the others will still be here?” he asked.

“I hope not. I hope they had the sense to leave.”

Looking out over the deserted house, Charlie wondered why they didn’t think of arranging a place to meet in case things went wrong. 

Dalia tugged his arm. “Let’s go.” 

They moved slowly, keeping to the shadows and overhangs and halting every few yards to make sure that no one was around. Fortunately, the inner city was crammed with buildings, giving them a lot of places to hide. 

Instead of heading for the front door, Dalia had a better plan: they could go through the neighbouring inn which would lead them right up to the underside of the house, so at least they wouldn’t be in the street if anyone was watching.

The inn’s back door was open with light streaming out across the way. The staff were preparing the food for breakfast. 

Cooks jostled past juggling pans and trays of hot buns.

When Charlie and Dalia broke through into the deserted passageway, Dalia drew a loaf of bread out of her cloak. 

Charlie wasn’t sure he could stomach any food at this time, but she broke it in half, and when he took the first bite, he realised how hungry he was. 

They moved through the inn, stepping on the sides of their feet to keep the noise down. The occasional lantern bracketed to the wall provided enough light to keep them from bumping into things, and Charlie kept an eye on the gaps under the doors expecting one of the doors to burst open and for a troll to come charging out. It was unlikely, but it gave him something to focus on so that he didn’t have to think about his heart pounding like an elephant was inside of it sniffing around for peanuts.

At the end of a passage, a window opened into the city a few yards away from the gaping hole that used to be Barrity’s room. 





Inside the house, a painting was burned through. Another was off its peg, and a narrow set of draws had been overturned in the passage. 

“Someone’s been through here,” Dalia said. “We need to get my stuff and get out.”

“You think the others are okay?”

“I hope so. Braden and Thomas can look after themselves but against a group of enforcers... I just don’t know.” 

They hurried to Dalia’s room and almost fell over each other getting inside. 

Charlie knocked over a lamp, and there came a squeak from the cupboard where they found a terrified Allie crouching inside. 

“Oh, thank goodness.” She clutched a hand to her heart. “I thought... I’m so glad you’re here. I kept hearing noises, and then I’d be quieter, and then I would hear even more. It’s been a nightmare. I’m starting to think that silence is way overrated.”

“What happened?” Charlie asked. “Are the others okay?” 

“I think so. I—I don’t know. Those guys broke through the front door, and we ran down the stairs, and they were coming in from the bottom as well, so Thomas blasted them with something and pushed me into the room and threw me into the cupboard and told me to be quiet, and then he put a spell over me. I don’t know what happened after that, because there was a lot of shouting, and those guys came into the room so many times, and I’ve been sitting here for ages trying to talk myself into leaving, but every time I’m about to, I hear strange sounds, and then I have to start building up my courage all over again.”

“Where did Tomas and Braden go?” Dalia said. 

Allie was so rattled, Dalia had to repeat the question.

“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“Think,” Dalia said. “He must have said something.” 

“No. No. Uh, wait”—she clicked her fingers—“he did say something about a library—that he’d meet us at a great library. I wasn’t really listening, but please don’t leave me here again by myself.”

The boards above them creaked, and Dalia pressed a finger to her lips.

“Is someone still inside?” she mouthed?

“I don’t know. Maybe. I heard something before you arrived, but—I don’t know.”

Dalia crept to the door to listen. It was quiet. She eased open the door. There was a thud, someone shouted and it cut off abruptly.

“What was that?” Allie squeaked.

“That sounded like Mr Wyatt,” Dalia said. “Allie, did he get away?”

“I don’t know.” She had begun hyperventilating again, and Charlie placed a hand on her shoulder to calm her down. 

“He ran to get Mrs Wyatt, but—we went downstairs, and he went up, so I’m not sure what happened after that.”

“I need to take a look,” Dalia said. If he needs help, we must do something about it. Wait for me here in case something goes wrong. And try to keep Charlie out of trouble—and out of my things!” 

As Dalia slipped out, Allie’s legs gave way, and she sat on the floor hugging her knees. “I was going crazy here. I kept expecting something to crash through the door and drag me off somewhere.” 

Together, they waited in silence, listening, waiting. Charlie knew Dalia could take care of herself, but he couldn’t stop imagining all the worst things that could happen.  

“I need to learn to use magic,” Allie whispered. She was staring up at the roof listening intently.

Charlie was holding out his wand, but that was useless because he couldn’t remember any of the spells Dalia had shown him. There was too much going on in his mind. 

“So do I.”  

The door creaked open, and Dalia slipped back inside. 

“What’s going on,” Charlie said, but she shushed him and pressed her ear to the door. “They’re here. Impy was on the floor, and they have Mr and Mrs Wyatt in his study.” 

“Are they okay?”

“I think so. Their backs were to me, but I couldn’t check, because there were enforcers with them.”

“Did they see you?”

“I don’t think so. I just got back as quickly as I could. Come on, you have to go.”

“What about the Wyatts?” Charlie said. 

“I’m going to help them, but I need you and Allie to leave, now. There should be two serpents left—”

“You want to help them all by yourself? No way. I won’t leave you.”

“I can look after myself.”

“No, that’s not an option. I’ll stay. I can help you.”

“You’re the one they’re after, remember?” Dalia said. “You have the ring.”

“And if they find you?” Charlie said. “You think they’ll just let you go?”

“They’re not going to find me. Look, Allie can take my coat, so they’ll think it’s me. That’ll draw a lot of them away. They don’t care about Mr Wyatt, they want the ring. So I’ll take out whoever’s left, and catch up to you. You see, I’m being a cow and using you as bait again. It’s you two we have to worry about because they’re going to be screaming after you.”

“We’re not going to be able to outrun them,” Allie said. “I suck at riding, remember?”

“Don’t worry, I have an idea.” Dalia dropped her bag of potions onto the desk. 

“Remember back in the graveyard when I created the cloud of spores? You must see it down here. It lasts for ages. I set one off outside an inn by mistake, and it took a few hours to clear. So all we need to do is make a huge cloud, like ten times the size of the last one, and if that doesn’t cover you then nothing will.” 





Charlie paced the floor as Dalia worked, and Allie anxiously turned a pin, with a boar on it, over in her hands. Charlie asked her what it was, and she said that Thomas had given it to her to hang onto for good luck. It didn’t take Dalia long to finish her potion, perhaps a few minutes, but it felt like enough time had passed for fifty groups to bust through the door and drag them off.

“Alright,” she said, mixing in the last of the herbs. “That’s it. Wait till you are away from the inn, then pour this in and shake it.” She handed Charlie a small bag of crushed mushrooms. “Once the bag explodes, you’re not going to be able to see anything, so make sure you know which direction you want to go in before you release it, and then keep moving. Make your way towards the great library. I’ll be right behind you.” 

Charlie pocketed the bag and did one last take of the room in case they had forgotten anything. 

“You ready?” Dalia said. 

The corridor was dark. Charlie slipped out first, followed by Allie. Dalia took the rear keeping Thomas’ wand at the ready. “What’s the plan?” Charlie said. 

“I’ll wait in the barn until you draw them away. After that, I’ll make it up as I go along. But don’t worry about me, I’ve got Thomas’ wand.”





It didn’t take long to get the serpents saddled. Charlie climbed in and had to wipe his sweaty palms before he could grab the skin around the serpent’s mouth.

“Remember,” Dalia said, “pour in the mushrooms and shake it properly, then close the bag, and wait for it to expand.”

“I’ve got it.”

She squeezed his arm. “Please be careful.”

At that moment before his mind could get in the way, he leaned over and hugged her. “Don’t do anything stupid,” he said.

“I promise.”

He nodded to Allie, and they both kicked off. Behind him, Dalia raised her wand, and there came a loud explosion that rattled through the surrounding houses. There was no way that the enforcers could miss that. 

Charlie had to go a little slower so that Allie could keep up. The sun was starting to rise, touching the roofs with a shimmering green light as slight as a full moon, and they dropped to the lower part of the city to stay in the shadows. Charlie must have glanced over his shoulder three hundred times before he noticed the smoke trails twisting between the buildings towards them. 

There came a thwap, and a spear of light sliced across his forearm, shooting pain up his arm and into his head. He jerked to the side, barely missing a wall. With blood floating off of his arm, he tried to shake the mushrooms into the bag. His hand slipped, and he almost dropped them. 

“Come on. Come on,” he berated himself. He couldn’t get the mushrooms out. Another bolt sizzled past his head. The roof tiles of a house in front of him exploded. Another bolt and Allie screamed. Her serpent spun off with half its head missing, and she was thrown. 

Cursing, Charlie dropped the entire bag of mushrooms in. “This better work.” He turned back sharply for Allie and broke into a spin. The shapes were closing in. “Take my hand,” he shouted, as he swept past. 

Allie got a hand to his wrist, and he shook the bag and threw it as hard as he could. The bag exploded, and the world turned black. 

With Allie unbalancing him, he was pulled out of the saddle, and he could hear the serpent disappearing into the night. Together, he and Allie kicked off in the direction of the nearest building.

There came a shout, and a bolt sizzled past him.

“Stop firing,” someone shouted. We’ll hit each other. 

Charlie dipped down, holding Allie’s hand while patting around for an opening. 

Roof tiles faded in seconds before his hand touched them. Using them for support, Charlie dragged himself along the roof. 

Without the serpents, they were a lot slower, but at least they could find a place to hide. 

Allie tugged his arm, and he followed her up the side of the roof to a small attic window. It was old and rotting in the frame. 

Charlie gave it a solid tug, and it splintered open. He screwed up his face at the noise. 

Objects in the room began lifting as Charlie directed Allie inside. 

Allie backed into a snoring old man, floating along with the furniture and Charlie had to put a hand over her mouth to stop her from screaming. He pressed a finger to his lips and pointed outside. 

Charlie directed the old man back over the bed and once he closed the window, the furniture began to settle back into place. 

Charlie and Allie floated to the door, praying that it wouldn’t squeak. 

Once the door was open, the gravity shifted, the furniture dropped, and with a thud, the old guy landed just shy of the bed. 

Charlie yanked Allie out into the passage. 

The house was narrow, like Mr Wyatt’s with about ten flights of stairs and many rooms leading off of them. At least they could move quickly inside. 

They reached the downstairs landing and broke through the front door. 

Outside, the cloud hadn’t reached that far down, but it was obscuring the light from above. Charlie and Allie kicked off across the way, moving from house to house until they were well away from Mr Wyatt’s place.
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Chapter 35
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It took Charlie and Allie a long time to navigate through the maze of buildings before they finally reached the great library.

They found it tucked away between a lot of other buildings, with nothing to set it apart but for a simple wooden sign hanging outside the door. How did anyone find anything in this city?

The hall was much larger than it looked from outside, and the shelves formed a maze of tight corridors wrapping around the stairs. The shelves were bursting with books and manuscripts in no discernible order. ‘Shunwin’s One Thousand Magical Spices’ sat alongside a book of flying train routes in France and ‘Hollie’s Book of Hilarious Fablemen Scientific Theories.’

A poky doorway led through to the study hall where they found Thomas surrounded by a stack of books. Braden was nowhere to be seen—no surprises there, and Allie’s eyes kept straying to the other tables—no surprises there either.

Thomas was flipping through ‘hidden secrets of the houses,’ and every time he turned the page the words would disappear like the author wasn’t ready to share them yet.

Thomas slammed the cover in frustration, and noticing Charlie and Allie—Allie especially, got to his feet. “Where’s Dalia?”

“Isn’t she here?” Charlie said. A giant pit formed in his stomach. “We split up at the house and were supposed to meet back here, but Allie and I got lost, so she should have been here by now.” He briefly explained everything that had happened after they arrived back in Atlas.

“Okay, let’s assume for now that this is Dalia being Dalia,” Thomas said. “She’s smart. She wouldn’t let them get her.” Despite his words, he looked worried.

“Are there any other libraries that she could have gone to?”

“There are, but she’d know to come here. I told her I wanted to do a little research. That’s one of the reasons I came to Atlas. That and to make sure that Braden didn’t get you killed before you arrived.

Allie’s lips tightened.

“Did you find anything?” Charlie asked.

“I did. More than I expected, but before I explain, I need to know what happened in your last trial.”

“Pleeeeze, let’s not go there. This was the worst by far.” Charlie briefly told him about their close call with the smoke monster and how they escaped on the door. The more he spoke, the more excited Thomas became.

“Yes, yes, that confirms everything. My goodness, that confirms it all.”

“Confirms what? What’s going on?”

“I mentioned Mordin to you before and told you that I found the ring in his old office. Well, that isn’t an ordinary ring, but before I can get into that, I need to tell you a little more about him.”

Thomas got rather animated as he began his story. “So despite who Mordin was, we don’t know a whole lot about him, or his early life, only that he came from a wealthy family.

When he was seventeen, he got involved with a duchess, a miss Georgette Winterbourne, who was your age by the way.

They courted for just over a year and were planning the wedding when Georgette’s mother became desperately ill. Georgette travelled to the city of Caldon Abbey to take care of her. Then one night, when she was returning from the physician’s house with stronger medicine, she was attacked in a quiet street.

The creature that attacked her had been terrorising the city for months and, according to a witness, it looked like, and I quote, ‘a creature from a fairy book with unsightly limbs that were two times longer than they should be.’“

“That sounds like the creature that we saw in the first trial,” Charlie said.

“Exactly, but it gets more interesting. Miss Winterbourne was still alive when they found her, but she had lost a lot of blood, and whatever attacked her had injected some kind of poison into her.

They tried everything, but the poison was too strong and her body already weak, and the only place they could get a herb strong enough to heal her was on the island of Legnos just off the sea of storms.

It was a notoriously bad trip, and no captain was stupid enough to make it, so eventually Mordin put forward a ten thousand Quaren reward with twice that upon return for any captain brave enough to try. Despite the amount, only one captain was foolish enough to step forward.

The night before he left, his crew drunk themselves into a stupor and said their last goodbyes knowing that they would probably never see their families again.

The ship never returned, and they found the captain years later living on the street and rambling on about a creature with tentacles that were taller than the masts of the ship. When his ship went down, he found a piece of wood large enough to cling to and drifted for almost a week before some fishermen hauled him out and carried him back to shore.”

Charlie was speechless. “So we have a spider thing and a sea monster. Are you telling me that the trials are somehow connected to Mordin?”

Thomas nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“So what happened to Georgette?”

“She passed away a month later.

Mordin was devastated, as you can imagine. They say he descended into madness and began devoting all his time and resources into finding a way to bring her back, and he came out the other end doing things with magic that no one had ever seen before. He was powerful, and he did both great and terrible things. He would stop at nothing to find her, and he finally built up an army of the best fighters in the world and marched into Shaol mountain right up to the gates of death itself. They say the gates of death were, get this, like a pillar of smoke with the power of lightning at its charge.”

Those words left Charlie cold, and Thomas gave him a meaningful look. “He marched in there with ten thousand men and lost every one of them.

They say that during the fighting, the gate opened for a moment, and Mordin caught a glimpse of Miss Winterbourne who was looking healthy with spring blossoms in her hair, but she was crying, not for herself, but for the man that he had become.

He was the only one who walked out of Shaol mountain that day, and those who knew him say that he walked out a different man. For all he had taken, he wanted to give something back, and he went on to found Aelyndore where he could pass on everything he knew.

It was the first of the great houses; the first of its kind and people from all over the world came to study under him. Apprenticeships were common but never at that scale.

He worked hard, but he never forgave himself for losing her and for sacrificing so many over his need to save her. It weighed heavy on him, and he spent almost twenty years tracking down the few people still alive who had witnessed these events; people like the captain of the ship and those who had seen the creature attacking Miss Winterbourne.

He captured their memories as well as a few others in a trial ring so that he could relive those moments forever.

It’s a more advanced technique than the council uses today to set the trials and is somehow self-contained, but Charlie,”—he pointed to the ring—“before we found it, that belonged to Mordin.”

It suddenly felt heavy on Charlie’s finger. He wanted to rip it off and throw it, but he also didn’t want it out of his sight, because losing it would be far worse. “So this isn’t just an old trial, this is the highlights package of Mordin’s worst memories? Well, that’s great, just great! But why was the first trial so different? We only saw the man-spider thing for a second, and then it was gone. Why didn’t we have to face it?”

“Well, it is a trial ring, and Mr Wyatt did set it up. Of course, we didn’t know that at the time. We didn’t think it would work, just like any other ring wouldn’t work, but we wanted it to look real.

Unfortunately, we were all rather surprised when you showed up linked to her. Still, if it was any other ring, the newer magic would have overridden the older memories, but it seems his magic is more powerful than ours even after all these years, and it’s drawing you deeper into his mind.

The things you are facing seem to be happening in sequence, but it could also be drawing out worse experiences the deeper you get. The spider was bad, but the squid was worse and death’s gates even worse. I think that’s what’s happening, but for your sake, I hope I’m wrong. I don’t know what else he captured, but you need to be careful. We only have four tasks, so it should only trigger one more memory, but who knows what it will be or what else Mordin captured in that ring of his. It could be anything.”

Allie looked down at her ring and shivered. “So whatever happened to Mordin?”

“A war had broken out with house Toriun. Toriun was the largest of the Elven houses. The two big ones were Toriun and Eldian, and Mordin was forced to spend more and more of his time on that. No one else was strong enough to stand against them.”

“Eldian?” Charlie said. “Aren’t they taking the trials with us?”

Thomas nodded. “When Toriun rose to power, Eldian wouldn’t get involved. They left everyone else to deal with it, which is typical of Elves. They tend to be self-absorbed which is why so many people dislike them—Domenix especially. There’s a lot of bad blood between them, and it’s partly because of the war even after all these years, and partly because Lord Parish doesn’t keep quiet. He eggs them on constantly, and that hurts their pride. I don’t like Lord Parish, and I don’t like Domenix, but they speak their mind when others won’t, and that can sometimes be a good thing.

“What was the war about?”

“Well, Elves aren’t like us. They draw their magic from nature.” Thomas stopped for a moment to consider. “It’s like this: if energy flowed through the world like a river, our magic would be like a water wheel. As the energy flows through it, it turns and that powers a saw or a mill. We use wands, and wands act as a kind of water wheel. Elves are a little different. They can use wands, but they can also use nature as their tools. So the Elves can do just as much through a tree as we can through a wand, sometimes even more.

Now Toriun turned that magic back on itself and used it to corrupt that very nature. They created some terrible, terrible creatures and were getting ready to move. So Mordin was forced to put someone in charge of Aelyndore and marched off to protect a pass between two mountains which was the last barrier against Toriun’s armies. Here, take a look—” He glanced around to make sure that no one was watching, before unfolding a page that he must have torn out of one of the books.”

At the look on Allie’s face, he quickly added: “Don’t worry, they can grow it back if they want to.” It was a diagram of a castle with walls stretching between two mountains. Mordin died keeping Toriun’s armies from marching into our world, so I guess in the end he found his redemption.

Charlie was about to ask what happened to Toriun when Dalia arrived. He didn’t realise how worried he had been until he saw her, and the band that had been tightening around his middle disappeared.

“Dalia! What happened to you?” Thomas said.

“Are you okay?” Charlie asked. “Did you free Mr and Mrs Wyatt? How’s Impy?”

Allie gave her a massive hug.

“I’m fine. They’re all fine,” she said, brushing them off impatiently. “I will explain everything, but first, I need to borrow Charlie for a moment.”

She took his hand and dragged him well out of earshot of the others.

“Dalia, what happened?” Charlie asked. “When you didn’t arrive, I thought something had happened to you.”

“Glad to hear that you have so much faith in me. Don’t worry, I wouldn’t leave you here alone with Thomas. He gets so excited about books, he will drive you crazy.”

“So what happened?”

After I freed Mr and Mrs Wyatt, I went after the enforcers. How amazing was that cloud, by the way? It covered at least ten stories high and four blocks wide. That’s got to be some of my best work.”

“You went after them?” Charlie said. “Are you crazy? They could have caught you?”

“No, they were too angry with each other and too busy blaming each other for letting you get away, but that’s not important. After most of them had stormed off, a goblin and one of the enforcers stayed behind, and I managed to get close enough to hear what they were saying.”

“And?”

“He said that the new stock was arriving tonight and that he would be there to oversee it all.”

“What new stock? What was he talking about?”

Dalia shook her head slowly. “I’m not sure, but I followed the goblin back to the port, where he works, and after digging around, I found out that his name is Tapol Doppen, and that his shift ends in about twenty minutes, so we have to hurry.”

“Uh, why must we hurry exactly?” Charlie asked, afraid that he already knew the answer.

“So we can follow him to the meeting, of course.”

Charlie sighed. “Of course.” 

“Don’t say anything to the others or they’ll have a heart attack.”

“So what are we supposed to say to them?”

“Leave it to me.”
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At the port, a stream of workers were clocking out for the day. Most had already changed out of their work clothes and were walking with bags strung over their shoulders.

The goblins were shorter than the others and were difficult to pick out in the crowd. On top of that, Charlie had no idea who they were looking for, so he pointed out random goblins until Dalia threatened to use her mute curse on him. “I would,” she said, “But it can have the opposite effect if you use it too often. I once saw a grown man whistling like a kettle after I shot him three times in a row... or rather after some random person shot him. And by him, I definitely don’t mean one of the cooks who was acting like a pig.” She plucked Charlie’s wand out of his hand and pointed it at his arm. “I will, however, curse your arm so that it slaps you every time you breathe.”

“You can do that?”

“No, but it would be fun to learn, wouldn’t it?” Abruptly, she snatched onto Charlie’s wrist. “There. That’s him. That’s the one.”

Talking about going after him and doing it were two different things, and as they pushed through the crowd of workers, Charlie wondered if this was a good idea after all.

The goblin turned down a narrow passage, and by the time they had fought their way through the crowd to reach it, the passage was deserted. They sprinted to the entrance and spotted him between the buildings, climbing into an old carriage.

“Watch where he goes,” Dalia said, as she started back at a run, “and I’ll get the serpents.” 

“Hurry,” Charlie said.

Doppen had a heated exchange with the driver, wasting a few minutes. Wherever they were going, the driver clearly wasn't happy about it. He finally threw up his hands, and as he climbed back into the carriage, he slammed the door behind him.

They took off, and Charlie watched helplessly as the carriage, drawn by two giant turtles, dipped and disappeared into the darkness below. 

Dalia swept through the entrance, riding a serpent and leading Charlie’s along by its head strap.

“Which way did they go?”

“Down,” he said, and she took off without waiting.

In the depths of the city, the houses grew older, more neglected, with the gaps narrowing between them. Once, Charlie caught a glimpse of someone in the shadows wearing the same silver dog mask as the stranger in the Black Skull tavern, but when he looked again the gap was empty. Charlie hoped that it was just a trick of the light.

They broke through a knot of buildings and caught a glimpse of the carriage disappearing beneath them. The carriage was old and was rattling under the pressure of diving at such a steep angle. 

This far down, hobos had tied themselves to the buildings so that they could sleep outside without floating away. Gaunt, ill-looking faces stared up as Charlie and Dalia passed. Soon, even they disappeared and still down the carriage went.

The air got thinner until Charlie was forced to take deep breaths, and yet it felt as though he couldn’t draw enough air. Darker and darker it grew until they had no choice but to fall back so that Dalia could cast a light without being seen. 

The houses reminded Charlie of old ships lying on the bottom of the ocean and the blocks were completely abandoned apart from a few funny-looking creatures that scurried away from the light.

Mine shafts loomed through the haze, but even those were tiny against the bases of the massive pillars supporting the upper city. Charlie and Dalia kept back until the light from the carriage disappeared down one of the shafts.

The pressure this far down did weird things to Charlie’s ears. He stretched his jaw, and Dalia whispered that he should keep yawning to keep his ears from exploding.

The shaft was cold and narrow, and the light of Dalia’s wand reflected off the walls activating thin veins of blue light beneath the surface. As Dalia passed, the light in the walls slowly faded. After a long way, the shaft finally opened into a massive cavern.

A few lights had been set up allowing Charlie and Dalia to see the outlines of the half-finished buildings. The place was huge; a town in itself yet hauntingly quiet. An old sign hanging crooked above the entrance welcomed visitors to New Atlas.

Construction equipment, like bubble submarines, lay abandoned with doors hanging open. Many of the windows were smashed and dried blood stained the shards. Charlie was battling to breathe and not only from the thin air.

The carriage pulled up to the entrance of one of the few completed buildings. The Goblin climbed out and glanced around nervously. He had a depth finder in one hand and a wand in the other. The driver didn’t wait for the door to close before pulling off straight towards the shaft that seemed so high above them.

The goblin peered around once more before pounding on the door.

“Let’s get closer,” Dalia said. She pushed off, and Charlie grabbed her back as three more wagons, stacked with giant wooden crates, entered through the mine shaft.

“What do you suppose they’re carrying?” Dalia whispered.

“I don’t know,” Charlie said, “but I bet my socks that it isn’t full of Christmas presents.”

At the entrance, the men began unloading the cargo. There were a lot of them down there—more than enough to overpower him and Dalia in seconds.

Something moved off to the side, and Charlie squinted into the dark wondering if he had seen that or if his mind was playing tricks on him again?

A loud crash drew him back to the wagons where a large shape had broken free from one of the crates. It was wide and muscular and Charlie realised with a start that they had a troll with them.

It tried to run, but it wasn’t used to moving in zero gravity, and so it flailed its arms and legs without getting anywhere. 

The men surrounded it, jabbing poles at it that crackled with electricity, to keep it contained.

With a howl, it turned on them. Its movements were desperate—afraid rather than angry.

It ripped the polls out of their hands and slammed three of the men back. There came a flash of light, and the troll slumped forward. The men attached shackles around its wrists, and they dragged it into the house.

Charlie and Dalia watched in stunned silence long after the wagons were offloaded and were heading back to the surface.

“Why would they have a troll?” Charlie asked.

“I don’t know,” Dalia said. “Troll hide is valuable, and no one would catch them down here, but I don’t know... This isn’t a good sign. Let's get closer to see what we can find.”

“Shouldn’t we report this and get back to Thomas and the others?” This place was closing in around him and squeezing the air from his lungs. Remembering that he had seen something moving beyond the outer fringes of light, he turned slowly scanning the dark, but the place was deserted.

“And what exactly are we supposed to report? A wagon? A troll? That’s not a big deal in Atlas. And we can’t go to the enforcers with this, remember? No, we need more to go on.”

She kicked off, and he glanced up at the mine entrance wondering what to do. He couldn’t go without her—he had no idea how to create a light with his wand, and those mine shafts seemed to stretch on forever. Charlie sighed. “Wait for me.” Everything inside of him though was telling him to run

They drifted forward, keeping close to the walls. “I don’t see any lights on in there,” Charlie whispered. “Someone could be watching us, and we wouldn’t see them.”

Dalia didn’t say anything, but the strain was starting to show on her face.

They reached the house, and Dalia listened intently. It seemed quiet enough. “I’m going up.”

She kicked off towards the second floor. Pulling herself over the ironwork balcony, she carefully floated over to the window to peer inside.

“You see anything?”

She shook her head. 

With a gasp, her eyes suddenly snapped past his, and she fumbled for her wand.

All around, shapes were drifting towards them. There were hundreds of them floating out of the shadows. They were shaped like humans, if humans could be that badly malformed, with bones jutting up beneath their pale white skin. Their faces were old, and there were only holes where their eyes should have been. Charlie went for his wand and groaned when he remembered that Dalia had taken it.

“Get to the serpents. Now!” She kicked off the balcony and had covered half the distance to the serpents when the shapes closed in around her, swallowing her.

Her bag broke through the top and slowly drifted away.

Charlie shook his head in disbelief. It had all happened so quickly.

Light exploded and the creatures were thrown back. Dalia kicked up for her bag, but it had drifted too far out of reach. She was trying to get the depth finder. Hands folded around her ankles. “Charlie—” Those hands ripped her back, and her words cut off in a shriek.

Fear had locked around Charlie’s throat, and his mind told him to run; he even looked up at the mineshaft, but he chased that thought away angrily and kicked off towards the bag.

A cold hand grabbed his ankle. Filth flowed up into his leg like a cup of fat injected into his veins. His stomach turned, and through it all, voices began calling to him. They were far away, but he could make out what they were saying: “Come with us for we are one. Submit yourself. Pluck out your eyes for terrible are the things you have seen but beautiful is the way to redemption.”

He didn’t understand it, but the words were soothing and yet they turned his stomach. The bag was just out of reach. He stretched up. A finger hooked around the strap and he was wrenched back.

More hands closed around him, and the voices became louder and more aggressive. “You cannot know life but to feast on your soul. You are ours. This is the end and the beginning.”

He fumbled for the orb, and even though it was glowing, he squeezed as hard as he could to make the light even brighter. At once, the creatures scattered.

He kicked towards Dalia, and they let go of her and retreated into the dark.

“Are you alright?”

She nodded weakly. “I think so.”

“That was too close. Far, far, far too close. Come on. Someone must have heard us by now. Let’s get out of here.”

He turned to leave and caught a flash of bright green light and the shape of the goblin pointing a wand, and his world turned black.
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Chapter 37
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Light from a lantern spilt across the table, but it made little difference in such a dark room. Everything moved strangely as in a dream. Charlie could feel someone next to him with more people moving beyond that, but he couldn’t quite focus on any of them. 

He tried to raise his head, but it seemed to be made of lead. He tried, but his strength failed and his head rolled to the side. A few feet away, a man lay on his back staring up—his mouth moving silently, and his lips quivering between shallow gasps. 

Something about it disturbed Charlie, and he felt like he should run, but he was too tired. 

A boot stepped between them, and Charlie caught a smell like damp soil and chemicals. 

“He doesn’t have long,” said a man’s voice. “Have you prepared the wand?” 

“Aye, it’s ready as you asked,” came a second voice from the shadows.

“Good.” The figure lifted a wand and pressed it to the wounded man’s forehead. His back arched, he gave a final gasp and his body went limp.

Charlie’s eyes weighed heavy. He wanted to go, to run, but... His eyes burned. If he closed them... If he rested them for a second. If... The room and the voices faded.





Charlie opened his eyes and winced as fresh pain snatched onto his head and shook like a Rottweiler. He waited for his vision to stop swimming in and out of focus long enough to take in the room around him. Where was he? And what was he doing on the floor? He attempted to push himself up and remembered the creatures and the green light, and the other man on the floor... His body stiffened. 

He could barely make out Dalia, lying on her side, a few feet away. The injured man was no longer there.





Charlie tried to move his arms, but his wrists were bound with a shackle without a chain between them like those clamps that Thomas had created in the port. 

He inched his hands apart to test the bonds, and an electric shock jolted through his arms. He grit his teeth and tried again, determined to keep going. Instead of the pain increasing gradually, it hit him like he had plugged his nose into a wall socket, and someone had flipped the switch. He had to screw up his eyes so that he wouldn’t scream. “It’s going to pass. It’s going to pass,” he said in his mind, over and over again. If he wasn’t already on the floor, he was sure that he would have passed out. 

A shadow fell over him, and again his back stiffened. 

“Ah, you’re awake.” Light flared, and the Goblin’s face appeared half silhouetted against the light of a wand. 

He transferred the light to a lantern. “We were having a hard time tracking you, so it was nice of you to come to us instead.” 

He slipped a monocle into his eye and grinned menacingly. 

“Who are you?” Charlie said. Thankfully, his voice sounded normal and not at all how he was feeling inside. It was a small victory, but he would take it. “What do you want with us?”

“I thought that was obvious?” The goblin lifted the ring to his eye and peered through it.

Charlie’s eyes snapped to his finger, but of course, the ring was no longer there. He groaned. After all that they had done to avoid this; after getting one up on these guys for so long, he couldn’t believe that they had lost it all now, right before the last trial. That felt like the worst kind of failure. At least Allie and the others weren’t involved; at least they were safe. That was another small victory. 

For a moment, everything changed. The air thickened in Charlie’s lungs. He choked, and water sprayed out his mouth onto the floor. It lasted no more than a second or two, but he continued coughing well after the feeling had passed. 

He rolled onto his back gulping in as much air as he could. 

The goblin smiled. “Aaah, without the ring, you’re slowly returning to your world. That was a pocket, but it will get worse. Much worse, until, well, until you find yourself deep under a lake without a city around you at all.” 

Dalia stirred. She turned her head slowly and blinked in the goblin. “It’s you!” 

That grin returned, and he opened his mouth to speak, but Dalia didn’t give him the chance. She launched herself at him like a wild animal. Her shoulder rammed into his gut, and then the shackle kicked in, and she spasmed and hit the ground. 

The goblin was thrown back into a table, and he scrambled to steady himself before Dalia tried again. “Now, you behave yourself,” he said in a squeaky voice, “or I’ll turn up the shackle’s kick a notch, you hear me? Stay back. Stay back.” 

Dalia ran at him, screaming through the pain and cracked an elbow in his nose. It sounded like someone stepping on an egg. Charlie had never seen this side of her, but it was a pleasure to watch.  

With a flash, her body jerked, and she slumped to the floor. The goblin approached her carefully with his wand still pointing at her, and he prodded a boot into her side to make sure that she was out.  

A door opened, and a second figure entered. He was human, but without the ring, there was no way of knowing for sure. 

“I’ll take it from here.” He placed his depth finder on the table adding a little more light to the room.

The goblin stepped well back, his wand still trained on Dalia and only got a hold of himself again once he was a safe distance away. “I’ll see to the shipment.” He dabbed a finger to his nose testing it for blood. “Be careful of that one. She’s got a rotten temper on her, she does.” 

“I’ll take care of it. I know how to deal with spoilt children.” The second man was old, but he moved without any stiffness in his joints. He leaned over Dalia and pinched her arm as though testing the fat of a cow at a market. “I’ve always wanted a feygle. They make spectacular wands.”

“A what?” Charlie said.

“A feygle. Oh, didn’t you see her wings earlier? Well, I guess you wouldn’t have without the ring, but your friend is a fableman. She’s just an animal like the rest of them. She tries to hide it—to blend in, but she’ll never be anything else.” 

“A fableman?” Charlie said in surprise. He didn’t know what else to say. Not only because she was a fableman, but because she had hidden it so well. Why on earth would she keep that from him? And why would she think it mattered? He would talk to her about it if they ever made it out of this alive, but right now, that wasn’t important. Making it out of this alive was a different story though. 

“Listen, you have the ring,” Charlie said. “Why don’t you let us go?”

“And then what? The ring is useless while you’re alive. But now that I have you...” He rubbed his chin in thought. “Feygles are very rare indeed. If I can extract her essence, I can make a tidy profit.”

He moved off into the shadows, and Charlie used the opportunity to take in the rest of the room. If there was any way out, he had to find it—quickly.

The room was nothing more than stone walls with two windows and a single door. Glass cabinets lined the walls displaying hundreds of wands, and alongside that were glass tanks with people floating inside. His eyes settled on one, and he was surprised to find Bertha floating inside. 

“Bertha,” he said before he could stop himself. “What’s she doing here!”

“Ah, yes.” The old man looked back at the tank, fondly. “The troll. Beautiful isn’t she?”

Beautiful? Charlie thought that was going a bit far.

“Trolls make some of the strongest wands, especially for blunt force. You can level a town with a troll half her size. Yes, she is magnificent.”

“How did you find her?” 

“This one found us. We followed reports of a truck veering out of control, in your own hometown, as it turns out. I hear you had something to do with that.”

“What?” How could he possibly have known that? Dalia and Madam McKinnon were the only ones who knew. Could they have mentioned it to someone else? Then again, he supposed news like that could spread easily enough. It wasn’t a secret. Charlie’s eyes slid to the other tanks. “What about them?”

“Oh, fablemen are easy enough to find. You only have to step outside the city, and there’s a world full of them. It’s finding the right ones that is a little more tricky.”

He came back into the light, carrying a wand. “You can’t see any of them, but we have all sorts of different species here. I call this my menagerie.” He gestured proudly like a ringmaster at a circus. “If only I knew what you were. But never mind. We’ll find out soon enough.”

The air thickened again, not only in Charlie’s mouth, but all around him, and he clamped his mouth shut and held his breath until it passed. He noticed a thin sheen on his skin like he was sweating, but that was no sweat. A bead of water ran down his face. He had to do something before the world around him disappeared entirely. 

“So you—you kidnap fablemen and use them to make your wands? Is that what this is about?” 

Charlie tested his bonds again, and pain shot through his arms. He tried to ignore it as Dalia had, but his arms began to spasm, and still, he couldn’t move them more than a few inches apart. 

“Precisely, and your friend is going to look beautiful in my collection.” He held up the wand and began muttering a spell over it. As he did, a light burned through the wood like iron heating in a forge.

“Look, we brought you the ring,” Charlie said, desperately thinking of a way out of this. He forced his hands apart, fighting back the pain. “Let her go. I’m the one controlling the ring. You don’t need to kill her.”

The old man laid the wand aside like a surgeon preparing his tools. He moved slowly to the centre of the room and, extracting his wand, tapped a large stone disk on the floor. Light burned down the centre, and the two halves slid apart opening into a crudely dug shaft that was even darker than the corners of the room where the lantern couldn’t reach. 

From inside came a clicking noise, like something was waiting for them down there.

“What is that?” This time Charlie couldn’t hide the fear in his voice.

“That helps the fablemen lift their veils. We wouldn’t want them changing back into a human and ruining the spell, now would we?” 

“How exactly does it keep them from changing back?” he said, slowly, sure he didn’t want to know. 

The man smiled.

“So—so that’s why you wanted the ring?” Charlie was throwing out anything he could think of to buy some time. If he could keep the man talking, perhaps he could think of a way out of this. “You want to take the trials. You want—you want to—”

“I don’t care about the trials, Boy. Don’t you see? There are magnificent creatures lost to us that only existed in that ring. You faced them so you must have seen death’s gates. To harvest its essence, to have that much power inside of a wand would turn the wielder into a god. Do you know how much that would be worth! Three of the doors have already been sealed—three of the creatures lost to us already.” His face twisted in anger. “A feygle doesn’t make up for it, but she’ll have to do.” 

Dalia groaned. She lifted her head, her long hair hanging over her face, but she didn’t have the strength to lift it any higher. “What’s happening?”

The old man pointed his wand, and she rose into the air. From deep in the pit that clicking became more frantic, more excited like it could feel her drawing closer.

“Charlie. Charlie.” She struggled against the invisible force but it was useless. 

Charlie hauled himself up. He had to do something. “Leave her alone,” he shouted. His vision whitened, and he shook his head forcing the feeling aside. He would rip the old man’s throat out. 

With the first step, his leg gave way, and his knee smashed into the stone tiles. He covered the second on his hands and knees. There came a click, and pain shot through his leg as though it had snapped out of his hip. His head hit the tiles, and still, he pushed on. He screamed through it, with his face dragging above the floor, but all he could think about was reaching Dalia.

The old man simply ignored him which made it even worse. Charlie was throwing everything he had into helping Dalia, but it was like trying to lift a truck off of someone while helplessly watching their life squeezing away.

Dalia’s cries were like glass in his head. He had to help her. He had to!

He reached the table in the centre of the room and pulled himself up onto his knees. 

The old man slid Dalia above the opening. She fought and kicked, but there was nothing to kick against.

“Stop. Please stop,” Charlie screamed. Tears squeezed onto his cheeks. “I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you.” 

He tried to lift the chair but it was too heavy, he couldn’t lift it more than an inch off the floor.

“What are you going to do? You going to hit me with that?” The man spat. 

“Not you,” Charlie said. He grabbed the edge of the table and pulled. It tipped, and the depth finder slid off onto the floor, and the light shuddered. 

Charlie raised the leg of the chair above it, and the old man lost his smirk. 

“No.” He threw out his hand and Charlie slammed the chair down as hard as he could. It wasn’t hard but the depth finder was soft, and it split open. The light spilt out across the tiles and quickly faded.

“Fool,” the old man shouted. Within seconds, black shapes began appearing at the windows. “You don’t know what you’ve done. I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you!” He started for Charlie, and the back door burst open in a shower of blue sparks. 

The old man spun around as a second figure entered the room. It was the man wearing the silver dog mask that they had seen in the Black Skull tavern and again at the bottom of the city on their way down to New Atlas.

The old man snarled and turned his wand, and the curse around Dalia vanished. She dropped. Her legs went into the hole, her stomach hit into the side, and she threw out her hands to stop herself from sliding in. 

“Hold on. I’ve got you!” Drawing the last of his strength, Charlie threw himself at her. He got his hands around her wrists as she fell. Pain burned up into his arms. His shoulders popped and then his elbows but he wouldn’t let go, not this time. He screamed, but he couldn’t fail her. 

Light flashed around the room. One of the wand cases exploded scattering smouldering wands across the floor. Blue light hit the old man launching him across the room into a wall. His eyes rolled back, and he slid limply to the floor. 

The man with the mask pocketed his wand and ran over to help Dalia. He grabbed her arm and pulled, and they fell back in a heap on the floor. He threw back his mask to catch his breath, and Charlie almost dropped over in surprise. “Braden,” he said. “What are you... How...”

The creatures were flooding in through the open door, and Braden fumbled with his pocket to extracted a depth finder. Charlie couldn’t tell if it was the one that they had lost, or someone else’s, but either way, he was glad to see it. Braden thrust it out, and the creatures retreated. 

“I knew you two were up to something, so I’ve been following you. Good thing too from the look of it.” He tapped his wand to Charlie’s shackles, and they clicked open. Immediately, the pain left. 

The old man drew a ragged breath. He blinked in the room and Braden and the wand lying on the floor at his feet. He dove for it, and Braden flicked his own wand, casually. 

The man froze mid-jump, his hand outstretched. Braden directed his wand, and the man slid along the floor stopping above the hole, and his eyes grew wide. “No, no, no,” he said. “Don’t do that. I’ll let you go free.”

“I don’t think you’re in any position to let us do anything,” Braden said. “So tell me, this wand business. You were going to create one out of these two jokers?”

“No, I was only trying to scare them. I would have let them free. I swear.”

Braden glanced over at the dozens of wands lining the wall. “Like you let all of them free?”

“No. It’s not like that—”

“Well, look, I’m not exactly objecting,” Braden said. “Dalia can be rather annoying at times, and she’s set on the whole potions thing, so turning her into a wand may make her a little more useful.”

“You see my position,” the old man said, enthusiastically. Look at all the wands around you. I’ll cut you in. I’ll give you twenty per cent of all my profits. No, thirty per cent. If you want more, I’ll give you more.” He glanced down into the pit.

“Who are you working for?” Braden said.

“I’m not working for anyone.”

“Braden flicked his wand, and the man dropped a few inches.

“Sir Edmond Ambrose of Faranog,” he shouted.

“You’re lying!” Dalia shouted. “It can’t be. He’s been friends of Aelyndore for decades. We’re allies. He wouldn’t betray us.”

“Oh, he betrayed you alright,” the old man spat. “He told us all we needed to know to find you and kill you. He’s the one who told us about the troll, and that you were nothing but a filthy feygle. He doesn’t care about you. He doesn’t care about Aelyndore. They’re a means to an end. What he cares about is power.”

“What does he want with the wands?” Braden said.

The old man’s lips tightened stubbornly. “That’s for him to say.

“Look,” Braden said, “if we’re going to be working together, then I need to know what I’m getting into.”

“You want to work for us?” His face turned red with anger. “Then kill the girl. I don’t care if I get a wand out of her. Just drop her into the hole and allow the darglot to rip her apart.” His voice rose in a frenzy. “I want to hear it tearing her apart. I want to hear her screaming. She, a filthy fableman, daring to walk in the halls of the pure. She doesn’t belong with us. She belongs in the lower city, where she was born. Now kill her! Do it!”

Braden blew out his cheeks. “You know, she can be annoying at times, and boy does she have a mouth on her. You must hear some of the things she says to me. It’ll curl your whiskers. But, I’m kind of fond of the little puppy. You on the other hand...”

He dropped the wand, and the old man fell. He caught onto the side screaming. “You friend of an ogre. Think about what you’re doing. Think about the power you can have.” 

“Are you afraid?” Braden asked.

“Get me out of here.” He kicked his legs but couldn’t get any traction.

“I said are you afraid?”

“You fool. You coward. I’ll kill you. I’ll tear you apart.”

“Yeah, he looks afraid.” Braden flicked his wand, and the man disappeared into the hole. There came that clicking sound and then the screaming began. 

“Well, I guess I can now tick off making someone afraid from my festival of three list... And playing a trick on someone.” He began counting them off on his fingers. “That’s two. He really thought I would work for him. What a git. And I saved you. I guess that means I did something nice for someone. Wow, I’m glad that obligation is over for another year.” 

He tapped Dalia’s bonds. “We should probably get going. I imagine they’re not going to be too happy when they find this lump at the bottom of the shark tank. So, are you not going to heap praises on me?”

Dalia snatched up Charlie’s wand. “I had it under control.” 

“What about the others?” Charlie said. “I can’t leave Bertha. As much as I want to.”

“They’re not fully aware of what’s happening. Moving them will be too dangerous. They’ll probably tear each other apart before we are two blocks away. We finally have something to go to the council about though. We’ll seal this place off, and the council can send someone down here to rescue them.”

“What about Ambrose?” Dalia asked.

“Oh, I’m looking forward to having a little chat with him as soon as we get back to the palace.”

“We need to be careful,” Dalia said. “He knows his way around a wand. He is the duelling champion after all, and we don’t know how many apprentices are working with him—besides Taslyn.” She shook her head sadly. “I can’t believe we’re having this discussion. It seems unbelievable.”

Braden nodded grimly. 

The air thickened again, and again Charlie held his breath, but it lasted longer this time, and he gulped in a lung full of water. He fell onto his knees, choking and spluttering, and when it finally passed, he lay there for a long time gasping on the floor. “What’s wrong with him?” Braden asked.

“They took his ring,” Dalia said. Atlas was slowly disappearing. The walls seemed almost ghost-like. 

Braden pulled the ring out of his pocket and forced it onto Charlie’s finger. “I met a goblin out in the hall as I was coming in, and he was carrying it with him.” 

The air thickened, but as the ring touched his finger a warm light spread through his body like he was stepping into a bath. The walls solidified around him returning to how they had always been. Charlie shut his eyes and breathed until he felt lightheaded. He didn’t realise how much he appreciated air until it was gone. He also felt more alive with the ring on, like he was waking up from a dream. Dalia had said the same thing that first day at the palace, and now he knew how true it was. This certainly was the real world.

Braden helped him to his feet. “We need to get out of here so that I can seal this place off.”

As they were leaving, Dalia shouted for them to hold up. She ran back in, there came a burst of light, and one of the glass cabinets shattered spraying glass beads across the floor. 

“What are you doing?” Braden asked. “Didn’t I do a good enough job of wrecking this place?”

“It’s their fault that I haven’t got a wand.” She ran her finger across the rows stopping on a delicate wand that seemed to be made of pure crystal. “Now this is beautiful!” She shoved it into her coat, took a few steps towards the door, then ran back and stuffed as many more into her cloak and pockets as she could carry. She also took the wand that they had prepared for her, as evidence, but she couldn’t stand to be near it, so she gave that to Braden to carry. 

They found the goblin wrapped in vines and hanging upside-down from the ceiling in the hall. He kicked and writhed, but the more he struggled the tighter the vines wrapped around him. 

“Here’s the little fellow I ran into on the way in,” Braden said. “You should have heard the language when I tied him up. Someone ought to wash his mouth out with a soap spell.”

That set the goblin off spewing all kinds of venom at them. 

“Remember what I told you about the mute spell?” Dalia said, to Charlie. She casually pointed her new crystal wand at the goblin. “Silentium, silentium, silentium.” 

His eyes grew wide. There came a pop, and steam billowed out of his nose along with a loud whistle. 

His face twisted in rage, but all that came out were more whistles and steam like a very angry train. 

“There’s a box out back,” Braden said. “We’ll pack him in it and bring him along for the ride so that he doesn’t run as soon as our backs are turned.”





Dalia was quiet as they made their way up through the city. 

“Are you okay?” Charlie asked. 

“Fine,” she said, and then sighed. “I guess you know my secret now.”

“You’re a fableman?”

Dalia nodded.

“Like me.”

She nodded again.

“Well, I guess you’re in good company then. Me and my rump are both A-grade fableman.” He smiled. “Dalia, it doesn’t change who you are. You know that, right?”

“I know, but the people here don’t see that. I’ve tried my whole life to cover it, and it wasn’t good enough.” She lowered her voice. “Why do you think Braden has never been interested in me—romantically? I got so irritated with him when he first arrived, that I let my defences down for a second, and he saw everything. From that moment, he changed. And that’s how everyone is. As soon as they know, they treat you differently like you’re tainted.” 

“How did you get into all of this then?”

“I was born in the lower part of the city. I don’t remember much, but my father was a drunk, and my mother didn’t have the energy to care for us, and so she lay in bed all day. We didn’t have any food, and my clothes were falling apart, and I was eventually shipped off to an orphanage, which is where I met Taslyn. One day, a rebellion broke out in the city, and a mob stormed the orphanage to take whatever they could get their hands on. I don’t remember much, but I remember these grown men and women running through the rooms carrying off beds and bookcases and anything they could get their hands on. 

This was part of the turf wars between the eastern part of town where we stayed and the west.”

“What was the war about?”

“I don’t even know. It was some kind of unrest with the fablemen, but something happened and they set fire to the orphanage, perhaps to distract the enforcers, I don’t know. But we were an easy target. When Aelyndore arrived, there wasn’t much left. I don’t remember much beyond the fire, but apparently, when Madam McKinnon found us, I had a group of children behind me and had somehow created a shield to block off the fire. 

It took them almost half an hour to douse the flames so that they could reach us, and when they did, Madam McKinnon took me and Taslyn in. 

She had to alter the records to say that we were from the upper city because fablemen are not technically allowed to study magic.”

“What about Thomas? Was he in the fire as well?”

Dalia shook her head. “He was older, so my father had sent him off to work in the plantations. Madam McKinnon tracked him down a few weeks later and brought him back as well. It had been so long, I didn’t even remember that I had a brother.” She sighed. “So there you have my sad little story. But what does it matter? A boar in a dress is still a boar.” 

“I know this probably won’t mean much,” Charlie said, “but I think you’re amazing. I mean, the way you kung-fued the goblin back there. That was one of the coolest things I’ve ever seen. And the way you care so much for people that you’re miserable for days if you can’t save them all. That’s pretty special, and if they can’t see that, well, that’s their loss. You’re always welcome on our team.”

“No. Next time I’m finding out which team you’re on, and I’m keeping far, far away. You have a habit of turning my life upside-down.” She laughed and rubbed his arm. “Thank you, Charlie. That means a lot. And by the way, you were also pretty spectacular back there. You saved me from falling into that hole.” 

“I guess we make a good team then, don’t we?” Charlie said.

“We do. We really do.”
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The grounds were dark, with a few lights burning in the windows of the palace. 

Dalia stood at the gate, staring up the drive. “So, what’s the plan? Are we just going to go in there and throw the wands at his feet and hope he comes quietly?” She had a lot of history with Ambrose and was battling with this the most.

They hadn’t said much on the train ride back to Bonburry, and when they did, they avoided the palace and what would be facing them when they got back as though avoiding it might make it go away.

Thomas spent the trip enchanting the pile of wands for their final trial—whether to help them or to keep his mind on something else, Charlie couldn’t say, but he was grateful. Thomas knew more than Dalia, and his spells could give them the edge that they needed in the final trial like it had against the cloud monster, and right now, Charlie would take any edge he could get. As soon as the next trial started, he’d be happy to fire a spell at the closest door and fly straight out again. If history was anything to go by, the next trial would be the worst, and they had already stretched their luck as far as it would go.

Braden stared ahead resolutely. “We need to speak to Ralph and Councillor Foulin. Domenix will be itching to go head to head with Faranog, that’s a given, but the Elves may not be so happy especially if it means siding with Domenix. They don’t seem to like each other.”

“Okay, you speak to Ralph,” Dalia said. “I’ll speak to Foulin on behalf of Aelyndore. I’ll make sure he knows this isn’t about Domenix but doing what is right. You know, if your friends knew how to behave, we wouldn’t have to convince him.”

Braden spread his hands innocently. “I’m no longer even in Domenix, remember? This isn’t on me.”

“Come on, enough now,” Thomas said. “We’re in this together. I’ll speak to Madam McKinnon, and we can meet in the landing off of her tower and confront Ambrose together. We don’t know how many he has loyal to him, so we need to be careful. This could get ugly.”

“Right,” Braden said, blowing out his cheeks. Let’s do this.”





The hallways were deserted. Charlie could almost feel the tension radiating from the cold stone walls. The houses were now keeping to their wings, far away from each other. From what Dalia explained some of the houses would do anything to get one up on the other apprentices.

They reached Eldian’s wing and walked into the last person they wanted to see. 

“Dalia?” Taslyn said, in surprise. “Listen, I need to talk to you.” 

After all that had happened, after the flight from the palace, and the trials, and their constant brushes with death—after being hunted by the enforcers and captured by the goblin, Dalia wasn’t in the mood for talking and especially not to Taslyn. 

Without a word, she slipped the bag off her shoulder and swung it as hard as she could. It hit Taslyn’s face with a satisfying thud, and Taslyn crumpled to the floor. She pressed a shaking hand to a cut on her forehead and looked up in wide-eyed surprise and fear.  

Dalia drew her wand. “You were like a sister to me. I trusted you. I gave you everything, and you spat it all back in my face. You betrayed it all to Ambrose and for what? Money?”

“Dalia, I can explain. No, Dalia. Wait.” Taslyn scrambled out the way, as Dalia’s spell exploded off the tiles. Grit and pieces of stone sprayed up.

“Please, Dalia. Wait.”

Dalia grabbed Taslyn by the hair and twisted back her head and forced the wand down her throat. When Dalia spoke, her voice was dangerously cold. “Why?” was all she said.

Taslyn heaved. “I sent you the note.”

“What are you talking about?” Dalia withdrew her wand, and Taslyn coughed as she pressed a hand to her throat. “I sent you the note that night I met Ambrose in the hall. I knew you would hide in the fireplace, so I made sure that we stood close enough for you to hear everything.”

Dalia’s hand tightened on her wand. “Why? To rub it in my face? Because that’s all I’m hearing at the moment?”

“No, I wanted to warn you. I wanted you to be safe, and that was the only way I knew how.”

Dalia’s eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you just come to me then?” 

“I couldn’t. Ambrose was tracking me. After we arrived, I overheard him talking about the ring, and what he was going to do to get it from you. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He’s tough as nails, but I didn’t think he was violent.” Taslyn drew her knees up hugging them.

“He must have set up a ward, because he was talking, and then he stopped and yelled that someone was listening. I almost freaked out. I turned and ran, but he sent some men after me. I don’t think I would be here today if he caught me, I really don’t. I know the palace pretty well, so I could avoid them, but I swear, while I was heading through the servant’s passages, I thought I was going to have a heart attack. I managed to get back to my room and get the blankets over my head just as they entered. I think they were going from room to room to see who was missing, so I kept my eyes closed and hoped that my breathing wouldn’t give me away.” She pressed a hand to her heart as though reliving those moments. 

“They eventually left, but that was the most frightened I’ve ever been. I don’t think I slept the whole night. I held my wand ready and stared at the door in case they came back.”

“Did he know it was you?” Dalia asked.

“I don’t think so, but he knew it was someone from Faranog. No one else would have been able to get close enough. But he changed. He’s always been intense, but after that, he became abusive. He put people on us to watch our every move. He monitored every letter that came in or out. It was like we were prisoners, and he just kept getting more and more paranoid. I had to ease his mind before he snapped, but I also didn’t know how else to get a warning to you. As I said, he was monitoring our mail, so instead of sneaking one past him, I did it in plain sight. I sent him that note and cloned a copy to your diary. He can catch the note, but unless he tracked it specifically, he wouldn’t know I had sent it to you as well, and I was hoping he wouldn’t think that far ahead. Why would he?” 

Taslyn dabbed the back of her hand to the cut on her head and inspected it for blood. 

“I tried to get him to leave his room at seven sharp to meet me in the base of the eastern tower, which is the closest point to your room. I prayed that you’d get there first and that you would keep out of sight. I knew you wouldn’t just show up, not with a letter like that and not during the craziness that is the trials. Once we arrived, I spelt out everything I knew hoping that you’d be listening from the fireplace. I didn’t even know if you were there, but after word came that you and Braden and Thomas had fled the palace, it was like a weight had lifted off my shoulders.”

Tears squeezed onto her cheeks. “Dalia, you don’t know what it’s been like over the past few days. I’m so scared. I didn’t know who to trust, or who I could go to with any of this. He came into my room the one night with enforcers to read my mind. I honestly thought he was going to kill me. He knew something was wrong. If not for Madam McKinnon’s lessons, I don’t think I would have held him out for as long as I did. All that kept me going was knowing that he couldn’t get to you. It didn’t matter what he did to me, you were safe, and I wouldn’t have been able to give you away, because I didn’t know where you went. I probably could have guessed.” She gave Dalia a flat look. “But I didn’t know for sure.”

Dalia stared back in stunned silence. “I—I didn’t know. I thought—oh my goodness, I’m so sorry!” She dropped to her knees and threw her arms around Taslyn’s neck. “I can’t believe you did that for me.”

“Of course. You’re my little sister, even if it is by only a few days. I would give my life for you, you know that.”

“And look what I did to your head. I’m so sorry.” She ripped out her silk kerchief and dabbed it to Taslyn’s forehead. “I feel bad now. I’m so, so sorry that you had to go through that for me. I just didn’t know. But Tas, what are you doing here? Won’t you be in trouble? How did you get away?”

“Ambrose is scared. Something happened in Atlas that has him spooked. I don’t know what it is, but he’s getting ready to run, which is the only reason I could slip away. I came here to find Councillor Foulin to tell him what had happened, but he wouldn’t listen. He said these were serious accusations, and he wouldn’t entertain them without proof. I was on my way back wondering what I should do when I ran into you and... yeah.”

“We brought one of Ambrose’s men,” Dalia said, excitedly. “A goblin. It won’t take much to get him to talk. You just need to poke him hard enough, and he’ll spill his guts. We also have the wands.”

“That’ll take too long. As I said, Ambrose is about to leave.”

“You need to try again then,” Dalia said. “Find a way to convince him.”

“What about you?” Taslyn asked.

“I’m going to make sure that he doesn’t leave.”

“No, I can’t let you do that. He’s a duelling master. He’ll kill you. Let me go.”

“No. You’ve done more than enough, my goodness. It’s my turn now. Besides, I’ve got Charlie. I’ll use him to block the incoming fire.” She squeezed Charlie’s hand playfully. “Braden’s rallying Domenix and Thomas is getting Madam McKinnon. They should get here at any minute.”

“They’re not the only ones you have,” came a voice from behind. The butler walked through the entrance into the hall, followed by a group of servants. One of them was as wide as two men, and he was carrying a keg of brandy under one arm and cradling the biggest hammer Charlie had ever seen in the other.  

He patted his hammer. “Been waiting a long time to dust Betty off again. She’s been getting lonely these last few years.” He shook his head like a dog shaking off the water and growled excitedly. For a moment his skin rippled grey and stiffened like a rhino’s.

“Thomas told us what happened,” the butler said.

“Monroe,” Taslyn shouted, excitedly and ran over to hug him. “You’re a welcome sight. Thank you so much for coming. We need all the help we can get.” 

“Of course.” He patted her back stiffly. “I never liked that Ambrose character. Especially because he stole one of the best from us. I trust this means we’ll be seeing more of you?” He pried her off and shook her hand instead.

She laughed, and Charlie couldn’t believe how much he had missed that laugh of hers. “You may just be stuck with me for a long time after it’s over. I don’t think Faranog will survive this.”

“You’re coming back to Aelyndore?” Dalia shrieked, excitedly.

“Well, I’ll have to speak to Madam McKinnon first of course, but I’m sooooo ready to come back.”

“Right,” Monroe said. “How’re we going to do this? I’ve sealed off the magical doors in and out of the palace. The only ways out now are through the regular, boring ones.”

“Perfect,” Dalia said. “Come with me. We’ll wait in the garden to block them in case they try to leave. This won’t be easy. Ambrose knows his way around a wand.”

“You don’t need to worry about us, Miss Dalia. We use wands all day to get our chores done and then at night again in the pubs. When some of those good folk get a bit too much inside of them, they tend to say things that they shouldn’t. These lads are good. Aiken’s right terrifying.”

The big man grinned through his massive beard. He was certainly enjoying himself.

“You don’t know how pleased I am to hear that,” Dalia said. She turned back to Taslyn. “Right, once you have convinced Foulin, meet the others at the base of Terror tower, and please hurry. We’ll hold them back as long as we can.”

Taslyn drew Dalia into a hug. “Be careful.” 
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Once outside, Monroe began issuing orders to his men like they were preparing for a banquet. “I’ll set up the alarms,” he said to Dalia. “If they step into the garden, we’ll know about it, but we could do with a bit more cover.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Dalia said.

While Dalia took off for the greenhouse, Monroe pointed his wand at the ground. As he chanted, something huge rumbled by Charlie’s feet, pitching up the soil as it passed. On it rumbled towards the gate, and three more headed for other parts of the grounds. 

Dalia returned a minute or two later with a wheelbarrow full of jars and potting soil. She handed it off to Aiken. “I need you to pour it out in a long line with gaps for us to move through if we need to. I haven’t been able to use my potions in the trials, but it’s time to show Braden exactly what they can do.”

“Aye aye.” Aiken saluted. He really was in a good mood.

Charlie watched with interest, as she prepared the potions. She was fast, but precise like she had done this many times before. Once she was done, she poured the thick green liquid out over the lines of soil. She extracted a seed from her pocket and kissed it, “for good luck.” 

She held it up to Charlie’s lips so that he could kiss it as well for “double luck.” 

His lips brushed her fingers, and he knew after that, whatever happened tonight, he could die a happy man.

She stretched out her hand. “Alright, stand back everybody.” 

As the seed hit the ground, the earth exploded, and vines as thick as Charlie’s leg twisted into the air. They spread along the sand trail, stretching the full length of the garden. It grew over the fountain and crushed Eldian’s entrance. 

Dalia directed an apology towards the elven wing of the palace. 

Up the vines grew, forming into a wall at least ten feet high. Charlie didn’t think a tank would get through that, nevermind a spell.





A high pitched shriek, like something dying, rattled through the grounds. 

“That’s the gate alarm,” one of the servants shouted. “Behind us. They’re coming in from behind.”

The men scrambled for whatever cover they could find. Dalia’s wall protected them from the house, but their backs were exposed. As they ran, dozens of smoke trails blasted through the gate. 

Spells exploded from both sides, lighting up the yard. The enforcers hit the ground firing.

There was an explosion of light, and the ground sprayed up throwing one of the servants back. 

“Take cover,” another shouted to Dalia. He ran for a barrel, firing bolt after bolt. A bolt hit the barrel, burning up the wood and scattering the iron bindings. He yelped and ran in the opposite direction.

Aiken pounded his hand against the head of his massive hammer. With a mighty cry, he charged transforming into a rhino type creature as he went. Bolts bounced off of him. He swung his hammer into the ground sending a shockwave through the group of enforcers. 

“Protect Aiken,” Monroe shouted. The men ran forward, their wands outstretched. When Monroe moved he seemed to flicker in and out of existence like time moved differently for him.

Aiken swung his hammer. There was a loud thwap and a crackle of energy, and a man in a black coat was thrown at least two hundred yards into the air, disappearing over the roof of the palace like a golf ball.

Charlie used the few spells he knew, and while some of his spells fizzed out, he got some good shots off. 

Dalia blasted an enforcer with a mute curse. He flicked his wand, moving his lips, but nothing happened, and one of the servants took him down.

Once again, the alarm sounded, but this time from the direction of the palace. 

It seemed to be coming from a molehill of sorts. Whatever creature was in there, it could probably sense the vibrations under the earth.

Ambrose and at least ten apprentices broke free of the palace, running and firing. They peppered Dalia’s wall with enough firepower for some of the shots to get through. 

“We can’t face both sides at once,” Dalia shouted. Some of her men turned to face the new threat giving the enforcers a chance to regroup. 

One of Dalia’s men was hit in the chest and he stiffened as though frozen in a block of ice. 

Another was hit in the leg knocking him to the ground. 

Aiken was wreaking havoc through the enforcer’s ranks, but he was taking too much fire. He stumbled to his knee and tried to get up, but as more bolts pounded into him, his strength finally gave in, and he collapsed to the ground.

The enforcers turned on the servants, picking them off one by one. 

Dalia dropped behind the fountain. Concrete chipped off of the statue above her showering grit into her hair. 

She fired back, but it was coming too quickly, and the enforcers were getting closer.

The top of the statue fell over smashing onto the paving. The fountain was collapsing around her.

Charlie had managed to get behind a short wall that led into a lower garden. It was a good place that would cover both of them, but she was under too much fire; she’d never make it.

Before his mind could stop him, he scrambled out of cover, firing bolt after bolt. As he ran his muscles tightened, and his skin thickened into grey hide like Aiken’s. He realised his veil had lifted, but he was too focused on reaching Dalia to fully understand what that meant.

The fountain exploded. An enforcer raised his wand. Dalia fell back in terror, and Charlie slammed into him with the force of a charging bull. The enforcer smashed into the barrier of vines twenty feet away and landed in the dirt, out cold.

Charlie threw himself over Dalia. Spells hit into him, and each felt like a punch to the ribs. Over and over they came until his vision whitened. He screamed through the pain, but he wouldn’t let go.

It took him a while to realise that the pummeling had stopped, and he turned back carefully, expecting the enforcers to be standing around him with their wands pointed at his head, but instead, what he found playing out before him would go down in the Charlie Archives as the most glorious moment of his life—just under seeing Dalia that first night in the garden, of course.

Thomas’ stone dogs had smashed through the gate and were tearing through the enforcers. One had an enforcer in its jaws, shaking him like a rat, while the other ran them down like chew toys. 

Thomas swooped overhead flying a smaller version of the stone eagle that had carried them to Atlas. 

To the left, Domenix were spreading out from the palace, firing bolt after bolt, followed closely by Eldian, with Taslyn and Councillor Foulin leading the charge. 

Alarms were going off everywhere.

Dalia threw her arms into the air, screaming in excitement and then threw them around Charlie’s neck. “Thank you. I’m going to owe you so many times once this is over.”

The dogs ran rampant through the enforcers, finally breaking their lines, and what was left of them turned into smoke and disappeared back out the gate.

Thomas landed alongside Dalia. “How’s that for an entrance?”

“That was the entrance of all entrances. You, Bug, were amazing.” 

Suddenly, the ground began to vibrate. Dalia’s vines shot up like those sea—monster’s tentacles, twisting into the sky. 

Charlie scrambled out of the way as more exploded out the ground in front of them. 

Miles above, a vortex opened in the sky, and the vines stretched towards it. 

“That’s not part of your potion, right?” Charlie said to Dalia.

“No. I don’t know what that is.”

They looked at each other coming to the same conclusion. “The final trial!”

“You need to get up there,” Thomas said. “Quickly.” 

A bolt of energy exploded against a vine inches away from his head. He dropped to the ground, cursing. Faranog was still putting up a fight. “Here, take the eagle? Have you got the wands?”

“Right here.” She patted the bag.

Charlie felt a knot the size of a football developing in his stomach. After his fit of rage, his flesh had returned to normal, and his hands shook, as he realised how badly that could have ended. 

Thomas helped her onto the eagle’s back, rattling off the last of his instructions. “Use the wands to create a diversion if you can. They’re not much, but they’ll keep you alive long enough to get you out of there in one piece. Don’t worry about anything else. Just get out of there as quickly as you can. Don’t even try to fight whatever comes after you. Are you listening? You must leave as soon as you can.

“What about Charlie?” Dalia asked.

“I’ll get him up after you. Go. Go.”

Dalia kicked off. The eagle stretched out its wings and they shot up into the air. The vines around her were growing faster than she could climb, and she swooped from side to side to avoid them. 

“The gate’s drawing too much magic,” Thomas growled. “I’m an idiot. I should have seen all of this coming. You can’t reach that far into the past, over such a long time, without causing chaos. Come on, Dalia,” he urged.

A vine knocked into the wing, and the eagle was thrown to the side. Dalia leapt off, catching onto one of the vines, and the eagle spun away. Someone was going to wake up with a hole through their roof. 

Dalia caught onto the vine, but she was slipping. She couldn’t hold on for much longer.

“We have to help her,” Thomas shouted. 

“I have an idea.” Charlie took a deep breath. He ran and jumped and caught onto one of the vines as it twisted up out of the ground. The floor fell away, and he screamed. Up into the air, it grew, with Charlie clutching on for all he was worth. “Dalia,” he shouted. He was approaching her like a train. He realised this was a stupid idea. Still, he held on with his legs and one hand and stretched out the other towards her. 

As he passed, she jumped, and he snatched her into his arms. 

Far below he could see Domenix and Eldian surrounding what was left of Ambrose and his followers. The enforcers were either captured or had fled.

Charlie turned his eyes to the doorway above them. They were speeding towards it drawing closer and closer. The world turned white, and they were through.  
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Charlie shook his head to clear it. Once again, he found himself sprawled out on a stone floor. Gongs shook through the stone and up into his chest. All around him, men in full armour trotted past carrying swords and shields and bows.

There came a loud pop, and Dalia appeared sprawled out alongside him. Charlie scrambled to her. “Dalia. Are you okay?”

“I think so.” She blew a strand of hair out of her face. “Good catch back there by the way. I wouldn’t have been able to hold on for much longer. So where are we?”

It looked like a courtyard surrounded by stone walls and towers stretching high above them casting the courtyard in shade. Mountains rose to either side with the walls closing the gap between them.

“No way!” Dalia snatched onto Charlie’s cloak. “Isn’t this Mordin’s castle? Remember that picture that Thomas had? It protected a pass between two mountains. Those are mountains. This is a castle! This must be it.”

“I think you’re right. He took in the magnificent keep stretching so high it seemed to bend over them. “It’s a lot bigger than it looked in the picture. Look at the size of that tower. Not even Rapunzel could grow her hair that long. The prince would need a trampoline to reach it.”

“Who? What are you going on about?”

“Never mind.”

A man in black armour walked past, drawing on his gauntlets and shouting orders as the soldiers headed for the walls.

A soldier ran up alongside him offering a salute. “My Lord Mordin, the archers are ready, and the catapults are almost in place.”

“Good,” Mordin said. “Today they’ll be hammered against our anvil.”

Dalia’s jaw hinged open, and she began shaking Charlie by his collar. “That’s—that’s Mordin. That’s actually him.” She giggled in excitement. 

He must have been in his late forties with long black hair streaked with white and tied back. His irises were gold like drops of honey, and his ears stretched up through his hair like a fox. “He’s a lot cuter than I imagined,” she said.

Charlie screwed up his face in disgust. “Oh, get a grip, please.”

“I never knew he was a morok.” She laughed in delight. “The greatest man in history is a fableman. That’s something the history books conveniently overlooked.” For a moment, her face changed. Her eyes slanted like a cat’s and wings folded out from behind her. A glow seemed to cover her. It lasted but a moment and was gone, but in that moment, Charlie had never seen anything as beautiful.

“What?” she said looking at him suspiciously. 

He realised he was staring and quickly looked away clearing his throat. “Nothing. I’m just—I’m surprised he was a fableman, that’s all.” 

“Come on.” Dalia jumped to her feet and pulled him up with her. “Let’s see what’s happening up there.” 





On the battlements, men ran past shouting to each other to move and get into position. The land beyond the wall was different with scorched grass and trees as though a meteor had torn through them. Smoke drifted up around the field. The ground glowed like cinder, and ash carried on the wind. Then there were the creatures—thousands of them—tens of thousands of them like wolves melded with people. They stretched out as far as the eye could see painting the land black.

The smile slipped from Dalia’s face. “Charlie. We can’t fight that.”

“What are those things?”

Dalia shook her head slowly.

“Drusks,” one of the soldiers offered. “Nasty brutes. As strong as two men and quick as ferrets. I’ve never faced more than three and that’s with half a dozen good men at my side. Hell, I’ve never seen more than a dozen of them at once.” He kept his eyes trained ahead, but his forehead creased in concern. 

Horns sounded beyond the walls. Far away at first, and then more took up the call until the stones shook with it. 

The drusks raised their crude weapons and roared drowning out the horns and sending a cold chill down Charlie’s spine. The men on the battlement stiffened. Armour creaked as they readjusted the grip on their weapons. 

“Ready the catapults,” Mordin shouted. Banners rose into the sky, unattached to anything. 

The horns turned from a long drawn out note to five short blasts, and the creatures dropped to all fours and charged. 

“Fire!” Mordin thrust his wand forward. Above the soldiers, the arms of the catapults swung into the air. Balls of light arced across the sky leaving trails of smoke behind them. 

The ground exploded, showering earth and bodies and breaking holes in the ranks. Those holes were quickly swallowed by more warriors. 

“Arrows,” Mordin called. The banners turned black. A thousand bows cracked, and arrows filled the sky. 

Spellcasters, with green cloaks over their armour, stood between the soldiers. They raised their wands, and light exploded joining the arrows like tracer fire. 

“What are we supposed to do here?” Dalia said in a panicked voice. “There must be a hundred guardians already. What difference can we make?”

Charlie worked moisture back into his mouth. “At least—at least the walls are high,” he managed. And then the drusks hit, and the wall didn’t stop them; it didn’t even slow them. They ran up it like they were on flat ground. 

“Swords,” Mordin shouted. His words were all but lost in the noise. Fire caught the edges of the banners rippling up them without consuming them. 

With the sound like a bucket of coins pouring out onto the floor, thousands of men drew their swords. They raised their shields and snapped their visors down. And then the first of the drusks topped the wall. 

Men swung and drusks fell, but there were so many of them. There were so, so many. 

Charlie hoped the soldiers were good enough to keep it up.

“We have to do something,” Dalia said. She had to shout to be heard. She dropped her bag to the floor and began digging through the wands. “Light. Fire. A blocked nose. Urgh, these wands are useless!”

Charlie pulled out a wand with a smiley face drawn on it. “What is this again?” Couldn’t Thomas have come up with a better system for marking the wands? He used a mountain for a shield spell and a bird for a flash bomb. Charlie knew he should have jotted some crib notes on his hand.

The line in front of them broke. A soldier stumbled back clutching a cruel-looking spear to his gut and the creatures poured over the wall. Dalia blasted one off his feet. It disappeared back over the parapets.

Without time to think, Charlie thrust out the wand with the smiley face. Light exploded, and the creatures floated into the air. They were snarling and swinging their weapons, but soon they were higher than the towers and growing smaller and smaller. Soldiers fell in closing the gap, and Charlie and Dalia were left hyperventilating. Charlie scratched out two more of those wands and patted them into his top pocket. They could come in handy.

Screeches sounded above the noise of the battle.

“Incoming,” someone shouted. 

Hundreds of flying creatures, like small dragons, swept down towards the wall. 

Mordin shouted something, and the flaming banners spun like tornadoes. The guardians raised their wands, and their cloaks split into wings. They rose into the air, as the dragons hit. Light and fire exploded above them. A dragon fell spinning into the parapet. Men threw up their arms as stone showered over them. 

The drusks were many, but Mordin’s men held them back, if barely. 

According to Thomas, these were the best soldiers in the kingdom, and by the way that the guardians fought, they were also handpicked and better than any Charlie had seen at the palace.

“Watch out,” Dalia shouted, as the soldiers were driven back into them. Charlie tried to scramble out the way, but his boot slid in a pool of black blood and he fell onto his back. An axe smashed into the floor inches from his head, and he managed to blast the snarling drusk back with an Oblitirus spell. That was too close. 

He got to his feet as the next wave of drusks hit the top of the wall. 

Charlie got off two more shots before the soldiers closed in around him, and he was forced back. 

With so many men, he couldn’t risk using his wand in case he hit one of them.

He glanced around for a doorway or something else that they could escape on when the horns started up again. 

Through the men, he could make out a creature at least three times the height of the drusks and four times as thick. It seemed to be made from the mountains themselves, and worst of all, it was heading for the keep.

“Catapults,” Mordin shouted. “Focus on that thing. I want it brought down before it gets anywhere close to us.”

The catapults fired, and light exploded against the creature again and again. but with each hit, it seemed to grow a little bigger.

Charlie pushed his way back towards Dalia. “What is that thing?” he shouted.

Dalia was staring at it in disbelief. “It can’t be?”

“What? What can’t be? What is it?” 

“Charlie,” Dalia said, slowly. “Mordin was killed fighting a golem.” Her eyes turned slowly to Mordin, and she pressed a hand to her mouth.

Mordin thrust out his wand. Red lightning hit the golem, covering it, boring through it. Abruptly there was a flash, and Mordin was thrown back. 

Men ran to help him. “Cease fire.” Mordin got unsteadily to his feet, looking rattled. “Stop the catapults. It’s somehow absorbing the magic. Stop firing,” he shouted.

It had grown to almost the height of the wall.

A few yards away, it dropped its massive shoulder and charged. The battlements shook under the weight, and Charlie had to snatch onto the railing to keep his balance. It stepped back and charged again and again. It then turned its attention on the door. It put its massive fingers in through the bars of the portcullis. With the sound of twisting metal and crumbling stone, it ripped out the gate as though it was made of soft clay. It held up the pieces, and they seemed to melt into its arms. And still, it grew. 

“Get the men into the courtyard,” Mordin shouted. “They’re coming through the door.”

With two punches, the iron strapped door broke loose from its hinges and slid across the courtyard taking a few men with it. It came to rest at the far end halfway up the back steps.

The men scrambled to form a line, as hundreds of drusks streamed in through the opening. 

Both armies slammed into each other like two waves colliding, and Mordin’s men were driven back. More and more drusks pushed through. There were too many. 

These things could climb like lizards, so once they broke through the opening, they swept around the walls cutting off those soldiers on the battlements from those in the courtyard and quickly surrounded the army. 

Through it all, the golem continued ramming the wall. Cracks spread through it, and large sections of the wall began breaking off. Each time a section fell, the creature would punch its fist into the rubble to absorb it, and still, it grew until it could stare down the soldiers on the battlements. 

“They’ve cut us off,” a soldier shouted to Mordin. “We cannot hold both sides at once.”

Mordin shut his eyes and raised his wand in a long incantation. 

As he spoke, the wind picked up. The clouds grew a dark green and began swirling around him catching his cloak and hair. 

He thrust his wand down, and the clouds dropped, and the dead from both sides rose. 

As drusks fell to their blades they too rose to join the swelling army of undead. The creatures tried to fight back the tide, but against an enemy that couldn’t die, they didn’t stand a chance.

The spell was taking its toll on Mordin though. His legs gave way, and his men ran to support him. Still, he called for more power—more and more. 

His army of undead broke through the gate and spread out along the outer wall. “Get the men off the battlements,” he shouted through grit teeth, and the generals had to drive the men back towards the stairs. 

“If we don’t get to the courtyard before his power gives, this is over. Go. Go. Get off the wall. Now.” 

Soldiers streamed for the stairs, pulling Charlie and Dalia along and carrying them in the tide. Charlie shouted for her and reached for her hand, but there were too many men between them. 

Instead of fighting her way towards him though, she aimed for the side. 

“Dalia. Dalia! What are you doing?” 

She broke through and dropped her bag onto the parapet like she was preparing to take on the army of drusks by herself.

Charlie cursed. “They had to get to the courtyard. He didn’t even think the soldiers at the back would make it.” He put his head down and forced his way through towards her. “Dalia, what are you doing? We need to get out of here.”

Mordin’s power gave out, and he collapsed to the floor. His army of undead dropped with him, and the drusks quickly covered them. 

She drew out two of the wands. “This better work,” she shouted.

With a blast of light, a shield formed over the entrance as the tide hit. “Get me the other ones, Charlie.” She threw the bag to him. “It’s not going to hold.”

“Thomas made those to protect you,” Charlie said. “Speaking of which, we need to go.”

“Forget that,” Dalia said. “I’m not leaving them to die.”

“This isn’t real, remember?” The golem hit, and the wall trembled which sure felt real enough. 

More cracks spread across the battlements. “Dalia we have to get off. It’s not going to hold.”

“Just get me the wands. If I don’t hold them back, neither of us are going anywhere. 

She had a point. He scratched through the bag looking for the wands with the mountains drawn on them. He found one and she added its strength to the others, but even so, the shield was failing. Holes formed in it with light leaking from those holes. 

Her hands trembled, as though the wands were drawing the power out of her. She screwed up her face under the strain. 

They had to get off the wall. They had to get away from this trial. He had to find a way to convince her.

The shield splintered apart, and drusks began getting through, but at least Dalia had given the army the few minutes that they needed to get their men positioned at the gate.

The golem stepped back and swung its fist throwing all its weight behind it. 

Mordin and his generals were crossing over the gate at the time, and the wall shattered under them. 

Charlie snatched the smiley face wand from his pocket as the wall gave way swallowing the men in the falling rubble.

Light exploded from his wand, and it all froze. He had never tried holding a spell before, and his energy drained out like someone had pulled the plug. “Dalia, I can’t hold it!” He fought it, but it was so heavy. His arms shook with the effort. 

Dalia screamed for Mordin. Light surrounded her, and wings folded out from behind. She leapt off the battlement with her wings spread out, and she soared towards him. He was all but hidden under the falling rubble. She snatched his cloak and pulled as hard as she could. 

Charlie dropped to his knees, struggling to hold the spell. 

Mordin broke free, Charlie’s arms collapsed, and the rubble showered onto the scattering army below.





The castle had two courtyards each surrounded by an imposing wall, and Dalia carried Mordin to the inner wall. At least that still stood. 

Below, in the courtyard, men fell back, and drusks streamed in. With so much of the outer wall in pieces, the golem had doubled in size and now reached the height of the towers.

Mordin’s guardians had captured the skies and began concentrating their attacks on the ground around the golem hoping to upset its footing. It was an altogether useless exercise. 

Dalia landed next to Charlie, transforming back into herself. 

“How is Mordin?” Charlie asked. 

“Not good. We got him out, but he was still crushed in the rocks.”

The golem grabbed the tower and snapped it free. Chunks of the tower as large as cars crumbled to the ground. Mordin’s men sealed themselves behind the inner wall, but they wouldn’t last—not once the golem reached them. 

“It’s over,” Dalia said, sadly taking in the devastation below. Tears spilt onto her cheeks, and she drew a shuddering breath. “Urgh.” Her face twisted in anger and she threw one of the wands as hard as she could. “These things are useless. They’re useless.”

“Let’s go. At least Braden can’t tease you about your potions anymore—not after what happened in the palace. Perhaps you can even work on that alchemy potion and buy the palace outright. Technically, that would make them all your servants, right?”

She looked at him with her eyes widening. “Charlie, you’re a genius.” 

“I am? Why?”

“Alchemy.” She drew out a bag and shook it open, and the surface hardened into a metal cauldron.  

“I don’t follow,” Charlie said. 

“Alchemy,” she repeated. 

“You’re going to turn it into gold? But that didn’t work...”

“Exactly.”

He remembered her failed experiment and suddenly saw where she was going with it. “It turned the rock to sludge. If we can’t stop it from the outside, by blasting through it—” 

“We can stop it from the inside,” she said, completing his sentence. 

The golem was tearing into the outer wall, while most of the drusks kept well out of its way, but not all. Some of the stupid ones scaled the side to pick off the last of the survivors. Only a few dozen soldiers remained, and they were bunched together back to back. 

“Just keep these things off me,” Dalia said.

Charlie drew his wand. 

Drusks topped the battlements. 

“Oblitirus,” Charlie shouted, blasting one back. It spun off the wall disappearing into the hoards below. 

“Oblitirus, Oblitirus, Oblitirus.

Hurry up. There are too many.” More and more were pouring over the sides. They hit into the soldiers, scattering them.

“That’s it,” Dalia shouted. 

Charlie tapped the floor with one of the inanimate wands. The cracks widened, the parapet folded into clumsy beetle wings and the section under them broke away. 

They rose, and the drusks leapt. Dalia swung the cauldron knocking two off their feet, and Charlie kicked another in the face, as it tried to climb up. 

That knocked loose one of its hands. Dalia trampled on the other and it howled all the way to the ground.  

The golem got bored with the towers and started towards the inner wall.

“Get me closer,” Dalia shouted. 

Charlie was battling to manoeuvre the hunk of stone. It was like steering a ship with his elbows. He slammed into the tower wall knocking Dalia forward. 

“Charlie! This isn’t the time to inspect the towers. You need to drive properly.”

“I’m trying but this hunk of rock wasn’t built to fly.” They passed low between the golem and the wall. High above them, it grabbed the battlements and pulled. 

Rock showered over the edge. 

“Hold on.” Charlie pulled up sharply, as a section of the wall’s outer curtain crumbled. Two or three more hits like that and the golem would be through. 

Dalia tossed the cauldron, and it disappeared into the dust and debris below. “This better work,” Dalia shouted.

The golem absorbed the rubble and then turned its eyes onto the battlements. It raised a fist, and soldiers scattered out the way.

Black veins like cracks appeared along its arm and up into its neck.

Its fist slammed into the wall and shattered. Black sludge sprayed out over the soldiers. 

The cracks spread into its legs. One of its legs gave way, and it crashed face-first into the wall and slid down.

A cheer went up from the battlements. 

With their faith renewed, they hit back, hard, and drusks toppled off the walls.

Mordin’s guardians joined in the assault raining down chaos on them. 

Charlie remembered New Atlas, and the old man preparing a wand to capture Dalia’s essence, and he suddenly had an idea.

“Here, take the reins—wand—whatever.” He handed the wand to Dalia and dropped to his stomach. “Get me close to that thing.”

“Why, what are you doing?”

“Trust me,” he shouted. He dug through the bag looking for the wand. It must still be there. She had kept it for evidence and wouldn’t have had a chance to hand it off before the trial started.

“I hope you know what you’re doing.” 

“Not really,” Charlie said. The old man had prepared it for her. Charlie didn’t know if this would work, but he had to try.

The golem was dying. Black sludge burst out of its middle. It screamed with a sound like fire blasting through a tunnel. 

Charlie stretched out his hand. The wand connected, and power drew up into it—power like he had never felt before. The wand shuddered with it; the whole world seemed to shudder, and as Dalia swept up, he wondered if that was a wise thing to have done. 

The creature exploded beneath them, and as they reached the top of the wall, they saw something that they hadn’t seen before: a door of light in the middle of the courtyard. 

“We did it,” Dalia screamed. “We passed a trial. We totally kicked butt!” She threw her arms around Charlie, and then to his amazement and pleasure, pressed her lips firmly into his. It felt like all the air had been sucked out of his lungs. The kiss seemed to last forever, but it was probably just a few seconds. Still, as she pulled away, he felt the lingering pressure of her soft lips against his. He would feel that for a long, long time. 

They landed in the courtyard, and Dalia took his hand. “Let’s do it. Let’s get out of here.” She turned for one last smiling look around the keep. 

Mordin was propped up against the wall. He was barely holding on, but he was alive because of them. Physicians were doing what they could, but by their expressions, it wasn’t good. Dalia’s smile faded, and her hand tightened on Charlie’s. 

“I haven’t been able to save anyone, but I can save him.”

“You have already.”

“No, once we’re through, it’s over. He dies here in this place. That’s how Mordin’s story ends. But what if we take him with us?”

“Can we even do that?”

“I don’t know. Come on.” 

Dalia pushed past the physicians and heaved Mordin’s arm over her shoulders. “Help me,” she shouted.

“Hey, what are you doing?” one of the physicians shouted.

“I’m saving his life.”

“Put him down, immediately. You’ll kill him. Stop. Guards.” He turned to the courtyard, screaming for help.

“Oh boy.” Charlie drew his wand and pointed it at them. “Go. Go.” He helped Dalia with Mordin, and they backed up towards the doorway. He’d now have to add kidnapping to his adventures or misadventures with Dalia. A group of soldiers noticed what was happening and started towards them with their swords drawn. 

“Come on, come on,” Charlie urged. His voice sounded like it had been switched with Allie’s again, and Mordin was as heavy as an elephant. 

They reached the door, and as their world turned white, Charlie took one last look at a place he hoped he’d never have to see again. 

The horns were sounding the retreat, and Mordin’s guardians were far away and growing smaller, as they trailed the drusks, raining devastation down from the sky. In the inner courtyard and all along the wall, the soldiers were throwing up their swords and pounding their shields and celebrating their victory. And then there were the physicians screaming blue murder.





“Will Mordin ever be able to use the ring again while we’re alive?” Charlie asked. 

Dalia shook her head. “Not until you die.”

“Good. And to make sure no one else ever comes after you again...” Charlie drew the ring off his finger, and before Dalia could protest, he thrust back his arm and threw it as hard as he could. It disappeared through the doorway and the world turned white.
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Chapter 41
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The door opened directly into the palace grounds. Dalia laid Mordin in the grass and screamed for someone to help them. 

His breathing came in shallow gasps, and his skin looked grey and waxy. It seemed to take forever until the doors burst open, and people came running down the stairs towards them.

They did what they could for him. He was already out his armour, but they cut off his shirt and performed some basic spells to stop the worst of the bleeding. They carried him back into the palace, and Dalia was left in the wake of silence staring after him. 

She pressed her head into Charlie’s shoulder, looking thoroughly exhausted. “Do you think he’ll make it?” 

“I hope so,” Charlie said. That was all he could offer.

“We have some good physicians amongst the five houses, but he’s so badly injured... He can’t survive so much and then die like this... That wouldn’t be fair.”

She was capable and strong, but right then she needed someone to hold her. Charlie pressed his head against hers and they stood in silence for a long time.

Thomas appeared at the door, looking rattled. “Dalia! The servants said that you were back.” Grinning, he ran down the stairs towards her.

“Don’t sound so surprised.” She wiped her eyes and laughed. He seemed to have that effect on her.

“No, I mean, I knew you would make it back, of course, but I’ve been wearing a path up and down the drive waiting for you. I went in for a jacket and, of course, that’s when you decided to arrive.” 

“Yes, I timed that exactly. I don’t want people thinking that we know each other.” She squeezed his hand playfully. “So, what happened to the roof?” 

Charlie followed her eyes, but without the ring, he couldn’t see what she was talking about. Everything was back to how he remembered it. It was back to being the old and decrepit manor in grounds that hadn’t been tended in years. 

Without the ring, he would probably never get to see it all again, and it struck him that this terrible and strange and strangely incredible journey was over. The thought choked him up, and he had to remind himself that he was never really one of them to begin with.

“Oh, that,” Thomas said, looking guilty. “It happened during the fight. I think a fableman drove a motor car into it or—or something. It certainly wasn’t the fountain, because I would never try to inanimate something that was so obviously top-heavy.” He cleared his throat. “As you can see, they’ve disapparated most of the debris, but you left the garden in a mess, you know that? Aiken was complaining like a mottle duck with its legs tied together, even from the hospital wing, but we haven’t gotten round to fixing the roof yet. Don’t you think they should leave it though? It would be nice to have a sun deck.”

“Yes!” Dalia said. “I’ve always wanted a sun deck. You know how plants love those things. I was running out of space in the greenhouse, and—”

“Oh, Dalia.” Thomas shook his head. “Why can’t you be interested in boys and tanning like a normal fableman teenager?”

She pulled a face at him. 

He threw his arms around her and kissed her forehead. “I’m so glad you made it back in one piece. So what happened? On the way over here the servants were running around like peckels with paint on their tails.”

Dalia looked at Charlie wondering where to even begin. She started from when they left the others and kept going. The more she spoke the higher his eyebrows climbed. 

Together they started for the palace and they spoke all the way inside. She told him of the keep and the banners and the soldiers, describing everything in detail, and now and again, Charlie broke in to add something that she’d missed.  

In the reception lounge, Thomas fell into a chair in a daze. “You saw Mordin’s keep? You actually saw it?” 

“Yeah, and I forgot to tell you, Mordin was there as well.”

“Say what?” Thomas spluttered. “You just forgot to mention that?”

“I’m sorry.”

“What was he like? Did you speak to him? What did he look like?”

“Oh, he was nice. And cute—even for an old guy, but that’s not all.” Dalia inspected her nails as though already bored with the conversation, but her eyes were sparkling “We took part in his final battle.” 

That was too much, and his eyes narrowed suspiciously. “No, no, no. I think you’re lying to me. There is no way—absolutely no way. You’re telling me that you, Dalia, fought alongside Mordin. The Mordin. Like, not Mordin the greengrocer from Belglop. I mean, ‘Mordin’ Mordin.”

“We did one even better than that,” Dalia said. “We brought him back with us.” 

Leaving Thomas choking and spluttering, she grabbed Charlie’s hand and directed him towards the door. “Got to go. Charlie’s got to get home.”

Thomas leapt to his feet. “Now wait a minute,” he roared. 

Dalia turned back laughing and filled in the rest of the details. Charlie had never seen Thomas that excited. He kept asking the same questions over and over until even Dalia was exhausted from telling it. She eventually refused to tell him any more until he explained what happened at the palace after they left. 

“Well, nothing as exciting as that, but after you left, it didn’t take long to surround Ambrose. He’s good but not alone against three houses. 

Most of his henchmen abandoned him after the fighting turned, and it didn’t take long to round them up either. One had climbed into the stables and Bleak had cornered him. You know how curious she is of people she doesn’t know. The poor guy was terrified. So naturally, we left him there for last. 

Hey, so you’re not joking about Mordin, right? I know the festival of three is over, but this isn’t a trick, right?”

“We really have to go now,” Dalia said. “Charlie has to get home before his mother sends out a search party, and I have to rub it in Braden’s face that my potions worked when spells couldn’t.”

Outside at the gate, Charlie and Dalia stood there delaying the goodbyes as long as possible. 

Charlie gave her the wand. “Here, I think you should have this. It’s full of golem mojo which should make it the most powerful wand in existence. Naturally, it’s wasted on me unless I stumble back into your world and accidentally blow up a few more busses.”

“No, we certainly don’t want that,” she laughed. She turned it over in her hands, considering. “It is beautiful and I can feel its power, even holding it like this, but”—she shook her head sadly—“I can’t. That wand was meant for me. I don’t think I could bear the reminder every time I look at it. No, here, you keep it.” She pressed it into his hand and closed his fingers around it. Her hands were so soft against his, and she kept them there longer than she should, and for the first time, Charlie didn’t blush. It felt right somehow.

“So, I guess I’ll see you around,” Dalia said. 

“Right. Sure.” He pulled his hands away quicker than he meant to. “I’ll see you around.” Why did he do that? He thought of taking her hands again, to make up for it, but he wasn’t sure how she would react. 

She was staring at him with those large, beautiful eyes, and he wanted to lean over and kiss her. He wanted to so badly, but he lost his courage and instead put out a hand to shake. She smiled and took his hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Charlie Pratt.” She was grinning, and he felt like an idiot. 

“I’ll see you around.” As he walked back, he felt her eyes on him, and he wished he had the guts to run back to her and throw his arms around her, but he didn’t and instead walked home suffering in silence.





Now that school was starting again, he would have plenty of reason to walk past the palace. Perhaps he would get to see her again. 

He spent the rest of the trip back thinking of all the things he could have said to win her over, and he imagined what it would have been like to hold her hand, and to kiss her again, and properly this time. 





He was given another chance later on in the holidays when a letter arrived from Madam McKinnon summoning them to her office.

Charlie had to sneak out, since he was grounded for the rest of his natural life and then probably when he was dead as well.

Aunt Patty had stormed out shortly after they left for Atlas, and she vowed never to return while “that hooligan was still living under the roof.” So it wasn’t all bad news. 

The bathroom flooded after Braden left the tap on, and the way the world balanced itself out was by exploding the toilet, while she was relaxing on it with a crossword puzzle. 

There wasn’t any proof, but she blamed Charlie for the whole thing. She decided he must have somehow dropped a firecracker down there, and there was no convincing her otherwise. She remained as dignified as she could with bits of toilet paper in her hair, while his mum mopped her down while trying to explain that he hadn’t been home for hours. 

Apparently, Aunt Patty searched the entire house from top to bottom and even sent little Carlos Correia up the tree to see if he was hiding up there again. Oh, what he would have given to have been there that night. 

His mum didn’t know what to think about it all, but she was upset that Charlie hadn’t come home for a few days; not because she feared for his safety, but because he had left her to clean up the mess, and so she’d missed back to back episodes of ‘The Dallas Heartbreakers Club.’ 

He felt so loved.

Three days had passed since he had last seen Dalia, and they spoke all the way up to Madam McKinnon’s office, catching up on normal things for once. 

Dalia had acquired a new plant that climbed out its pot at night and killed other plants. She was fascinated with it. 

Aiken, the massive gardener, was officially back at work and spending more time sleeping in the wheelbarrow than doing actual work which drove Dalia nuts. 





Madam McKinnon was waiting behind her large desk when they entered, looking very stern indeed. “Please come in. Take a seat.” 

She tapped her pen to the table, studying them for such a long time, that Charlie started playing with his fingers so that he didn’t have to meet her gaze. She had a way of making him feel like a child being scolded, even when he hadn’t done anything—or anything deliberately.

“So, we’ve all but concluded our initial investigation into everything that happened—and I mean everything.” She drew off her glasses and glared at Dalia. “Why on earth didn’t you come to me right away and tell me about the ring instead of running away to Atlas to try and solve it on your own? You could have been killed.”

“How did you—” Dalia made an irritated sound. “Braden. I’m going to kill him. I told him not to say anything.”

“Do you really think that you could keep something like that a secret? And if you must know, Braden didn’t say anything. It was Thomas. He decided that it was no longer in his, or Aelyndore’s best interests to hide it, and I have to commend him for that, although he will be serving penance for what he has done. And I have half a mind to get you to join him. You should have come to me.”

“I know,” Dalia said, miserably, “but I couldn’t get Thomas into trouble. Please don’t be too harsh on him. He didn’t mean anything by it.”

“That was foolish, Girl. Really, really foolish, and bringing Mordin back into this world... I don’t even know where to begin with that one. He doesn’t belong in our time. Everything he knows—everyone he knows and loves is gone.” 

“I didn’t—I didn’t think—”

“No, you didn’t.” She sighed. “That said, I spoke to him yesterday—”

“How is he? Is he okay?”

“Oh, he will live, but the council is in an uproar over it. They don’t know how to respond or even how that was possible. We’ve never had anyone bring anything back from our trials. It goes against every scientific and magical principle we know.”

“I’m sorry,” Dalia said. “If it makes you feel any better, we destroyed the ring, so it can never happen again.”

“Well, that is at least one good choice you made in this whole affair.” 

Madam McKinnon tapped her desk as though wondering where to go from here. “Look, I spoke to the council, and they have agreed not to punish you or Thomas directly for your involvement with the ring, but I’m afraid they were unanimous in their decision to fail you on your trial.”

“What? But I didn’t even take them—”

“Exactly. You didn’t take your trial, and so how do you expect to pass them? We can’t simply hand out commendations for good intentions, no matter the circumstances.”

Dalia tried to argue, but Madam McKinnon raised a hand for silence. “Without the council’s approval, there is no way to award you the ring, and I’m afraid their decision is binding. But, I did speak to Mordin, and he insisted that I give you this.” She slid a small metal snake trinket across the table. 

“What is this?” Dalia touched it carefully.

Mordin told me what you did; how you saved his life and sealed the gate, and how you defeated the golem.”

Dalia’s eyes shot up excitedly. “He saw all of that?”

“Indeed, he did. And since he is the founding elder, not only of Aelyndore but also the council, as well as the highest-ranking official, he simply overrode their decision.” Madam McKinnon looked scandalized. “Not only did he pass you, but he awarded you a commendation for bravery, for your level-headedness and one for your solution that destroyed the golem.” 

Wait, three commendations!” Dalia shrieked. “Are you telling me that I’m now higher ranking than Braden and Thomas put together?”

Madam McKinnon didn’t look at all impressed. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.” Dalia threw back her head and laughed.

“There’s something else; that ring isn’t a normal guardian’s ring. When Mordin was alive, or let me correct that, in the past, Mordin built up an army handpicking the best spell weavers that he could find. When he invited someone to join him, he handed them one of those trinkets. He isn’t building up an army, but he wants you to have that as a symbol, which makes you the last of the house of Mordin.”

Dalia’s smile faded, and she touched the snake carefully and with much respect. 

“There’s still another matter we have to deal with.” This time she turned to Charlie. “We cannot understate the role you played in all of this. You were as much a part of that victory as Dalia was. If not for you, Dalia wouldn’t be alive and neither would Mordin.” She slid another one of those snake trinkets across the table. 

“We can’t honour you as one of the last of house Mordin without welcoming you into the house of Aelyndore as well. But that’s not the only reason we are extending an invite to you. You showed composure in the face of danger and loyalty not only to house Aelyndore, going over and above all that was asked of you but also to your friends. With the right training, you can become a great guardian, and for that, you are most welcome among us. Your training will begin as soon as we have sorted out the mess that Faranog left behind.”

Charlie glanced at Dalia, who was bouncing with excitement for him.

Charlie didn’t know what to say. He stared open-mouthed, until his brain fired again, and then he couldn’t stop thanking her. He would get to see the palace again and the elves and even the little goblins shaking their fists at him, but that wouldn’t matter. He had been accepted into this strange world—he was now one of them, and that was the most wonderful feeling in the world. He decided, as soon as he had the opportunity, he would visit Belglop again, and this time spend as long as he could looking through every shop and trying some of that auto bubbling bubble gum he’d seen.

“Well?” Madam McKinnon said, gesturing to the trinkets.

Taking a deep breath, Dalia tapped the snake to her finger. It curled around it forming into a ring. For a moment it glowed white, as though connecting with the magic inside of her, and then it slowly faded to silver. 

“We did it. We actually did it.” She splayed her fingers, proudly inspecting the ring. 

“Here, let me do yours.” She took Charlie’s hand and slipped it around his finger. Like hers, it glowed white, and all around him, he heard those voices whispering again. 

“Well done. You deserve that,” she said, proudly.

The room transformed, but what really caught his attention was Dalia. She was glowing, and her wings had spread out behind her.

“Your veil,” Charlie said. 

Dalia smiled. “I don’t think I need to hide it anymore.”

“Congratulations,” Madam McKinnon said. “And Dalia, for what it’s worth, you did Aelyndore proud. The first time I met you, in the, uh, you know—”

“Don’t worry. Charlie knows about my past.”

Madam McKinnon nodded. “When I found you protecting those children in the orphanage, I sensed a greatness about you.” She smiled, proudly. “You truly carry the spirit of Aelyndore. You both do.”

“Thank you.” Dalia reached out and squeezed Madam McKinnon’s hands.

So what’s happening with Faranog and Sir Ambrose?”

“I’m afraid this runs a lot deeper than just Ambrose. He could never have enlisted the enforcers without the help of somebody in the council, and right now, we have no idea who it is or how many are involved.”

“But why did he do it? It’s not like there’s a shortage of wands.”

“He’s not talking, but from what we can gather, those wands were never meant for the houses. Those were meant for the fablemen of Atlas. Something is stirring, and we don’t yet know what it is, but if they’re arming the fablemen, we cannot pretend that everything has been resolved. I’m afraid this is only the beginning. We’re going to have to be watchful, like never before. But whatever they’re planning, we dealt a massive blow to the heart of their operation. You all dealt a massive blow.”

“Oh my word,” Dalia said as the news sank in. “So what’s going to happen to Ambrose now? I’m still battling to get my head around it all.”

“He’ll be tried and sent to The Tower, and Faranog is finished. You won’t believe how many of their apprentices have applied to join Aelyndore, and not only from Faranog but all over. Next year we’ll have to reopen the student wing. I’m afraid, you’re no longer going to be the only young lady of the palace.”

“Aelyndore is getting more students?” Dalia laughed in delight. “We’re actually getting more students!”

She hugged Charlie then ran around the desk to hug Madam McKinnon as well. “Oh, I can’t believe it. I guess that’s what happens when Mordin himself arrives on your doorstep.”

“News of Mordin hasn’t spread to the other houses, Dalia. People are coming because of what you did.” Madam McKinnon’s expression hardened. “I think they’re looking for adventure, but I am going to keep you far too busy for that. Do you hear me! You, Mr Pratt over here and that brother of yours won’t have any time to get up to anything, and Braden—well, let’s not even get started with him.”

Dalia laughed and had to wipe the tears from her eyes. “I’m going to have little house friends. This is so exciting. We have to get everything ready.” She clapped in delight.

“There’s plenty of time for that,” Madam McKinnon said. “Right now though, you need to enjoy your time off. Go on holiday, get some sun. Your skin is looking dreary.”

Dalia sighed. “You’re sending me away, and at this of all times? I guess you’ve decided to punish me after all.”

“Yes, and you’ll thank me later when you’re elbow-deep in work. Go on. Get out my office—the both of you.”





They walked slowly to the gate, and this time when Charlie left, he kissed Dalia’s cheek, and she smiled as she watched him go. 

As soon as she was out of sight, he threw his hands in the air and danced like a mad thing. 





School started again the next day, and Allie met Charlie at his place, as usual, and climbed in through the window. They walked together talking about how different this term was going to be. She was gushing with excitement, and it didn’t take long to ferret it out of her. 

“So, after you left, Braden wanted to talk to me. He said I wasn’t bad looking, and if I wanted to get a drink with him sometime, he wouldn’t say no.”

“How romantic,” Charlie groaned. If Sir Charles Pratt the third ever said that to a woman, they would ram a boot up his nose. It was so unfair. “So when are you going?”

“Oh, I’m not,” Allie said. “It was like one of those moments where you see everything clearly, and so I told him the truth; I told him that I liked someone else. You should have seen his face. I don’t think anyone’s ever said that to him before.”

“So, who is the lucky guy?” Charlie asked, but he didn’t have to. He knew the answer already. She was holding the boar pin that Thomas had given her in Atlas, and her thumb had been rubbing it since they left.

“I think he feels the same way about you.” 

“I think so too.” She bit her lip excitedly. 

It was a perfect way to start the new term. Charlie thought about Dalia, and his stomach did weird little things. It was a wonderful feeling. 

Unfortunately, his newfound elation didn’t last much further than the bridge.

“Charlie Pratt, you good for nothing so-and-so,” came the last voice he wanted to hear. Bertha was standing in the middle of the street rolling her neck. “I ain’t forgotten what you done, you hear? I’m going to turn you inside-down and upside-out, you hear?”

Charlie and Allie looked at each other, thinking the same thing... “Run!”
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I would like to extend a special thank you to all the readers who have left comments and reviews and shared your thoughts on social media. Customer reviews are the life-blood of any novel; it’s how book sites decide which books to promote to other potential readers, and it allows me, as an indie author, to get the word out there. If you enjoyed the book and haven’t left a review, please consider doing so today. 

https://www.amazon.com/Fableman-Brad-Carsten-ebook/dp/B07J2M2JNZ?





If you would like to be the first to know about future promotions or when the next book is coming out, please head over to:





https://fableman.bradcarsten.com/JoinUs.html





And now stick around for a preview of Fableman and the Four Watchmen, Book 2 in the Fableman series. 
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Fableman and the Four Watchmen (Book 2 Preview)
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Four mice found a pearl of great price. 

We cannot show anyone, said the first, for the great wolf watches over us, and he shall take our treasure and devour us. 

But what shall we do, cried the second, for his eyes roam East to West and North to South.

So the first petitioned the sun to retreat so that they may hide the pearl in the dark, and the sun granted his request, and darkness settled over the land.

The second mouse cried that the wolf’s eyes would pierce the dark, and so he rolled the pearl in mud to get rid of the shine. 

The third reminded them that the wolf had a keen sense of smell, and would surely sniff it out, even if it was dull, and so he dug a great hole and buried the pearl deep beneath the earth where rot and decay would cover its scent.

The fourth reminded them that the wolf’s sharp claws could surely dig far deeper than all of them combined, and so he rang a leper’s bell, turning that which was evil for good and that which was good to evil.





-The unfinished tale. Author: unknown. Date: unknown.
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Chapter 1
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Lightning cracked overhead, and rain drummed against the windows, rattling them. Candles flickered in the hallway from a draught blowing in under the giant front door. The servant, Lydia, left a trail of water as she strode ahead of Dalia through the deserted hallways, her lantern casting shadows back and forth across the marble tiles.

“I don’t know who he is,” Lydia was saying, “but he said that it’s urgent—”

“And he was injured?” Dalia said.

“That he was, m’lady. He could hardly stand, and he looked frightened. He kept glancing around, as though the dark one himself was on his tail.”

“And he didn’t say anything about why he came here of all places?”

“No, m’lady, nothing—not a peep. He just said that it was a matter of life and death. It’s all very strange if you ask me. I didn’t want to bring him into the palace, not with him so wet and full of mud, but we took him to Aiken’s Hut to dry off and warm himself by the fire. There aren’t many who are fool enough to start trouble with Aiken keeping an eye on them.” Aiken was a large, lazy cretin who was supposed to look after the garden but spent more time sleeping in his wheelbarrow than tending the plants. With magic, the garden didn’t need all that much tending, and they had a team of gardeners, but still, it grated Dalia’s nerves whenever she saw him. He was as much a part of Aelyndore as the old stone walls though, and Lydia was right, the man was loyal and would put himself in harm’s way to protect any one of them.  





Aiken’s hut stood out in the sprawling gardens away from the palace. A narrow pathway twisted between the giant oaks that must have been there for over two hundred years, towering above them like the titans. At least the trees blocked out some of the rain. 

For someone who called himself a gardener, the area around his hut was wild and untidy. Old broken buckets, cracked pots, and other half-finished contraptions lay discarded in the long grass along with a broken wheelbarrow with a wet blanket still inside of it. Dalia clenched her fists in frustration. The man infuriated her to no end. 





His door was open and Lydia hurried through, only stopping to wipe her feet. The place was small and cluttered with all kinds of weird and wonderful things. When Aiken wasn’t sleeping, he enjoyed tinkering with different items to see if he could come up with a better use for them, although most of his contraptions had no point that Dalia could see. The other servants would laugh their heads off whenever he brought out something else to show them, like the books that would read themselves so that you didn’t have to, or the doormat that would skitter away across the floor as soon as anyone came near to wipe their feet.

Aiken thought that was the funniest thing ever, but Dalia simply didn’t get the joke.





The stranger lay by the fire, clutching a blanket around his bony shoulders and was shivering uncontrollably.

“How is he holding up?” Lydia asked, with a worried expression.

“He’s mostly been talking gibberish,” Aiken said, “and when he isn’t, he still doesn’t make much sense. He’s talking about things that I know nothing about and don’t want to neither.” The big man slumped into a chair.

The stranger’s eyes snapped open, and he drew a deep breath before a scream echoed off the cold stone walls.

Dalia knelt alongside him and pressed the back of her hand to his forehead. It was cold and clammy. “You asked for Madam McKinnon?” she said, softly. “I’m afraid Madam McKinnon is out at present and has left me in charge until she gets back. What can I do for you?”

He leaned forward, and his face twisted in pain. Lydia tried to stop him, but he pushed her hand away and grabbed onto Dalia’s cloak as though he was drowning and she was his only lifeline. He pulled himself up until his face was only inches away from hers. His face was unshaven and dirty, and his eyes were desperate. “They—they have found it. They have found us. If they get hold of it, it’s over. Do you hear me?”

“Who? Who is after you, and what are they trying to get? Does this have anything to do with Aelyndore?” The palace was as old as time itself, but the new apprentices were arriving the following day, and she didn’t want anything going wrong. At fifteen, she would be the youngest Mistress in recorded history, an honour that she had spent her whole life preparing for, and she wasn’t about to lose that now. “I can contact the council if you like? They can send people out to protect you—” 

The man shook his head wildly. “We don’t have time. It’s too late. Oh, it’s too late. It’s too late. It’s too late. We had no warning. They arrived like thieves in the night. They burnt everything to the ground.” His face twisted in despair. “We have nothing left. They attacked us. They killed everyone who was there. I grabbed the—the item and ran with nothing but the clothes on my back, and came straight to Aelyndore because I knew that you could keep it safe.”

A shiver ran down her spine at the desperation in his voice. “Keep what safe?” 

The man reached into his pocket, with trembling hands, and extracted a dirty cloth folded into a small package. 

They all leaned forward. 

Carefully, he drew the corners back and yellow light shone across their faces.

It was beautiful, and when Dalia spoke, her voice sounded breathy. “What is it?” 

He pressed it into her hands. It was warm and about the size of a plum, with the light coming from somewhere deep inside of it. 

Dalia hesitated to accept it. She didn’t know what it was, and she knew better than to accept magical items from a stranger, but he pressed his hands over hers, closing her fingers around it, and she didn’t try to stop him. When he spoke, his voice rattled. “That is the Pearl of Great Price.” He looked at her expectantly as though she should recognise the name. “It cannot get into the wrong hands. If somebody finds it, they will have enough power to destroy us all. You have to keep it safe. You have to keep it hidden.” 

Dalia nodded. She wasn’t sure what else to do, but he sighed in relief, and his body relaxed into the rug. He shut his eyes, as though the weight of the world had been lifted off of his shoulders. “May the light watch over you,” he whispered.

He spoke a bit more, but his words were softer and more jumbled. Dalia didn’t know where he had come from or how far he had travelled, but he had accomplished that which he had set out to do, and his body was at last beginning to shut down.





“What do you think, m’lady?” Lydia said. Her eyes were wide—perhaps even a little frightened.

Dalia stared down at the glowing orb in her hand. He had called it ‘The Pearl of Great Price.’ The name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on why. “Right now,” she said, “we need to get him up to the hospital wing for Madam Greta to take a look at, and then we can figure out what’s going on. In the meantime, I will take it up to Thomas to see if he has any idea what it could be.”

***
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“I think I found something,” Thomas said, dropping an open book in front of Dalia.” Even though Thomas was Dalia’s older brother, they were about as different as it was possible to be. For him, the perfect vacation would be spent in a dusty library with no one coming around, except for three times a day, to slide food in under the door and collect the used plates. 

They sat hunched over a lantern in the great library with piles of books stacked around them. The weather hadn’t let up, and lightning flashed through the windows causing harsh shadows to dance across the back wall. 

Dalia read the heading aloud. “‘The unfinished Tale.’ Of course, I thought it sounded familiar.” Unlike most of the stories that they had grown up with, the Unfinished Tale didn’t have an ending which had frustrated Dalia to no end when she was a child. Adults had always added in their own endings but that felt like they were cheating. The story was about four mice that tried to hide a precious pearl from the great wolf. No one knew what the pearl was, or what the mice or the wolf were meant to represent. Snooty scholars had spent hours debating it without coming up with a reasonable explanation. 

In the story, each mouse found a new and a better way to hide the pearl so that the wolf wouldn’t find it, and because the story never ended, no one knew whether their plan had worked or not. Dalia felt the same irritation rising up in her that she had felt as a child. “Who would publish a story without an ending anyway!” she snapped.

“You’re missing the point.” His eyes beamed with excitement as he slapped a finger down onto the page. “It says here that four mice found a Pearl of Great Price—don’t you see what this means?”

Dalia’s eyes turned to the glowing orb on the table, and she wondered whether the two could possibly be related.

“If this is it—if this is the Pearl of Great Price, as in THE Pearl of Great Price, imagine what this could mean for Aelyndore—for the world.”

“It would mean that it’s no longer hidden,” Dalia said. 

Thomas had opened his mouth to speak, but he clamped it shut again. “Yes,”—he cleared his throat—“there’s always that to consider.” Lightning struck outside the window, and they both looked up with worried expressions. 

“What makes you think it’s the same pearl?” Dalia said. Thomas was still staring back at the window, and when she laid a hand on his shoulder, he jumped. “Thomas, what makes you think it’s the same pearl?”

He licked his lips. “Uh, yes, yes, the pearl.” He opened another book on top of the others and pointed to a passage that was titled ‘The four Watchmen.’ “I didn’t at first, but take a look at this—” he slid his finger down the page to a circled passage. 





“—and the four Watchmen will conceal that which is beyond price, and the darkness shall pass over them as its eyes search back and forth across the kingdom, but woe to those who forget, and woe to those who carry the light when the darkness returns, for terrible shall that day be.” 





Thomas was getting more passionate as he spoke. “Can’t you see how similar the two stories are?” He slapped his hand against the book enthusiastically. “They have to be related. They have to be! Dalia, we may have found something that the council has spent decades—centuries even, looking for.”

“And it just happens to fall into our laps?” The thought made Dalia nervous. “So what are we supposed to do about it now? If it really is so dangerous, or so powerful, we can’t just store it in a draw in Madam McKinnon’s office.

Did you find anything out about these Watchmen—like who they were?”

“I don’t know—kind of.” he flipped forward a few pages to a second bookmark.





“For when our children seek them with a pure heart, they will find them, for a light will guide their way.”





“A light will guide their way?” Dalia said. “What light? What does that even mean? Is it a star, a fire?... We could be talking about anything, anywhere.”

“I don’t know, but look at this: He turned the book up so that Dalia could see the title. “The history of Aelyndore,” she said, feeling like all the air was being sucked out of her lungs. She snatched the book from him to make sure that she was seeing it correctly.

A grin spread across his face. “Dalia, the watchmen must be somewhere here in Aelyndore. Why else would the stranger have come here? It has to be.” 

“That still doesn’t tell us what the light is; you don’t think—” Dalia’s eyes turned to the pearl casting a warm glow across the table. “Do you think that could have anything to do with it?”

Thomas reached out a hand towards it but stopped short of touching it. He wiggled his fingers as though he was itching to pick it up but couldn’t quite bring himself to do it. 

“What if that lights up a hidden doorway somewhere—like those doors that we found last year that could only be seen by holding a lantern up to them?” But where would they even start looking? The palace was huge, with secrets that not even they had discovered yet. It could take forever to find, and they weren’t even sure that they were looking for the right thing.

“I think we need to speak to this traveller,” Thomas said, “and see if he can shed any more light on this mystery.”
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They met Madam Greta, the physician, out in the hallway. “How’s he doing?” Dalia asked. 

“He has been through a lot. We’ve taken care of his wounds as best we can—the rest will be up to his body to heal. He should be okay, so long as he gets his rest.” She gave Dalia a stern look, as though she knew what they were up to. 

“We just need to ask him a few questions—”

“No, that’s out of the question,” Madam Greta said. “We cannot burden him any further. Already, his mind is fighting to break free from the magic. He has been put to sleep and he won’t wake up for a good few hours, and I expect it to stay that way. Do you hear me?”

Dalia nodded.

“Good, now, if you’d excuse me.”

“So what are we supposed to do with the pearl until he wakes up? Dalia said to Thomas as they watched Madam Greta disappearing up the passage. “There are still too many questions and—” She had a sudden chilling thought. “Thomas, what if someone followed him? What if they come looking for it?”

“I wouldn’t worry about that too much. This isn’t a village or a monastery. Aelyndore has her own protections. We should be safe for now. Lightning flashed, and Dalia looked outside nervously at the trees bending in the wind. It was a bad night to be out. Beyond the windows, she could see the shimmering roofs of the town. Light swept across them and for a moment Dalia stood there, wondering if she had seen that. It came again, and she snatched onto Thomas’ wrist. She tried to speak, but couldn’t quite form the words. 

Thomas frowned at her. “What is it? You look like you’ve seen a night sprack.”

Despite the storm, morning light was beginning to break across the distant mountains. Beyond the gardens of the palace and beyond the surrounding town and even past the spires of the church, she could make out the old lighthouse clearly set against the deepening blue sky. “Thomas, the lighthouse hasn’t worked since we arrived in Aelyndore. By all accounts, it hasn’t worked for over seventy years.” Its light swept across the window and across the look of surprise on Thomas’ face. He turned those wide eyes on Dalia. “You don’t think...” he looked down at the glowing orb in his hand and shook his head. “It can’t be. Surely not?”

“The light will guide their way,” Dalia quoted, and she began to laugh. “Thomas, that’s too much of a coincidence if you ask me. The lighthouse suddenly starts working again the night that the Pearl of Great Price arrives. That has to be what the book’s referring to—it has to be.”

“That would be a huge coincidence. All I know is that we are leaving as soon as this storm is over.”

“What if we slipped in,” Dalia said, flicking her head at the large double doors leading into the hospital wing. 

“I don’t know.” Thomas cast a nervous look back to where Madam Greta had disappeared down the passage. “If she finds us in there...”

“Come on, Madam McKinnon left me in charge—”

“Yes, but not even she would defy Madam Greta’s orders—not when it comes to medicine.”

“I know, but he may be awake already. Who knows?” She coughed loudly and then slapped her hands together. The sound echoed down the marble corridor. “He may just be awake. Come on.”

Thomas shook his head, but at least he followed.





Rows of iron beds ran along the walls of the hospital wing with tall arched windows behind them. The light coming in from outside, along with the rain pouring down the panes, projected eerie patterns across the room. The apprentices hadn’t arrived yet, and so the beds were empty, but for a single bed at the far end of the room, where the traveller was tossing and turning as in a fever dream. 

Whatever spell Madam Greta had cast over him left dancing circlets of light above him. That must have taken a long time to cast, and Dalia suddenly understood why she didn’t want anyone to disturb him. 

His eyes were shut, but he was mumbling softly to himself. 





A shadow crept across the wall and something dripped onto the man’s face, and Dalia looked up slowly.

Small beady eyes regarded her from the high ceiling. It was the same shape as a man, with long stretched out limbs clutching onto the roof like a spider, with its head bent back at an impossible angle to look at her. It opened its mouth showing rows of sharp teeth, and its tongue licked out across its face. Like a spider, it began to descend on a rope of slime towards the man. 

Dalia snatched for her wand as Thomas fired two bolts, and the creature spun across the room hitting into the opposite wall. Thomas had always been quicker than her. “Uh, Thomas...” Dalia said, turning her wand back and forth as dozens of shapes began crawling out of the shadows. 

“What are these things?” she said in a high-pitched voice. She had never seen anything like it. She didn’t know if they were here for the traveller, but their eyes now seemed to be focused on Thomas’ glowing pocket. 

Thomas threw the pearl to Dalia. “Go.” Backing away, he fired two more bolts. “Get out while I hold them back.”

“Why, so that you can be the hero?” She fired, but the creature skittered out the way, and the bolt smashed through the window. The wind blew in, and the curtains billowed out across the room. 

“Damn it, Dalia. There is no time for heroics. If that is the pearl, and it was important enough for four watchmen to hide it, then what other choice do we have? They cannot get their hands on it.”

“I’m not leaving you to die,” Dalia said, but Thomas turned his wand on her, and she was wrenched back.

She fell back first into the wet grass. Her head was spinning, and it took her a moment to realise that she was outside in the palace gardens. Most of the palace windows were cold and lifeless, but blue light flickered in the windows of the hospital wing. 

Dalia scrambled to her feet, shouting for Thomas. The rain hammered against her face, and she brushed her soaking hair out of her face. Everything inside of her wanted to run back into the palace, to help him and to make sure that he was okay. There were so many of them. Looking down at the glowing orb in her hand, she knew that he was right. Someone had to keep it safe, and when she got back, she would pull his ear for making that decision on her behalf. If they didn’t protect it, something a lot worse could come back for them. 

Looking up at the flashing lights in the window, she lost some of that courage, but she forced herself to turn around and run. Under her breath, she whispered a prayer that Thomas would be okay. 

Above her, the sun was breaking across the horizon and the light from the lighthouse completed yet another sweep across the town. 
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Chapter 2
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Charlie stared at the newspaper, feeling all sorts of emotions rolling around inside.

In the photo, four eager faces smiled back at him. Charlie’s eyes moved to the man without his shirt on, with his scruffy curls sticking out beneath his captain’s hat. Someone must have said something funny because his head was tilted back, and he was roaring with laughter. He had his arms around his friends and a bottle in one hand. 

Behind them, Charlie could make out the name, ‘The Sprig,’ displayed proudly on the side of the boat. 





“Charlie, are you listening?” came Mrs Grundy’s sharp voice from the front of the classroom. She had an upper-crust British accent that reminded him of the Queen. Every time she spoke, he half expected to hear trumpets in the background. Charlie folded the paper quickly and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. “Yes Ma’am, sorry Ma’am.” 

“If you will, please explain to the class what I just said?”

Charlie racked his mind trying to remember what she was talking about. He was in biology, so it had to be something about worms, or beans in little balls of cotton wool, but all he could think was that he was stuck in a classroom full of fablemen that could show their animal sides if he sneezed too hard.” 

The last holiday had scarred him for life. He had discovered a terrifying truth: that two worlds ran next to each other—the world that he had grown up in, and the real, magical one, that could only be seen with the right kind of ring. There, things were a lot different. Regular folk, or fablemen, as they were known could turn into magical creatures without even knowing it and cause chaos that the guardians had to then go in and straighten out. He missed that world so much; he missed the strange food, he missed flying on the back of a stone eagle, and the city of Atlas that was in a giant bubble under the lake where you had to float from one building to the next because there was no gravity. He even missed the little bad-tempered goblins. He desperately wanted to head off to the palace again and see Dalia, and Thomas and Taslyn with her infectious laugh, but they had been working, nonstop, for weeks to get the palace ready for all the apprentices that would be arriving in the new term. Dalia hadn’t contacted him, and he was beginning to wonder whether she had forgotten about him altogether.

“Mr Pratt? Hello,” Mrs Grundy snapped her fingers. “I’m waiting. What was I talking about?”

Joanne Hanke, the biggest suckup in the class, looked like she was enjoying every minute of this. 

He glanced across to Allie who was frantically mouthing something to him.

“Frocks?” he said, with a frown, and then realised what she was saying, and quickly corrected himself. “Uh, frogs—frogs. You were talking about frogs.”

“Yes, and what about them?”

“Allie’s lips were moving too quickly, and he couldn’t figure out what in the world she was trying to tell him.”

“If you kiss them they’ll turn into a prince,” Melvin Blake shouted and the class burst out laughing.

“And when he sees Bertha,” James Morand added, with a dull grin. “He’ll turn right back into a frog.”

The laughter cut off immediately. 

Bertha slammed her large, meaty hands down on the table and everyone, even Mrs Grundy jumped. Charlie slid down in his chair, as did half a dozen other students. James slid right under his desk. 

Bertha was the captain of the wrestling team—boys league and had never lost a match. She wasn’t any taller than anyone else—so long as they were wearing platform shoes and a top hat and were standing on the back of an elephant. 

The other schools were so scared of her, King Briant’s entire team locked themselves in a storeroom, and the school needed to bring in a hostage negotiator to get them out.

Under normal circumstances, Charlie may still have chuckled at a joke about Bertha, as she wasn’t very bright, and if worse came to worst, he could usually outrun her, but there was nothing normal about anything anymore, not after the last holiday when she turned into a troll near the Campton—river bridge and tried to eat him. 

Scariest of all, because she didn’t have a ring, she wouldn’t even have known that she was doing it. 





Bertha was usually a nightmare, but she had somehow become even worse after the infamous boxing bag incident at the beginning of the term... 

It all started with Mrs Grundy, who loved biology more than anything else—she must have, it was all she ever spoke about in class. One day, she thought it would be a good idea to bring a hundred tropical plants into the classroom to give the students that authentic jungle experience. She thought they would appreciate her class more in that kind of environment, but with all the water that the plants needed, the air became damp and mouldy, and poor George Brown’s allergies began acting up. Two weeks later, the mosquitos descended on them, and everyone spent the next hour slapping their necks. James Morand fell asleep and woke up with so many red spots on his swollen face, he looked like a giant ladybug. 

The plants eventually became so dense, Charlie heard that they found an old Japanese world war 2 veteran hiding in the bamboo, and when they tried to coax him out with a pastry he almost ran one of them through with a musket and bayonet. Gary was there—said he saw the whole thing, so it had to be true.





The worst was yet to come... One of the pots had an army of termites living in it. During the holidays, they somehow found their way under the wall and into the gym, where they set to work hollowing out the frame for the boxing bag. A few weeks later, Bertha was standing near the boxing bag, hitting her flexed stomach with a paddle, when Charlie happened to walk past the gym, whistling to himself. Those who were there said she began huffing and puffing, and with a giant roar, punched the bag as hard as she could. He seemed to have that effect on her.

One hit and the frame folded forward, knocking her over the head, and leaving a nasty purple lump on an already lumpy forehead. Ever since then, she had been acting strangely: she had spent her lunch break, screaming at a tree—which may have had something to do with Martin Davies who was cowering at the top of it at the time, and she inserted herself into the school play, as Juliet in Romeo and Juliet. She couldn’t remember any of the lines, which was okay, as no one knew what the words meant anyway, and she couldn’t act, but no one had the guts to tell her that to her face. Finally, on the big night, when Romeo puckered up for a kiss, Bertha socked him. 





Mrs Grundy cleared her throat. “Well, uh, let’s hand out the frogs, shall we? Joanne, can you fetch them from the storeroom? There’s a good girl. As for the rest of you, you are to wear your goggles and gloves at all times, and if I catch anyone playing around with the scalpels, you will spend the rest of the week picking up papers.”

Frogs, of course! They were dissecting frogs today. Charlie had forgotten about that. He felt a tinge of nervousness and excitement. At least he couldn’t get into trouble—or so he thought.

Mr Pratt, do you understand? Have I made myself clear? I don’t want to see you pointing it at anyone, or using it to cut your lunch in half, or to clean your toenails.”

Before disappearing into the storeroom, Joanne gave him a look that was usually reserved for flies in your milkshake or things trampled under your shoe, but nothing could sour his mood today.

“Aye aye, Captain, my Captain,” he said, offering a salute. It was time to get his hands dirty.





They cut open the sealed packets of frogs, and a few students retched at the smell.

Allie squealed when hers flopped out onto the table.

James poked his, and Jessica remarked that it was still slimy. Tarja William actually tried kissing hers.

Charlie stared at his poor frog, lying spread out on its back like it was sun tanning. He touched its belly with the scalpel, and it twitched, and he jumped. “Ma’am.” His hand shot up. “I think mine is still alive. It moved.”

A few classmates chuckled. Joanne clicked her tongue irritably. Mrs Grundy raised her nose into the air, and when she spoke, it was slow and measured. “They were soaked in formaldehyde and then vacuum sealed. I can assure you, they’re dead.” 

“Ma’am, perhaps Charlie should vacuum seal his lips,” Joanne said. 

No one laughed. 

Charlie wondered if he had imagined it after all. He touched its belly again, and a bubble burped out of its mouth. He dropped his scalpel and slid his chair back. “That’s it. It just burped,” he shouted. “My frog just burped.”

“Charlie, hush.”

“But Ma’am I’m telling you, it—”

“What did I say about fooling around? Now stop causing a scene and get on with your work or heaven help me, I will give you zero for this class.”

Charlie grumbled to himself. Why did no one ever believe him? He readjusted his goggles and tried again, and this time the frog leapt onto Bertha’s head.

Charlie let out a squeak, and all hell broke loose. 

He scrambled back as Bertha swung, barely missing Charlie, but knocking poor George clean off his chair.

Charlie slipped and slid, getting to his feet, and took off between the desks, with Bertha screaming after him. It took Mrs Grundy a full five minutes to calm them all down again, but by the time she was done, half a dozen desks had been turned over and bits of dissected frog lay scattered around the floor.

“I didn’t... do that... That... wasn’t me,” he said in a panicked voice between giant gulps of air. He didn’t want to get into trouble again, but Mrs Grundy wasn’t listening. Her lips had thinned until there was hardly anything left of them, and she pointed a shaking finger at him. When she spoke, her voice was as cold as an Eskimo’s nose. “Get your desk to the front of the class, and you will spend your break watering the plants. If you so much as say another word, I will personally make sure that you never have another lunch break again, do you understand me?” 

Joanne was tut-tutting disapprovingly, while her beady eyes shone in delight. 

“But Ma’am.”

“I said, do you understand me?” She stamped her foot.

Charlie swallowed. “Yes Ma’am.” He chanced a look at Bertha, who was scowling at him with those little button eyes, and her thick nose was flaring as she, no doubt, imagined all the terrible things she wanted to do to him. Even if he got out of detention, he would be spending the next few lunch breaks hiding in a toilet cubicle. He wondered what in the world could have caused his frog to jump like that? Could something have happened in the other world—the magical world? His blood ran cold at the thought. He wished he had his ring with him so that he could take a look, but then again, with Bertha in a foul mood, he’d best stay away from the other world for a while. He didn’t want her turning into a troll again.





This time, Charlie waited until Mrs Grundy was at the back of the class before slamming a book on his frog to make sure that it was dead, and he then stood his textbooks up around it in case it still decided to jump. To his relief, the frog behaved, and he even managed to pry its chest open without any problems. He had just started to relax when the unthinkable happened: As Mrs Grundy walked past, the frog jumped. It hit her cheek with a wet slap and slid down leaving a line of slimy entrails behind.

Students three classrooms away heard the screams.





Charlie spent the rest of the day sitting outside the principal’s office, grumbling to himself.

This was going to be a long frickin’ term.
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Chapter 3


[image: image]


Through the narrow window in the passage, Charlie had a partial view onto the parking lot. He watched the cars coming and going and counted all the red, white and silver ones, hoping to make a game of it, but he got bored rather quickly and slumped back in his chair. 

Old dusty photos lined the walls. A small patch of light from the window reflected off the polished tiles, but the passage was mostly dark and cold.

During class, it was also hauntingly quiet apart from the occasional phone ringing in one of the offices, and the click, click, click of high-heel shoes as someone walked past. 

During lunch, he could hear the excited drone of students and the distant spatter of laughter. His stomach growled, and he checked his pockets in case he had forgotten a sandwich in one of them. 

The highlight of his day was when he was tying his shoelaces and found a peppermint lying under the chair. He also found a dead beetle, but that wasn’t quite as minty fresh.





He thought about Dalia often and felt hurt that she hadn’t contacted him again. They had invited him to Aelyndore and then pushed him aside. 

Perhaps he should stop past the palace and—no, he folded his arms stubbornly. If she wouldn’t contact him, then he wouldn’t contact her either. 





After school, he watched the students walking past the window, laughing and getting in the last few words before heading home to enjoy a five-star sandwich. He looked back on those days fondly when he was free to do whatever he wanted—those fine days when he could also go home to choose between peanut butter or ham, and if he was lucky, he’d find the occasional half-eaten cookie under his mum’s pillow.

With a heavy heart, he watched the other students through the narrow window slit. This is what it must feel like to be in prison. At least prisoners had that old guy coming past, once in a while, with the squeaky trolley full of books. And they got their own ball and chain. He’d always wanted a ball and chain.

Charlie felt sorry for himself and even started humming the blues, like a real prisoner. 





Through the narrow window, he noticed his mum waddling through the parking lot towards the school, and his heart sank faster than a biscuit in warm tea. 

The school only called the parents in when things were really bad, and when she was led through to the office, she didn’t even look at him as she passed. She would be missing back-to-back episodes of the Dallas Heartbreakers Club, and if Bill “Ducky” Hartman woke up from that coma, and she wasn’t there to see it, she’d never speak to poor Charlie Pratt ever again. Either way, he was in trouble. He was going to have to make his mum’s bed from now on, and scrub out the microwave which was so crusted up, it could only hold about half as much as it used to.

At least now that his mum was here, he could tell his side of the story—that a half-dissected frog leapt off the table by itself... twice. He sighed, long and deep. 

He had been set up by a lousy frog, and he suddenly wished that he’d hit it with a thicker book. 





Mrs Collins, the secretary, finally ushered him into the office where his mum was already seated. 

The office always reminded him of a judge’s chamber, with the stiff leather chairs and a fancy wooden desk polished to a shine. The man had handed down so many punishments, it was hard to see this place as anything but, and Charlie half expected the man to pull out one of those gavels that judges banged against the desk whenever they said something important. Besides for a ball and chain, Charlie really wanted one of those little hammers. Every time he answered a question in class, he would then follow it up with a quick tap. 

“Charlie, please—” Mr Hamilton, the principal said, in his usual, slow and thoughtful manner. He looked half asleep as usual, and his bushy eyebrows drooped like he was rather disappointed. “Sit down, will you?” He gestured towards the open seat. “We have a lot to talk about today, and I don’t want this to drag on all afternoon.” He looked up at his clock and sighed. He was a large man that was always out of breath whenever he had to walk anywhere. Even now, he had large sweat rings under his arms, and he had hardly done anything. He looked tired and worn out. He leaned back and the chair creaked under his weight. “I’m afraid it’s another day, and we have yet another charge to add to the long list that we’ve created on you.” He dropped a thick folder, that thudded off the desk like a stone block, and he turned to the first page. 

Charlie glanced over at his mum, to see how badly she was taking this all so that he could get some idea of how long his punishment would last, but once again, she didn’t even glance in his direction. She wore a strange expression though with her eyebrows so high they had almost reached her hairline, her eyes so wide the whites were showing completely, and her chin pulled back into the folds of her neck; she wasn’t moving. She looked surprised, or terrified, or maybe both.

He was dead. Yup, he’d be dusting out the vacuum cleaner, or filing the bunions off of her feet for a week, for sure.





Mr Hamilton turned those sleepy eyes on Charlie’s mum. “As you are well aware, Mrs Pratt, it’s our policy to call in the parents after the thirteenth black mark against a student’s name, and once again, today marks a baker’s dozen. It has only been a few weeks since we last spoke, and if not for the extended holiday in-between, I believe we would have a new record.” He didn’t look impressed. 

“So, let’s see what adventures young Charlie got up to today in”—he glanced down at his notes—“biology. He was supposed to be dissecting a frog, but young Charlie here decided it would be a better idea to throw the frog at a rather high-strung lady, which caused her to”—he turned the page—“knock over a few tables and punch one of the other students in the facial region.”

Charlie risked another look at his mother, who still wore that ridiculous wide-eyed look of surprise on her face, and she still hadn’t moved a muscle, as though she had been frozen to the spot. He knew his mother was odd, but this was strange even for her. 

Mr Hamilton must have noticed it too because he shifted awkwardly in his leather seat.

“Uh, where was I, uh, yes—punched in the facial region. According to the report, when the teacher sent him to the front of the class to continue with his work, he proceeded to throw the half-dissected frog into her freshly permed hair.” He closed the file. “Now, obviously we can’t have students tossing uh, live, uh, what would it be, rodents perhaps?—amphibians, at the teacher...” He was now actively trying to avoid those blank eyes, but he was becoming more and more flustered until his words trailed off altogether. 

“Mrs Pratt, are you feeling okay? Would you like a glass of water?” 

Her eyes stared forward blankly. Her mouth hung half-open, and to Charlie’s horror, drool ran out the corner of it and down her many chins.

Mr Hamilton looked worried as he buzzed in his secretary. 

“Mrs Collins, please would you bring in a glass of water for Mrs Pratt. I think the office may be a little too warm.”

He climbed up half out of his chair, not quite knowing what to do. He glanced at Charlie as though pleading for him to say something. 

As Mr Hamilton stood, Charlie caught a glimpse of something through the large double windows behind the desk, and he almost choked. 

Was that Dalia? She was hiding behind a tree, pointing a wand at them. What in the world was she doing there?  

If she tried anything, she would only make things worse.

Charlie flicked his hand to tell her to go away, and when Mr Hamilton looked at him, he covered it up by pretending to chase away a fly. He was in enough trouble as it was, the last thing he needed was the man’s wig turning into a bird and flying up onto the pelmet.

She spread her arms out innocently as though asking why he would possibly want her to leave.

Had she put a freezing spell on his mum? Was that why his mum had that ridiculous look on her face? She looked like a wax model that had swallowed a bug.

Perhaps Dalia was trying to rescue him, but she’d cast the spell on the wrong person, and if so how was he going to get his mum out again? Someone would surely notice if he left the school carrying his mum under his arm like a surfboard.





The water arrived and to everyone’s relief, Charlie’s mum finally moved. The surprised look on her face never changed but her hand slid out from her lap and flopped onto the table in the general direction of the glass. As Charlie’s mum moved, Dalia moved her wand, and Charlie wanted to curse. 

He suddenly had a crazy thought: had she been at the school all morning? Did she cause the frog to jump? Was she responsible for him missing his lunch?—and it was a good lunch too; he had ham and pickles with cheezy mustard. Urgh, he was going to kill her. He would throw crumbs in her bed, and he would take the heating element out of her toaster—just wait and see if he didn’t! 

Dalia waved her hand irritably to get his attention and pointed down. Charlie checked that his fly was still up.

Dalia clenched her fist in frustration and jabbed her finger down over and over.

When Charlie didn’t get it, she pulled her arms to the side, and Charlie’s mum kicked him painfully in the shin with her pointed shoe. “Yeow,” Charlie cried.

“Now, Mrs Pratt,” Mr Hamilton said, in horror, “please, let’s not get physical. I’m sure we can find a solution if we—if we talk.” He withdrew a hanky from his pocket and dabbed his now sweaty forehead.

Dalia tipped a hand to her mouth as though pretending to drink something, and Charlie realised what she was pointing at: the glass. She wanted Charlie to help with the glass. He didn’t know what in the world was going on, but he quickly took his mum’s hand and folded her fingers around the glass. “Uh, here, Mum, let me help you with that.”

Dalia raised her wand and Charlie’s mum lifted the glass shakily to her lips. She didn’t open her mouth though, and the water ran down her chins into her blouse.

Charlie flashed an awkward grin at Mr Hamilton. “I’m sorry, she’s in shock. She doesn’t handle these things very well. It happens all the time. She just needs some air”

“Uh, right—air.” Looking flustered, Principal Hamilton hurried to open one of the side windows. “Perhaps we can schedule this for another time when you are feeling a little better? In fact”—he began gathering up his papers rather quickly as though he wanted this meeting to be over with as soon as possible—“it was just a frog—a little harmless fun ‘ey?” He flashed a forced grin at Charlie. “I was also a young, mischievous lad once, sitting outside the principal’s office. Let’s call it punishment served shall we? No need to write it up even.” He moved for the door, and a long and deep groan escaped Charlie’s mum’s lips.

“I beg your pardon, but what was that, Madam?”

Dalia pulled up her wand and Charlie’s mum slapped her own forehead with the back of her wrist.

Dalia began cursing. Charlie couldn’t hear what she was saying, but by the look on her face, it wasn’t very polite. She tried again and this time managed to flop the hand onto the handbag.

“Oh, uh, handbag. Let me help you with that, Mum.” 

Charlie took her handbag, wondering what Dalia had stuffed inside. He then wondered if it was dangerous and pulled his hands away so quickly, the handbag toppled onto the floor. 

By this time, Mr Hamilton was running around opening every window in his office.

Dalia rolled her hand to tell Charlie to keep going and so he ducked under the table to pick up the bag, but also to take a few deep breaths to calm himself. He didn’t know what laws they were breaking, but he was sure there had to be something against turning another person into a puppet. At least, unlike other puppets, Dalia didn’t have to reach in through the rear end to make it work. 

He shielded his face and reached for the bag two or three times before building up enough courage to stick his hand inside.

He found a folded up sheet of paper and some chewing gum. He handed the gum to Mr Hamilton, and Dalia balled her fists in frustration and began banging her head against the tree. Charlie held up the paper, and Dalia clapped. 

It looked like one of those official letters that Charlie’s mum always got when she forgot to pay their bills. 

Mr Hamilton was reading through it when Charlie’s mum began to snore even though her eyes were wide open. Panic zapped through Charlie and he nudged her, a little too hard, and her head dipped forward. 

Charlie squeaked and pulled her back up, and had to keep clutching onto the back of her hair to keep her head in place.

He tried to get Dalia to see what was happening by pointing with his eyes, over and over, until he looked like a chicken pecking at the sand.

Mr Hamilton looked up, and Charlie smiled innocently and patted his mum’s shoulder as a loving son would. 

Mr Hamilton returned to the letter, and Charlie shook a fist at Dalia.

“Right, Mr Pratt. It appears that all the paperwork is in order.” Mr Hamilton’s face lit up, and he even managed a delighted smile. Charlie had seen the man shouting, and scowling, but had never seen him smile before, and the warning bells began ringing in his ears.

Charlie leaned forward to see what the letter said. Knowing Dalia, she had signed him up for Ballet, or even worse, for Romeo in the next school play.

“We’ll get Mrs Collins to fill out the transfer card, and you’ll finally be rid of us.” He held out a hand to shake. “Good luck at Globshire High. And if I can offer you one piece of advice, it would be to think about where you are headed in life, and to ask yourself if you carry on down this path, where you will eventually end up.”

Charlie had no idea where he’d end up as he hadn’t seen the letter, and had never heard of Globshire High school, but he nodded solemnly, pretending that he knew what the man was talking about.

Dalia clicked her fingers, and his Mum sucked in a lung full of air as though she had just woken up. She looked around in confusion.

“Charlie, what’s—”

“Uh, mum. I see you’re feeling better already.” He helped her up out of her chair and began pushing her towards the door. “We just need to collect the forms, and.... and you can go straight to bed.” He didn’t know what to say to Mr Hamilton, so he bowed, backing out half bent until he was out the door. 

Once in the passage, he fell back against the wall as he waited for his heart to stop pounding. Where in the world was Globshire High, and why was Dalia sending him there? Uuurgh, he was going to kill her for this.
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