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      Welcome to this assortment of spooky wonders. Perhaps you found this book in a dusty, forgotten shop at the end of a dark row of crooked buildings. Or maybe this collection arrived on your doorstep one frosty morning, delivered by the strangest of strangers who vanished before you saw them and left behind a scent of toffee and damp earth. Perhaps the book appeared on your shelf at dusk, and you have no idea how it got there… 

      However, it found you; I hope it finds you well! 

      This anthology contains every short story I’ve written over the last few years. Some accompany my novels, some do not, and they can be read in any order. 

      Here you’ll find two tales set in foggy Victorian London before the curious events of ‘The Clockwork Magician’ began. If you enjoy frosty chills, then there are stories from the wintry, shadowy world of ‘Krampus and The Thief of Christmas’. You will also discover ‘One Dark Hallow’s Eve’, an exclusive tale missing from The Book of Kindly Deaths; and two short pieces, ‘Narroweve’, and ‘Unearthly Delights’, which were also written to promote that eerie tome. 

      In these tales you’ll find mysterious Victorian ghosts, Anti-Love potions, the ghoulish Spring-Heeled Jack, teenage witches battling faery tale foes, elfin Letter Getters tormented by terribly twisted trolls, the relentless march of the Pumpkin Men, and the most fearsome Yule Cat. 

      You can read these stories in any order. They cover all seasons and festivals, from Valentine’s Day to Halloween, and Christmastime when the nights are crisp and there’s a delicious tang of wood smoke in the air. 

      I hope you enjoy them and thank you so much for reading my works of spooky magic and most frightful mischief. 

      Sincerely,

      Eldritch Black

      February 2021

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Ghosts of the Tattered Crow

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite his exhaustion, Jake Shillingsworth ran on through the gray curtain of fog and drizzle. London’s familiar landmarks were now dark, faint squat shapes and a fine mist soaked him, seeping through the many holes in his threadbare clothes. His sleeves hung sodden over his scrawny hands, his coat was wet, bulky, and clearly tailored for someone far older than his thirteen years. 

      He was glad at least that the errand had been brief enough to afford him a few spare moments to visit his friends, Nancy and Fat Henry. But the minutes had flown away faster than he’d realized, and it was only when he heard the distant chiming of a church bell, that he realized he was late.

      Usually, his trusty pocket watch kept him appraised of the time, but he’d forgotten to bring it with him. And that was hardly any wonder given the strength of the wallop his master Silas Grumble had rained down on him that morning; indeed it was a miracle he could still remember his own name. 

      “He’s probably damaged my brain for good this time,” Jake groaned as he weaved through a tangle of people standing at a street corner. He slowed to catch his breath but jumped back as a carriage drawn by a pair of wild-eyed horses, rolled by. 

      Mud and muck splattered his trousers, adding to his woes. “Things are going from diabolical to worse,” he muttered. He checked his coat to make sure the message he carried for his master was still where it should be. It was. Again, he wondered if it was good or bad news, and whether its contents would lead to a beating, or just another night of labor and toil? 

      Jake had had a lifetime of Silas Grumble’s moods, but they’d definitely grown darker these last few weeks. Ever since those strange, ominous sounds had started coming from the attic. He shivered and put the thought from his mind. Instead, he watched for a gap in the heaving traffic of carts and carriages.

      Jake slipped and slid across the muddy street as he made for Quillington Passage, a murky gap between a row of dusty shops. The passage was empty, no doubt thanks to the dire late October afternoon. Usually robbers and cutthroats haunted the place, not that they frightened Jake for he knew most of them by name.

      He’d had almost left the alley, when a hand whipped out from a doorway and seized his collar. “Don’t struggle boy.” The voice was well spoken. Out of place in the dank, impoverished surroundings. 

      “Get off!” Jake tried to free himself, but stopped as an old man leaned from the doorway. Sky-blue eyes glistened beneath frosty thick eyebrows and the man smiled, revealing pearly teeth. “Your name’s Jake, if I’m not mistaken. I’ve heard about you.”

      “Jake Shillingsworth.” There seemed no point lying. “What of it?”

      The man leaned closer, bringing a waft of cologne. “There are those eyes I’ve heard tell of. One azure, one hazel. Tell me, do they feel different from one another?”

      “No, they’re eyes just like anybody else’s. They’re just mismatched colors, that’s all.”

      “Perhaps they are. But still I wonder what they might see, given the right opportunity.” He nodded to the end of the alley. Beyond it, across the fog-wreathed street, was a tall, ragged building. “You live in that Inn, do you not?”

      “The Tattered Crow. Yeah. So what?”

      “I cannot set foot in the place.”

      “Why not?”

       “Because there’s one inside who would do me great harm given the chance.”

      “Silas Grumble?” Jake asked. “He’d do anyone harm. And if he couldn’t do it himself, he’d pay someone else to dish it out for him.”

      The old man shook his head. “I haven’t been acquainted with Mr. Grumble, although his foul reputation precedes him. No, the threat that would befall me, should I trouble to enter the Inn, is not from the living.”

      “Then you ain’t got nothing to worry about, have you? Look, mister, I’m in a hurry. So let me go right now, or I’ll raise hell.” 

      “I’ll let you go, I can see you’re a busy soul. But listen to my proposal, for it will serve you directly.” The man grinned as he released Jake and patted his shoulder as if removing a speck of dust.

      Jake considered running, but the man’s words had intrigued him. He wasn’t used to hearing anything that could personally benefit him, so he decided to hear the old man out. 

      The man reached into his coat, produced a brass spyglass, and held it up. It gleamed below the overhead gas lamp as he handed it to Jake. “View the Inn through this. Aim for the top left window. Tell me what you see.”

      Jake held the spyglass to his eye and peered through. The Tattered Crow looked a great deal tattier this close up. The brick walls were mottled and pockmarked, the wooden shutters below the grimy windows crumbling. “I don’t see nothing apart from a dirty old window. And there’s plenty of them in London.”

      “Use your other eye.” 

      Jake held it over his left eye and flinched. It felt as if he’d tumbled into an icy river. 

      A shadowy figure stood before the window, and it was gazing back at him. 

      Jake swapped the spyglass to his other eye. The window was empty once more. “What’s going on?” 

      “The spyglass is enhancing your natural talents. It’s showing you the dead.”

      “The dead?” 

      “Indeed. I assume you’re aware it’s Halloween?” the old man asked.

      “Is… is that why there’s a…” Jake’s words faltered. “A ghost in the Tattered Crow?”

      “Not exclusively. But it’s certainly making them more powerful. And while you only see the one for now, there’s almost certainly ghosts in the Tattered Crow.”

      Jake stared at the Inn, his mouth wide open. “How many?”

      “You probably don’t want me to tell you. Trust me, there’s a plague of ghosts in London. They’re everywhere, thousands of them at every dark turn. Still, I only seek one. My brother. He’s... troubled. You’ll know him when you see him, for he has a knife jutting from his chest.”

      Jake shivered. “Lovely.”

      “Yes, it’s a gruesome detail, but it was his own doing. His soul is in great torment, Jake. Unbelievable pain.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he cannot move on to whatever next life awaits him. He’s trapped in our world, and each moment he’s here is one spent in the most abysmal suffering. It’s a terrible half-life, Jake. One you wouldn’t put your worst enemy through. But it gets worse. For when a spirit lingers in this limbo for too long, its soul ruptures. I’ve heard the agony is unimaginable, and that’s why I need you to help me.”

      “How?”

      “You must assist my brother in moving on.” The old man reached into his pocket and handed Jake a flask. “This vessel is filled with blessed water. I need you to dowse him with it. It will dissolve what’s left of his ghostly form and force him to seek solace in the next world, which will be a far better place for him. Now, I have no doubt he’ll protest. He’ll howl, and he’ll lie to you. All ghosts who haunt this land are liars, Jake, for they haven’t faced up to the truth of their condition. But you mustn’t listen to a word he says. Just throw the water the moment you clap eyes on him.”

      Jake held the spyglass out, but the old man refused to take it. “Look mister, I’m sorry for you and your brother, but looking for ghosts with knives sticking out of their chests ain’t something I like to do of an evening. Especially not on Halloween.”

      “The fact it’s Halloween is precisely why you must do it. Because at the first chime of midnight, my brother will become corporeal for a short time.”

      “What’s that?”

      “His soul will have much more presence in the physical realm. And when it does, he’ll have the most monstrous appetite. One that will lead him to seek sustenance. Oh, how he will feed, Jake.”

      “On what?” But Jake had a perfectly good idea what the answer was going to be.

      “You. For unless I’m mistaken, you’re the youngest in the Tattered Crow?”

      Jake nodded.

       “A ghost, especially one as disturbed as my brother, always seeks the freshest, newest flesh to consume, for it yields the most energy. He’ll pounce on you and tear you to shreds.” The old man leaned in closer. “He’ll suck the marrow from your bones and when they’re empty, he’ll grind them to dust. That’s why I’ve sought you out today, I want to save you, Jake. Now, I won’t lie, I’m also here to save my brother. To bring finality to the wretched half-life he endures.”

      Jake glanced at the flask. “I don’t know…”

      “Do you have somewhere else you can sleep tonight?”

      Jake swept a hand over his hole-ridden clothes. “What do you think? Of course not.”

       “Then listen to me. Follow my instructions and you will be safe. And if saving your own life isn’t enough to sway you, I’ll pay you.” 

      Jake’s eyes grew wide as he peered at the sheaf of bank notes clutched in the old man’s hand. 

      “It’s yours. Just as soon as you’ve completed the task. Think Jake, I’m paying you to show mercy to a tortured soul, and protecting you from his ravenous hunger. So, will you do it?”

      Jake gazed back at the Inn’s upper window. It was the window to the room opposite his. Was there really any choice? “Yes, I suppose I’ll have to.”

      “Good. Complete the task this evening and meet me back here by tomorrow’s dusk.”

      “Dusk goes on for quite a while. Give me a proper time.”

      The man, clearly not used to having to answer to others, scowled. “Quarter to five. And don’t tarry if you want payment. I’m a busy man.”

      “I’ll have to slip out of the Crow when my master’s not looking. So if I’m late it’s because he’s menacing me. Alright?” 

      “Very well. But for every minute you’re late, I’ll deduct a pound. Now, remember what I said. The instance you see my brother, you’re to throw the water over him. Do not delay. Do not listen to his pleadings or lies. And keep your distance, because if you let him get close enough, he’ll strike you dead where you stand.”

      Jake nodded and slipped the flask into his pocket. “Right you are.”

      He walked on without looking back, but as he left the alley, he raised the spyglass to his eye once more and aimed it at the top floor of the Tattered Crow. 

      A murky figure flitted before the dusty window, and then, like a wisp of cloud on a stormy day, it was gone.

      Jake crossed the muck-strewn street and shoved the Tattered Crow’s stout wooden door. Inside was the usual haze of pipe smoke and the heavy sour reek of beery sweat. He scoured the tangle of figures surrounding the bar and the knot of men huddled before the fireplace. 

      There was no sign of his master and that was a good thing, because if he could evade Grumble long enough to stash the spyglass and flask he might be able to…

      “Here it is!” announced a thin, rasping voice. 

      Jake’s heart sunk faster than a cannonball tossed into a well. 

      Silas Grumble, who it seemed had been watching for Jake’s return, appeared from where he’d concealed himself behind the door. His bulging eyes glared at Jake and his lips gleamed with strands of drool as they flapped open. Grumble ran a mottled hand through his ragged, greasy hair as he studied Jake. Disgust crossed his face, as if he’d just trodden in something particularly foul. “And what message did the Spiggots send?” he demanded.

      “I... I’m not sure.” Jake examined his pocket, but the envelope appeared to have vanished. He must have dropped it as he’d slid across the street! 

      Grumble turned to the expectant crowd as they waited for the nightly entertainment. “You see how this fiend makes me suffer? There’s no words to describe the depths of this whelk’s buffoonery. I send him h’out with a most h’important missive and he comes back with hands empty of anything but grime and idleness.” Silas Grumble often added an ‘h’ to his words in the belief it made him sound posh. 

      “Mr. and Mrs. Spiggot definitely replied,” Jake said quickly. “But I ran so hard on my way here that it must have fallen from my pocket. Let me go and look for it, if you please Mr. Grumble.”

      Silas Grumble glared at Jake before sniffing the air like a hound on the trail of something raw and bloody. “I’m not falling for that game. You’re not going back outside this night.” Grumble thrust a sinewy finger into Jake’s ribs. “You can scour the streets at dawn, and if you don’t find my message, I’ll dock you a year’s wage. I’ve got my eyes on you, Jake Shillingsworth. I always have my eyes on you. All of them! I know when you’re lying, and I know when you’re telling the truth. As much truth as a louse of your standing can spare that is. For this story of dropped missives sounds like treachery to me. And,” he took another deep sniff, “you should know by now that I smell falsehood like a witch smells a...” He frowned. “Like a witch smells a treacle tart.”

      “Can witches smell puddings better than the rest of us, master?” Jake regretted his words the moment they left his lips.

      “Are you mocking me, boy?” Grumble demanded. “Are you asking me to fetch my stick? To smack and a-whack it across your bony legs until you walk like a lopsided lobster tossed in a stormy sea of gin?”

      “No I’m not, Mr. Grumble.”

      “You’re killing me, boy. Every morning,” he addressed the patrons once again, “this wretched creature wakes me. How he scratches and shifts and gallivants in the attic like a child-pigeon. And then, when I’m forced from my bed, he denies it’s him making the unseemly noise. It’s a game of slow mental torture, one I fear must surely send me to a cold desolate grave.”

      Jake bit his tongue. It wasn’t him scurrying around in the attic, and Silas Grumble knew it. They’d both been up there mere days ago, searching through the creepy jumble of forgotten things for a sign of the disturbance. They’d found nothing. “Mr. Grumble, sir, if it pleases you, I’d like to get to work scrubbing tables and doing your bidding. All the while keeping my big fat gob shut of course.”

      “H’exactly the response I was seeking.”

      “But before I begin my toil,” Jake said, feeling the weight of the spyglass in his pocket, “I wanted to ask if anyone had taken a room in the Inn since I left this afternoon.”

      “And why should such a thing be the business of a treacherous pimple such as you?”

      “It’s not, master. It’s none of my business at all. Only, as I crossed the street just now, I thought I saw someone upstairs, in one of the windows. And seeing’s as the rooms weren’t let out when I left earlier, I wondered if you’d taken in a lodger and whether I needed to serve them.”

      Silas Grumble gazed to the ceiling. “No, I did not. Mark my words, if there’s an h’interloper up there, there will be thunder. And lightning. Go boy, go and h’investigate forthwith and bring me your findings h’immediately. I will not have h’interlopers in the Tattered Crow!” he yelled, stopping several conversations as bleary, red-faced drinkers peered at him. “You’re not h’interlopers,” Grumble told them, “you’re patrons. Of sorts. Now get back to your beer and wretchery!”

      Jake clutched the flask in his coat and made his way through the addled throng. As he glanced at the ceiling, he began to wonder why he’d agreed to assist the old man. Because while he’d sworn he’d wanted to help Jake, Jake knew it wasn’t quite true. That there was something else beneath the old man’s story, something hidden. But there was no disputing that eerie figure he’d seen in the window, the figure that had and hadn’t been there. 

      “Think of the money,’ Jake whispered. “Maybe tomorrow I’ll have enough to leave this rotten place for once and all.” Somehow, given the way his luck usually went, he doubted that would be the case.

      He climbed the rickety staircase leading to the Tattered Crow’s upper rooms. The palms of his hands prickled, just as they always did when he was frightened. He took a stump of candle from his pocket and lit it, the flame trembling almost as much as he was. “This is madness.” 

      But madness or not, Silas Grumble wouldn’t rest until Jake had searched every last inch of the rooms, not if there was even the slightest possibility of an “h’interloper” or “secret guest”. Or anyone daring enough to have crept past Grumble and secreted themselves in a room without paying a penny for their keep. 

      Even though Jake was used to his master’s often strange and erratic suspicions, he couldn’t help but agree with Grumble this time. That there might well be someone prowling in the attic, for it was impossible to deny the din that sometimes came from the upper floor in the dead of night.

      At first he’d thought it was one of the Crow’s less savory patrons looking for a free bed, but his misgivings had grown more sinister over the last few nights. Ever since Grumble had sent him up to the attic, coerced by the end of a broomstick. He’d found nothing in that dark, cramped, miserable place, but he’d certainly felt something. Someone watching. Intently.

      Jake shivered as he recalled what he’d seen through the spyglass. The ghost. Was that what had been lurking behind him while he’d rooted about in the attic? He peered around the top of the stairs into the long hallway. 

      Darkness yawned in both directions. Jake raised the spyglass and moved the candle below its lens to stop its flame blinding him.

      There were eleven rooms to search, plus his own and Silas Grumble’s. Thirteen in all. And then there was the attic… “And there ain’t a cat in hell’s chance I’m going near that place. If you’re up there,” Jake called, using anger to mask his fear, “you’ll have to come down here, and see what you get for your trouble!” His voice drifted into the gloom.  

      As he walked down the hall, he lit the stumps of candles on the stands, slowly illuminating his way one candle at a time. At the far end was Silas Grumble’s lair. It would be locked, and Jake knew better than to go anywhere near it. 

      Something creaked behind him. He spun round, but the corridor was empty. Somewhere at the other end was his own door and opposite that, the room he’d seen from the alley. The room with the figure that had passed before the window…

      The low creak came again, as if someone was approaching. 

      Jake gazed through the spyglass, but there was no one there. “It’s just the floorboards,” he reassured himself, “the timbers in this place are older than time.” 

      He turned the door handle on the first of the vacant guest rooms and raised the spyglass, his heart thumping as he stepped inside. The room was empty but for dust and the pervasive smell of mothballs. A single, narrow bed took up most of the space and he could just see the glint of his candlelight on the chamber pot below. Behind the bed was a tall, dilapidated wardrobe, one door leaning slightly open.

      Jake took a deep breath and crawled to his knees, gazing into the darkness below the bed. The candle threw long shadows across the rickety floorboards, but beyond them there was nothing.

      He yanked the wardrobe doors, jumping back as they creaked open. The wardrobe was bare, save for a ball of what looked like cat fur.

      As he returned to the door, he was relieved to find his usual sense of unease absent. Often, when he turned his back on empty rooms, he felt a profound sense of someone watching. Of invisible things behind him. He’d run, slamming the doors on the unquiet abyss that always seemed to loom at his back. 

      Sometimes, Jake wondered what he’d find if he peered back through the keyholes of the forsaken rooms, but he never had. Instead, he did his best to avoid empty, isolated rooms, something that was a near to impossible task living in the perpetually vacant Tattered Crow.

      Jake made his way from room to room, throwing open doors, the spyglass at the ready. Thankfully they were empty, which was little consolation as each one brought him closer to the room opposite his own. The room that looked out onto the alley. The room where that ghostly figure had gazed back at him… 

      He jumped as a shout came from downstairs. A chorus of drunken laughter followed, thrumming against the floorboards. He’d have given almost anything to be down there with them, even if it meant dealing with Silas Grumble, rather than standing outside this final door. 

      His chest felt as tight as baked clay as he reached for the handle. “I could always lie,” he whispered. “I could always tell Grumble and the old man that there was no one there. That the noise was just rats. Very big rats.”

      But lying wouldn’t stop the ghost from feeding on him once the clock struck midnight. 

      Jake double-checked that the flask of blessed water was in his pocket, before shoving the door, his panic causing it to fly open. He took a solitary step inside, the spyglass up to his left eye, the candle throwing leering shadows across the room. 

      He saw them almost at once. 

      Jake cried out as ice-cold dread seeped through his limbs. 

      There were four in the room. One, a pale, young gentleman gazed through the window, his features reflected back in the filthy glass. To his right was a large, round woman sitting on a chair clutching an ancient rag doll. Two girls sat on the floor beside her and as they glanced at Jake, their eyes filled with tears. 

      Jake flinched as a swarthy man stepped from behind the open door, his face a mess of black jagged lines. Jake scuttled away until he found himself in the center of the room. 

      “Can he see us?” one of the girls asked, her voice quivering.

      Jake lowered the spyglass. 

      They vanished, and the room was silent.

      He raised the spyglass again, and they reappeared, their voices loud and shrill. 

      “He can see us alright,” the round woman said. “We’re doomed. Finished!”

      “Who...” Jake swallowed and a jolt of terror sent the candle’s flame dancing in his shaking hand. “Who are you?”

      “Nobodies,” the swarthy man replied. “Literally.”

      “Will we have to leave?” the girl asked.

      “Of course we’ll have to leave,” the pale young gentleman replied. He turned to face Jake. “How did you find us?”

      “I saw you by the window.”

      “Idiot!” the swarthy man growled at the pale gentleman. “I told you to stop your bloody endless gazing.”

      “I needed to see her one last time. I miss her so much.” Sorrow crossed the pale young gentleman’s face. “But how could you have seen me, boy? No one else can.”

      “I saw you when I used this spyglass.” Jake lowered his voice as he added, “Are you... are you all dead?”

      “As doornails ,” the swarthy man said. “And dodos. We’re nobodies, like I said.”

      “How long have you been here?” Jake asked. “In this room?” Opposite mine.

      “Some of them have been here for ages,” the pale young gentleman replied. “But I only arrived a few... days ago. Or was it weeks? I don’t know. Time doesn’t seem to work anymore. Not like it did.”

      “It feels like you’ve been here forever,” the swarthy man snarled at the pale gentleman, causing him to flinch.

      “Sometimes,” Jake began, “when I leave an empty room it feels like someone’s standing right behind me. But when I turn, there’s no one there. Is that you?”

      “Not necessarily us,” the round woman said. “But probably others like us.”

      “We’re allowed to rest and take refuge in vacant places,” the pale young gentleman explained. “The spaces the living rarely frequent.”

      “It’s the rules,” the swarthy man added.

      “Whose rules?” Jake asked.

      “Who knows?” the swarthy man said. “Who knows who makes any of our bloody rules? Who makes your rules, boy?”

      “I don’t know. The Queen?” Jake asked. 

      “Does she really?” the swarthy man grinned, revealing a mouth of black stumps. “And who makes her rules?”

      Jake thought for a moment. “I don’t know.”

      “Exactly,” the swarthy man said. “And neither do we. All we know is what we’re allowed to do, and what we’re not allowed to do. And empty, abandoned or infrequently used places are ours to occupy while we wait for whatever’s next. And when you, or one of you living types, comes into one of our spaces, we have to be still. Still as stones. But that doesn’t mean we’re not willing you to leave with every fiber of our souls. Or what’s left of them.”

      Jake shivered. “That’s what that feeling is. When I’m alone in empty rooms.”

      “That’s what that feeling is,” the swarthy man agreed. “And you’re never alone in empty rooms.”

      “The Tattered Crow must be perfect for you then,” Jake said. “Nobody ever stays here for long, if at all. And it’s gotten even worse after that murder in room four. Did you hear it? That young bloke who...” Jake stopped as the pale young gentleman pulled down his shirt to reveal the thin black mark around his neck. 

      “Was garroted?” he asked.

      “Sorry, I didn’t know,” Jake said. He paused as his mind raced with questions. “But what I don’t understand is why you’re all crowded into this one room? There’s plenty free.”

      One by one, the people looked to the ceiling.

      “There’s safety in numbers,” the round woman replied.

      “Are... there more of you up there?” Jake asked.

      “We don’t speak about him,” the round woman said.

      “He’s awful. And truly terrifying,” one of the girls added, causing the other to whimper.

      “I’ve never known anger like it,” the swarthy man said. “We can feel his fury. Even down here.” 

      “And the glare of his eyes,” the pale young gentleman added, “when he’s looking our way. It’s been terrible since he arrived. Such darkness. We’d leave if we had anywhere else to go. But there’s hardly any empty properties in this city, and the few that are vacant are dismal places.” 

      “They must be if you want to stay in the Crow. But me and my master have been hearing noises coming from the attic for a while now,” Jake said. “And they were louder than ever the other night. Scared the living daylights out of me. It was like a giant bird was scratching on the ceiling, at least that’s what I told myself it sounded like.”

      “Enough,” the swarthy man said. “I will not speak of him for another moment. Now, unless you want to force us into the streets, you’ll leave this room. Those are the rules.”

      Jake nodded. “I’ll go. I don’t want you to be forced out on my account. But before I leave, tell me, do you think I stand a chance against the... the man upstairs, if I use this?” Jake set the candle on a dresser and pulled the flask from his pocket. 

      They looked aghast. The girls shrieked and threw their arms around each other. The old woman swooned and the pale young gentleman stared transfixed. Only the swarthy man answered, his voice little more than a hiss. “If you have the merest sliver of compassion in your soul, you’ll put that away at once.”

      Jake thrust the flask back into his pocket. “I’m sorry. But I need to know, will it work?”

      The swarthy man inclined his head in a slight nod, his face grim. 

      Jake thanked him. He lowered the spyglass, but as he left the room, he could still feel the burn of their gazes on his back. He shut the door and ran along the darkened hallway, doing his best to ignore the quiver running along his spine.

      As Jake approached the trapdoor to the attic, he stopped. The sight of the hatch had always made him uneasy, mostly on account of the spiders he imagined living up there. And the rats…

      But now they were the least of his problems, for there was something far worse lurking up there. And he had until midnight to deal with it. Which wasn’t long.

      Jake glanced at the cupboard at the end of the hall. The door was ajar and he could just make out the wooden rungs of the ladder inside. “I’m going to do this,” he told himself. “It’s me or him, and I’m alive and he’s already dead.” 

      He raised the spyglass to the trapdoor. 

      There was nothing to see aside from the scarred and pitted wood. What else had he expected?

      As he touched the flask in his pocket, the trapdoor thumped, like someone had stamped upon it.

      Jake screamed, dropping the spyglass and candle. Every part of him wanted to run, but instead he stooped down and swept up the spyglass and candle, singeing his fingers on hot wax. 

      The candles he’d lit along the hallway flickered, sending great shadows dancing up the walls, even though there was no draft.

      Jake scooped the spyglass into his pocket and flew down the stairs, taking them two at a time.

      He emerged into the light and shoved his way through the heave of drunks. Silas Grumble stood before the fireplace, chatting with two gloomy looking men. Jake recognized them at once. They were grave-robbers, or so the rumors said. By Grumble’s exaggerated laughter, he’d just told one of his awful jokes. The lack of response from the dour-faced men confirmed it.

      As Jake approached, Silas Grumble’s grotesque face snapped towards him. “I can smell you boy,” he called. “Smell you from ten miles away if needs be. So it’s no good creeping around, not with that stench of vinegar and despair that hangs over you like a cloud. What do you smell of?”

      “Vinegar and despair,” Jake replied, his hands still trembling.

      “See,” Grumble gestured to the two men beside him, “he knows his place. Little quivering lunatic that he is.”

      One of the men nodded and as he glanced at Jake, he looked even more crestfallen than usual.

      “Well? What did you find, boy?” Grumble demanded. “What did your h’investigations reveal?”

      “Nothing, Mr. Grumble. There wasn’t nobody upstairs,” Jake lied for he knew his master would only hinder the situation, and were he to discover the ghosts in the room, he’d turn them out. “It must have been my imagination.”

      “An interesting tale.” Grumble snarled. “Yet another likely story. You’re full of them aren’t you, boy? Full of lies and spite. Trying to trick me with tales of h’imposters so you could go upstairs and prowl about the corridor unhindered. Like a... like a hallway beast!”

      “What’s a hallway beast?” asked one of the gloomy men.

      “Him,” Grumble pointed at Jake. “Bloody little liar and all. Get out of my sight, Shillingsworth. Before I cleave your ears off and feed them to the starving geese! Oh, they’d like to pick at your revolting ears so they would!”

      “Right you are, Mr. Grumble,” Jake replied.

      “Oh I am that, boy. Always right. Now listen to me you pox, you’ve got your work cut out tonight.”

      “Why’s that Mr. Grumble?” 

      “Because as much as it pains me, I have to leave the Crow in your bone-idle hands. I’m going across town with these gentlemen here. We have h’important business, so you’re going to have to lock up until I return. Because there’s not a slug’s chance in a boiling copper kettle that I’m leaving this Inn open and trusting you with my takings.”

      Jake swallowed. “You can’t... you can’t leave me on my own. Not tonight. Please!”

      Silas Grumble rolled his eyes. “Scared of the rats in the attic are you? And so you should be. Fear will keep you alert and shipshape. Watch the Crow boy, watch her well!”

      Jake nodded. He felt numb as he glanced back up at the ceiling.

      “Time, gentlemen!” Grumble called, tapping his fake gold pocket-watch. “Time at the bar. Last orders. And I really do mean last orders.”
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      It was late by the time Jake had cleared away the tankards and tidied the tables. The Inn was empty, but for Grumble and his grim-faced companions who finished colluding by the fireside.

      “Right, boy, we’re leaving,” Grumble announced. “Make sure you get this place swept up good and proper or I’ll sweep you up. Do you hear me?”

      Jake nodded. Being swept up was the least of his problems. He watched as Grumble opened the front door and ushered the men out. And then he turned and cast one last murderous glance at Jake, before slamming the door shut. “Make sure you lock it, you little sore!” he called through the thick wood.

      Jake pulled a chair over to the door, stood on it and slid the bolts across. He felt a horrible sense of finality as he locked himself in the Tattered Crow. 

      When he turned, the bar behind him was lost in a wall of darkness but for the glow of a solitary candle, which was moments from burning out. He quickly lit another and climbed the stairs, horribly aware of what awaited him above. Of the ghosts cowering in their room, hiding from whatever lurked in the attic.

      He thought about going up there, to confront the phantom but he couldn’t. He needed to rest a moment, recover from his night of toil.

      Jake’s bedroom door creaked open, and he glanced back along the dark, vacant hall and scurried inside, slamming the door behind him.

      The spyglass was cold as he pulled it from his pocket and checked the corners of his tiny room, holding up the candle to make sure it was empty. It seemed to be. For the time being at least. 

      Jake rolled up his coat for a pillow, placed it on the warped floorboards, lay down and pulled the old woolen blanket tight around his throat. Exhaustion crept over him, but he knew he wouldn’t sleep, not while the clock ticked steadily towards midnight. 

      He glanced at the moonlight filtering through the window, and then to the ceiling. He quivered as he pictured glowing eyes staring down from the attic, narrowed and malevolent. Just waiting for him to fall asleep… 

      Something scratched against the floor in the attic above. Jake pulled the blanket even tighter. 

      How would the ghost feast on him? Would it use its teeth? Did ghosts have teeth?

      A low groan came from above.

      Jake pulled the flask from his coat, gripped it, and waited. 

      No more sounds followed. Silence fell, aside from a few creaks, as The Tattered Crow settled for the night.

      What was the ghost doing? Why had it stopped moving? 

      He squinted through the spyglass, but all he could see was the husk of a dead spider squished upon the ceiling. He counted the wonky wooden beams overhead to try and keep himself awake.

      Moments later he sunk into darkness and dreams.
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      Clomp.

      Jake snapped awake, thrust the spyglass to his eye and swept it across the room. 

      It was empty.

      What was the time? Was it past midnight? Was the ghost on its way down from the attic?

      Despite his frantically beating heart, his eyes felt heavy with exhaustion. “I mustn’t sleep!” Jake pinched his arm and threw off the blanket. The icy cold night air doused him, prickling his senses. He stood groggily and slipped the flask into his pocket. 

      There was nothing else for it. He’d have to hunt down the ghost and destroy it and hopefully keep the element of surprise.

      A distant church bell chimed.

      Midnight.

      Jake lit the candle stump and opened the door, scouring the hallway from one end to the other. It was empty but for a sea of darkness. He dashed for the first table and lit its candle, making a small island of flickering light. Then he ran for the next table and the next until the hallway was lit.

      He paused and listened, from habit, at Silas Grumble’s door. Usually the racket of his snores filled the hallway. It was a din somewhere between a duck being throttled and an angry, injured pig, but now there was only silence because Grumble was away for the night, leaving Jake alone in the dark, wretched Inn. Alone, save for a room of cowering ghosts and the one who waited above them.

      He glanced at the trapdoor to the attic. Was it askew?

      He straightened the ladder below. 

      Climb. If you dare.

      Jake was desperate to flee. He pictured it; down the stairs, through the door and out into the street. He’d keep running until London was nothing but a memory and only stop when he could see no more ghosts. 

      But it was just a fantasy. He knew he wouldn’t go anywhere. He never had, and probably never would.

      Jake checked the flask was still in his pocket and set his foot upon the first rung of the ladder. He climbed slowly, one hand steadying the candle, the other gripping the rungs. 

      His heart thumped harder and faster with each step up. 

      He imagined the ghost stooping on the other side of the trapdoor, waiting to snatch him...

      Jake reached the top of the ladder, and there was nothing left but the hatch above. He balanced the candle on the ladder and placed his trembling hands upon the trapdoor. He took a deep breath and shoved with all his might. 

      The trapdoor shifted, sending avalanches of dust into his face. Damp, soot and grime filled his nose. He coughed and pushed harder. Finally, the door opened. He pressed it up and shoved it over to the side.

      Above, was a perfect square of blackness. 

      Jake had expected to hear a shriek or howl. Anything but unnatural silence. 

      His fingers shook as he raised the spyglass, almost certain he’d find a terrible, ghostly figure reaching for him. But there were only deep shadows, and the silhouettes of objects draped in blankets. 

      Reluctantly, he pulled himself up through the hatch.

      Jake set the candle on the attic floor, illuminating old trunks and piles of ancient furniture. Grumble’s tattered ‘treasures’. 

      Nothing stirred in the place, not a single shadow.

      Why hadn’t the ghost attacked? Why couldn’t he see it? He had the flask ready. Was the ghost really going to make him go all the way inside looking for it?

      Jake peered through the spyglass again. The attic was still empty. “Maybe there’s nothing here,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper. 

      But there was something there, and he could still picture the expressions on the ghosts’ faces as they’d spoken about it. Yes, it was there alright. Lurking. Waiting for him to fall asleep so it could strike. 

      Jake crouched by the door. He seized the candle and spyglass and stood.

      A puddle of moonlight shone through the broken window on the far wall. Surrounding it, on all sides, was Grumble’s old furniture, and it made tall, foreboding shapes in the gloom. He took a step, his hands and legs shaking as he spun the spyglass this way and that. He wanted the bloody thing to appear. To be finished with the terrible, rising dread. 

      As he reached the end of the attic, the skin on the back of his neck tingled, and suddenly he knew exactly where the ghost was, and where it had been lurking all along. In the shadows on the other side of the trapdoor. The one place he hadn’t looked.

      Waiting. Watching. 

      Jake tried to turn, but couldn’t move. All he could do was stare through the broken window at the end of the attic; London framed by jagged glass. Moonlight spilled over the sloped roofs that seemed to go on forever. It might as well have been a world away. 

      Something shuffled behind him.

      Jake thrust his hand into his pocket, removed the flask, and unscrewed the cap.

      A groan came from the rafters.

      He raised the spyglass. It was coming. 

      The temperature fell, freezing his face and the skin on the back of his neck. 

      Another creak rung out. 

      Closer now.

      “I’m not scared of you,” Jake lied.

      It took all his strength to turn.

      “No!”

      The figure swept towards him, drawing closer and closer. It was a man and his eyes bulged hideously. Jake flinched as he saw the bloody knife jutting from the man’s chest, and then he saw the rest of the attic through the man’s form.

      It was the ghost.

      The specter glanced at the flask in Jake’s hand and roared with such force the rafters rattled and the window shook in its frame. The blankets covering the furniture rose one by one and hovered in the air.

      Jake’s flesh crawled as if it were riddled with lice.

      As he drew up the flask, his limbs slowed and his surroundings shimmered like a dream. His hand froze. Everything froze, except for the ghost, which was slowing.

      “No!” the specter cried, his eyes full of terror. “Please, no!” The sound of his agony was unmistakably human and it caused Jake to still his hand. 

      For a moment they gazed at one another, locked in some strange kind of stalemate.

      The ghost appeared to take a breath, a remembered gesture perhaps. He nodded to Jake. “You have my gratitude for your mercy.”

      “I’m not showing you mercy. I just...” Jake’s words melted as he fought to control his shaking limbs. 

      “Do you know what’s in that flask?”

      “Blessed water. To stop monsters like you.”

      “Cursed water would be more apt. And why do you describe me as a monster? What have I ever done to you?”

      “You were going to feed off me. Tonight. Because it’s Halloween. I know all about it.” Jake’s fingers ached as he gripped the flask. If the ghost took one more step, he’d fling the water in his face and he was already beginning to wonder why he hadn’t. 

      Fury crept back into the ghost’s voice as he spoke again. “Who told you I was going to feed on you? And who sent you with that vicious concoction?”

      “Your brother. He-” Jake swallowed his words as a terrible rage broke across the dead man’s face. It was brutal and livid, and his eyes bulged harder still. He swept a hand towards Jake. Its shadow on the candlelit floor was thin and inconsequential, but it smacked into Jake with enough force to send the flask tumbling through the air.

      Spirals of liquid rained down across the rafters.

      “No!” Jake backed away. He screwed his eyes shut as the ghost bore down on him. He tensed, waiting for the strike of that dread, shadow hand.

      “What are you doing? Why are shaking?”

      Jake opened his eyes. 

      The ghost watched him from where it sat perched on an old beer crate.

      “I thought... I thought you were going to kill me.”

      “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. And I don’t. I’d never harm an innocent.”

      “I ain’t sure I’m innocent. My master says I’m the devil’s spawn. The lowest of lowliest weevils.”

      The ghost smiled, ever so slightly. “I’ve seen your master, scowling around this building. Were somebody to lend me a body I’d strike him for the way he treats you. And after I’d settled things with Silas Grumble, I’d leave, find my brother, and gouge his eyes out.”

      Jake’s legs trembled as thunder stole across the ghost’s face. “Why?”

      The man gestured to the knife jutting from his chest. “He did this. Butchered me like livestock. His own flesh and blood.”

      “Why would he do such a thing?”

      “The oldest temptress of all; money. I had little, mind, just enough to tempt my brother from wherever he’d been lurking. We’d had a violent quarrel years before and had long been estranged.”

      “About what?” Jake’s fear abated a little as his natural curiosity grew.

      “Our parents’ will. Once it was settled, mostly in my favor, my brother disowned me and left the city in a fit of rage. I was relieved if I’m honest. He’d always had the most unpleasant temper and had committed many cruel acts over the years. But then, more than a decade later, he returned and contacted me. He apologized for his previous unpleasantness, swore he’d changed. Like a fool, I chose to believe him. I shouldn’t have. Because if the title father of lies wasn’t already taken, it would surely be his. And there’s many other traits my brother shares with the devil.”

      Jake gazed to the broken window and shivered as he recalled how the old man had accosted him in the alley. Where was he now?

      “Don’t worry, he can’t hear us. He keeps a fair distance from here, as much as he can.”

      “Right.” Jake nodded, but his flesh still crept as he thought of the murderous old man. “So what happened after your brother contacted you?”

      “He arranged for us to dine at The Ship and Turtle Tavern in Leadenhall Street. He said he wanted to make amends over the finest of clarets. And for a while it felt good to let bygones be bygones. We dined well and drank far more wine than we should have. At least, I did, for every time my glass emptied, my brother topped it up. Afterwards, we returned to my house for a nightcap, and as I poured him a brandy, he came at me, a terrible smile on his face. Before I could move, he thrust my very own carving knife into my chest.”

      “That’s horrible!” 

      “Indeed. And once it was done, he penned a note forged in a perfect copy of my own hand, detailing my despair and torment from the months following my wife’s death. It painted me as a suicide, another lost soul. Another of London’s damned. When he was finished, my brother rifled through my effects like a burglar and took my savings and whatever else he could help himself to.”

      “But I don’t understand,” Jake said. “Why did he send me to come after you when he knew you was already dead?”

      “Because he wants every single trace of me gone. He has dark, magickal knowledge and thus knows I haven’t moved on from this earthly plane. That I’m the keeper of his murderous secret. And he knows, were I capable, that I’d exact the bloodiest of revenges upon him. That’s why he set out to find me with that spyglass and cursed water, for it’s the only thing that could bring about my total dissolution. He had the tools in hand. All he needed to finish the job was a pliable puppet.”

      “Me.” Jake’s cheeks burned. “But I didn’t do as he asked. And now I suppose he’ll stick his knife in me.”

      “Only if you tell him what happened.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Lie,” the ghost urged. “Tell him you ended my half-life. Tell him I writhed and begged and pleaded. Tell him how you ignored me, that you threw the water over me and I flailed and screamed and dimmed from a ghostly form to nothingness. Let him hear what he wants to hear and it will be the end of it.”

      “But he might find someone else who can see you.”

      “Only if the spyglass remains intact.” The ghost smiled. “Destroy it. Tell him you dropped it during our struggle. Even if he manages to find another, and it seems a most uncommon device, by the time he returns I’ll be gone.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m at peace now. Your mercy has given me the hope for goodness in the world I was missing.”

      “But... but then he’s going to get away with killing you!”

      “No, he’s not. As soon as Halloween arrived the veils between our worlds shifted, just as they always do. And they afforded me a glimpse of my brother’s future and I can assure you he doesn’t have long. His end will arrive black and bloody. He’ll be robbed by a common footpad and his miserable, cruel life will be finished in a pool of blood. And so the circle turns.”

      Jake nodded. There was no doubt the old man deserved it, but the idea of murder still chilled him. He was about to ask where the ghost would go, when he yawned. “I’m sorry,” he said, embarrassed.

      The ghost laughed. “Don’t be. You should sleep. You’re granted little enough as it is.”

      “But...”

      “I won’t harm you. And my brother will never enter this Inn. No one below this roof bears you malice, asides from your wretched master. My brother lied, we ghosts do not feed at Halloween. All we do is wait and gather dust, until we are dust ourselves.”

      Jake didn’t know what to say. He felt sad and yet saw nothing but happiness in the ghost’s face. He seemed like a man at peace, a man whose darkness had passed. “I’ll do as you asked. I’ll smash the spyglass and tell your brother you were destroyed.”

      “And don’t forget to tell him I writhed in agony first. He’ll treasure that for the little time he has left.”

      Jake held out his hand as if to shake the ghost’s, before remembering he didn’t have one. “Right. I’d better be off then. But before I go, just one thing. I won’t tell Grumble about how you’re up here, but we can hear you at night and...”

      “My rage is quenched. My brother’s final effort to destroy me has failed. You have a good soul, boy. Keep it that way, for I saw that the time is coming when you’ll be tested.”

      “How?”

      “That I cannot say. But I can tell you, you have an ally.”

      “Who?”

      “Look for an inquisitive man with the heart of a child. You’ll find him when he’s needed.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I cannot say more, Jake. I only saw glimpses. Shadows and glimpses.”

      “Right.” Jake nodded to the ghost. “Well, goodbye then.” He brought the spyglass away from his eye and dashed it on the side of a crate. The end exploded, leaving tiny fragments of glass glinting on the floor. 

      When Jake looked up, the ghost was gone. Except he wasn’t of course. Because as Jake descended through the trapdoor, he could still feel those watchful eyes.
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      As dusk settled over the Inn the next day, Jake checked his watch to find it was almost a quarter to five. He stopped rubbing the salt he’d been using to remove a persistent bloodstain from the bar, and slowly sidled away.

      It didn't take long for Silas Grumble to become embroiled in the argument that had been building at the bar for the last few minutes.

      "I swear it!" Mr. Dollery cried, a large, red-faced man. He thumped down his tankard with such force it splashed out most of his ale.

      The two sailors slumped on their stools beside him blearily followed Silas Grumble's finger as he stabbed it towards Mr. Dollery. "So let me h'ascertain, Mr. Dollery. You're telling us, in good faith, that a cat called Henry Ticklesneeze has just been given the office of Lord Mayor of London?"

      "As I live and breathe," Mr Dollery replied. "I witnessed the ceremony myself. And what a ceremony it was! Granted it was an eccentric decision, but that's what happened. This very afternoon."

      "Two sovereigns says you're lying!" one of the sailors slurred.

      “I never indulge in gambling," Mr. Dollery said. He shook his head, sending his jowls trembling. “The very idea!”

      "Put your money where your mouth is or never sup at the Tattered Crow again!" Silas Grumble pulled his coin pouch from his pocket and thumped it upon the bar.

      Jake hustled through the gathering crowd as the argument continued. It was the perfect opportunity to slip away.

      He ran across the street outside and ducked into the alleyway. His heart thumped hard as he reached the dank old doorway where the old man had appeared the day before. Was he really about to meet a cold-blooded murderer in the dusk and shadows?

      "Is it done?" The old man's voice preceded him as he stepped from the doorway’s gloom. His eyes gleamed as they swept over Jake.

      "Yeah, he's gone." Jake forced a sigh and hoped it wasn't too theatrical. "It was bloody horrible."

      “Why? What happened?” The old man's gaze felt as sharp as a razor.

      "He was lurking in the attic of all places. I went up there last night. Found him raging and screaming. I thought he was going to smash the whole place to smithereens. He came at me but I managed to get the flask open in the very nick of time. I threw the water over him and he shrieked. It was hideous! Then he tried to grab me, but before he could, he dissolved. It was a terrible sight, chilled my blood to ice it did!”

      "Really? And did he say anything before he vanished?" The old man pursed his lips.

      "No. He just howled like a banshee." Jake swallowed and wondered if he was giving too many details or too few. He'd spent a lifetime lying to Silas Grumble, but this man was different. He was far more dangerous.

      "Where's the flask and spyglass?"

      Jake swallowed again. His throat felt bone dry as he reached into his pocket and held out the empty flask. The old man snatched it, unscrewed the lid and peered inside. "And the spyglass?"

      Jake took it from his other pocket. The shattered end glistened by the light of the rising moon. "I'm sorry. It-"

      "You broke it!" The old man roared. "You fool! Do you have any idea how much it cost me? Or where I had to go to obtain it?"

      "I dropped it just as your brother was fading. He made one last grab and swiped it from my hand and it fell. I couldn't do nothing about it."

      The old man seized the broken spyglass and thrust it into his coat pocket. He glanced down the alley, past Jake, as if checking it was empty.

      Jake took a step back. The old man followed.

      "So... so can I have my payment?" Jake asked. "Like we agreed?"

      The old man grinned, but it wasn't real. It was cold and empty. "Come here, and I'll give you your reward."

      Jake shook his head. "Actually, you should probably keep your money. On account of what happened to your spyglass. I'm-"

      The man seized Jake’s collar and pulled him close. Something sharp and silver gleamed in his bony hand.

      "Jake?" a voice echoed down the alley. It was Mr. Bellows; a regular at The Tattered Crow. It looked like he’d been passing by and had stopped as he’d spotted them. "Oi!” he called, as he focused on the old man. “What the hell do you think you're doing?" Mr. Bellows produced a heavy cosh from his pocket and thumped it against his great meaty hand. Then he strode towards them.

      The old man released Jake and held out his palms. The knife was gone. "It's just a misunderstanding."

      Mr. Bellows was a giant compared to the old man, who took off at a surprisingly agile pace as Mr. Bellows loomed towards him."Running now, are we? Coward!" Mr. Bellows cried out. The old man slipped into the shadows.

      "What was that all about?" Mr. Bellows glanced down at Jake, before giving his hair a reassuring tussle. "Are you alright?"

      "I am now. Thanks to you."

      "Think nothing of it.”

      “I was lucky you saw us.”

      “Indeed.” Mr. Bellows shook his head. “It was the oddest thing actually.” He glanced toward the Tattered Crow. “There was this strange voice in my head. Told me to come and look down the alley.” He smiled. “I must be going mad!”

      Jake nodded, but as he glanced at the Inn, he fancied he saw a shadow slip past the window. Had the ghost whispered to Mr. Bellows on his behalf? Anything seemed possible now.

      “Well,” Mr. Bellows continued, “it looks like the old goat’s gone now and it will be a miracle if he reaches the other end of the alley without someone jumping him."

      The ghost’s words returned to Jake. His end will arrive black and bloody. He’ll be robbed by a common footpad.

      Moments later, a blood-curdling scream echoed down the alley toward them until it was swallowed by the night.

      Jake peered into the darkness. "We should fetch the police. Find someone to help!”

      "It'll be too late. Besides, there's more chance of the Queen inviting me to afternoon tea than there is of finding police in these parts. Come, Jake, I’ll walk you back to the Crow and out of this gloom, for the night seems far darker than usual.”
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      Jake hid behind Mr. Bellows as he snuck into the Tattered Crow. It seemed the argument at the bar concerning the feline Lord Mayor of London had been settled for it was quieter than usual.

      Silas Grumble fixed Jake with a petulant look. "Where the blue blazes have you been?"

      "When?" Jake snatched up a cluster of empty tankards.

      "When I was looking for you." Silas Grumble wiped the drool from his lips with the back of his hand and rubbed it on his filthy shirt. "Were you upstairs? Lazing in the shadows and loitering in darkness like a sneak-thief?"

      "I was in the kitchen, sir. Scrubbing the floor."

      "Were you really?" Grumble narrowed his eyes but shook his head. "As much as I should strike you hard and fast, Shillingsworth, I won't. Last night was a trial if there ever was one, and this accursed damp is making clay of my old bones. I need a spark of glory for my body. A true tonic for my weariness." Grumble flung a key at Jake.

      Jake caught it just before it struck his face.

      "Get your slothful soul down to the cellar,” Grumble continued, “and fetch me a bottle of my most special drink for I need an elixir against this creeping gray dread. And don't tarry, or I'll fill your pockets with blazing coals.”

      Jake nodded and hurried away.

      Grumble’s drinking usually went one of two ways. Either he'd become even more abusive, or he'd fall into a stupor, face down on the bar. Jake prayed for the latter as he took a candle from a nearby table and unlocked the cellar.

      The door opened to a gulf of darkness.

      He descended slowly and carefully as the candle threw his shadow across the old brick wall and a smell of must, yeast and sour wine rose from the cellar.

      As he reached the bottom of the steps, the hairs on the back of his neck tickled as if teased by invisible fingers, and an icy breeze blew from nowhere.

      "I'll be quick," Jake called, his voice breaking. “And then I'll leave you to your peace." He felt almost reassured, but within moments he deeply regretted smashing the spyglass as something shifted in the murky darkness.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three Curses for Trixie Moon

          

        

      

    

    
      The crows cawed like they were conspiring as Trixie Moon trudged along the path between the earthy fields. A musky scent of damp soil filled the air and a solitary cloud hung in the deep blue autumn sky. It looked like a raindrop which seemed apt, and glistened with purple and gray ripples as it loomed over her.

      “A perfect cloud for another perfect day.” Trixie stopped on the old footbridge before her farmhouse and rubbed her eye. The lump felt impossibly huge and the bone beneath was tender now the numbness had worn off. She flinched as she recalled the agony from where that pudgy, ringed fist had struck it.

      The afternoon was almost silent, just her and her pain and the tinkle and babble of the river. Trixie leaned over the bridge and gazed down at the water. The river reflected the blue of the sky until it vanished into the murk underneath the bridge. The gloom was hypnotic. It whispered to her, and she nearly answered and went below to be one with the shadows, as she’d used to when things went wrong. Just her and the darkness. And him. 

      Was he still there? 

      “Don’t be stupid.” Trixie hitched her school bag on to her shoulder and walked on. Her house, little more than a shack, was nestled in the hollow ahead amongst a series of ragged buildings and an ancient, dry-stone wall.

      Trixie cursed as she spotted the ribbons of blue-gray smoke rising from the chimney. She’d hoped her father wouldn’t be home until after dark, when the murk would better hide her bruised face. 

      She stepped through the garden’s jumble of fragrant herbs. The scents of rosemary, thyme, lavender and mint were rich, but so too was the pungent waft of onions. Onions and something else... A scent coming from her father’s shed, where he grew all manner of odd looking plants that were half bramble, half flower. Sometimes they scratched against the shed windows, even when there was no breeze, and she’d long ago decided to have as little to do with his strange experiments as possible. 

      Trixie opened the door to their house and slipped inside. The living room smelled of cooking; leeks, mushrooms, turnips and the seemingly obligatory beef. The stew bubbled on the stove and her father, illuminated by candlelight, stood over it, slowly stirring the pot. He glanced up and swept a tangle of chestnut-brown hair, the exact same shade as hers, from his eyes and grinned. “I hope you’re okay with casserole again, Trixie. Jerry’s claiming poverty. He said he can only pay me with dead cows.”

      “It smells lovely, Dad.” Trixie headed for her room. 

      “Hold on, love.” Samuel Moon left the stove, and as he approached her, his brows furrowed. 

      Trixie waited for the inevitable comment. It didn’t take long.

      “Someone’s hit you. Again.”

      “Don’t worry. I can deal with it.”

      “But I do worry. You’re nearly fourteen. Do you think bullies get worse or better as they age? You’ve got to confront them now, before it gets harder. I’d sort them out if-”

      “It was my fault. I took the shortcut home. I should have known they’d be hanging around in the park.”

      “Was it the same girl that hit you before?”

      “No, it was her friend this time. Look, I really don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Sit down,” he nodded to the couch in the living room. “Just for a moment.”

      Trixie slung her school bag onto the sofa and slumped down beside it. Peregrine, their ancient tabby cat, watched from his perch on top of the television. He yawned, baring his fangs, before stretching and going back to sleep.

      “I know what it’s like,” Samuel said, as he sat opposite her. “I was bullied myself, and let’s be honest, we’re not exactly the most popular people in the village, are we? I can still clear the bar at the Three Feathers when I go for a pint. You’d think we had leprosy.”

      “I wish we did. At least they’d leave us alone.”

      Samuel’s eyes glinted as he sighed. “Sadly, I’ve run out of medieval diseases, although there might be a jar of pox, or a vial of sleeping sickness somewhere.” His smile faded as he glanced at Trixie once more. “There is something you can do to stop the bullying. But you know that already, don’t you?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. That’s the reason everyone hates us in the first place.”

      “No, it’s not. The reason they dislike us is that they don’t understand us. They think we’re lunatics, thieves and weirdos. Well they’re right on two counts, but I’ve never stolen a thing in my life. Except for borrowing the occasional pheasant, and the odd brace of rabbits. But it’s not what we do that bothers them, it’s what they imagine we do.”

      “And you think by using-”

      “Magic,” Samuel finished. “Don’t skirt around the word, love.”

      “You think if I use magic it will stop the kids at my school wanting to beat me up?” Trixie felt her face burn. “It won’t. It will make things worse. They’ll see me as an even bigger freak than I already am. Living in a shack with a dad who speaks to plants and birds. Wearing last year’s second-hand clothes. And it won’t just be Alison Fisk and her idiotic friends who’ll hate me, it’ll be the entire school. At least for now they mostly ignore me.”

      “You don’t need to go the whole hog, Trixie. There are little things you can do. I’ve taught you subtle magic, and I’ve taught you not-so-subtle magic. Remember?” 

      “You don’t think people know, do you? You think no one sees how the farmers you work with have amazing crops every year, while the others don’t. Why do you think everyone stays the hell out of our way when we’re out in the village?”

      “There will always be rumors, love,” Samuel said. “Some of them believe them, but most don’t. Most of them don’t believe in anything other than the growth of their bank balances and what they’re having for dinner that night. Do you think they believe in magic?”

      “They don’t need to believe in magic, dad. They only have to think we do. That’s all it takes to make my life hell.”

      “We could move somewhere else, but it’ll be just the same. People sense magic, even if they don’t believe in it. It frightens them. That’s why they hate us.”

      “Like mum hated us before she left?” Trixie clenched her arms across her chest.

      “Yes, like mum.” A bittersweet smile played on her father’s lips. “It’s not personal, it’s fear. You’ll never stop folk fearing what they don’t understand. But what’s in our blood is in our blood. Embrace it, like I showed you.”

      “I don’t want it in my blood. I want it to go away. I want to be normal, and right now, I want to go to my room and get some peace.” 

      As Trixie stood, her father reached for her. She brushed him away, shoved her bedroom door open and slung her school blazer upon the bed before examining herself in the mirror by her dresser. The bruise was like a painting with layers of dark yellow, brown and violet surrounding her bright green eyes. She winced as she rubbed her skin, and then her anger turned to sorrow, which was only made more poignant by the tear-shaped birthmark under her left eye. 

      She turned away, climbed upon her bed, and gazed through the window into the late autumn gloom.
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      Trixie didn’t go to school the next day. Instead, she caught one bus after another, and left the village for the town. She walked around the covered market, hopped on another bus back to the village, and then repeated the journey over and over. One of the bus drivers gave her a particularly suspicious look, but she met his glare until he averted his eyes. She’d learned long ago that there were few people who could hold her gaze, and even the bullies had to glance away before they hit her.
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      It was late afternoon when she walked between the damp earthy fields and crossed the stone bridge, treading lightly as she went, an old superstition that seemed to make little sense now. Trixie gazed into the gloom below the bridge and took a moment to catch her breath, and as she glanced back at her house, she froze. Dark smoke snaked from the chimney, and while there was nothing unusual about that in autumn, something about the sight of it jarred her. Something was wrong. 

      She bit her lip and picked up her pace. It seemed like the raindrop cloud she’d spotted the day before was back, brooding over her house. Swollen with bad tidings. As she reached the garden, her father opened the front door, his usual smile missing. He clutched a battered suitcase.

      “Are we going somewhere?” Trixie kept her voice light.

      “We’re not, I’m afraid. I’ve got to go away on my own. I received a call earlier. My brother’s seriously ill.”

      “I thought you didn’t speak to him.”

      “I don’t. Or didn’t. His wife called me. I’ve got to go, Trixie.”

      “Give me ten minutes and I’ll pack some things. We can go together.”

      “You need to stay here. Look after the place, and Peregrine.”

      “He’ll be fine for a couple of days. He’s a cat.”

      Samuel Moon’s face turned dour. “It’s not just Peregrine that needs watching over. I’ve been looking after something of value. Something I can’t take with me.”

      “What?” An icy shiver ran across Trixie’s neck. The bad feeling she’d gotten at the bridge grew darker. 

      “An artifact. It’s... let’s just say it’s ancient. Some friends gave me it for safekeeping.” He smiled weakly. “Don’t worry, love. It’s harmless to us.”

      “Where is it? And why can’t your friends look after it themselves?” Trixie gazed at the ramshackle house. It seemed different now she knew it was harboring secrets. 

      “It’s best you know as little as possible. I’ve hidden it away and it will remain hidden. All I need you to do is watch over the place and if anyone comes calling, tell them I’ll be back after the weekend. Is that okay?”

      “I suppose.”

      “There’s plenty of food. I left a stew on the stove for you.” 

      “Is it beef casserole by any chance?” Trixie smiled, but her anxiety still clawed away inside her. She did her best to hide it. Her father had worse things to worry about than her baseless fears. Still, the realization that this would be the first time he’d left her alone overnight nagged her. That, and the question of the mysterious, hidden artifact. 

      “You’ll be alright, won’t you?”

      “Of course. Go and see your brother. It sounds important. I know I’ve never met him, but I hope he’ll be okay.”

      “Thanks. Maybe you can come and see him next time. Now, make sure you lock up after I go. And like I said, if anyone comes here, tell them I’ll be back soon.” And then his face darkened once more. “There’s probably no need for it, but you know where the rifle is, don’t you?”

      “Yes. I’ll be fine, dad.”

      “Right. And we need to discuss your school situation when I get back too.” He gave her a pointed look.

      “I didn’t go today, I couldn’t face it. I didn’t want them to have the satisfaction of seeing my eye. I’ll go back Monday, I promise.”

      “Fair enough. But we still need to talk about it. Now I’d better go, it’s a three-hour drive, and it’s already getting late. Call me if you need anything, and don’t forget, Jerry’s five minutes away. You know his number?” 

      “It’s on the wall by the phone. Just go, dad.”

      “I’m going.” He gave her a peck on the cheek and as he pulled away, she caught a strange look in his eyes. Guilt? 

      Samuel Moon climbed into his crumpled old car. Moments later it rumbled and lurched along the old track, until it was little more than a dull red speck on the horizon, leaving Trixie alone with the empty fields and the darkening sky.

      Trixie placed the bubbling casserole into the oven and poured herself an extra-large glass of the lemonade she’d made with her father the night before. The living room was silent, but for Peregrine’s occasional snores as he slept, dreamed, and flexed his claws.

      There was nothing of interest on the television, but Trixie left it on, glad for the sound of voices, even if the programs were dismal. The flickering glow lit the room, a welcome distraction from the darkness settling over the fields and smothering the land in a blanket of night. 
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      She awoke to a din of buzzing bees and blearily looked around to find a beekeeper tending to a hive on the television. Within moments, the bees filled the screen like brown blobs of static. She switched it off and gazed through the window at the dishwater dawn looming over the fields. Peregrine sat by the front door, looking up expectantly, and as she opened it, she froze. 

      A gunmetal-gray circle, punctuated by black zigzags, lay on the doorstep. 

      An adder! As Trixie stepped back, the snake broke its circle, rose up and hissed.

      Trixie slammed the door, grabbed the mat and threw it across the foot of the door, before scooping Peregrine into her arms. 

      It wasn’t just the snake that had startled her, but the association that came with it. It was a bad omen. Trixie made tea and once she’d drank it, she opened the door a crack, but the snake had gone.

      By mid-morning, she’d forgotten the snake and was enjoying her newfound freedom. She finished her homework as the television blared, writing as quickly as possible, unconcerned if her teacher marked her down. The thought of being suspended from school was a welcome one. No more standing out. No more black eyes.
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      The rest of the day passed in a blur, and soon it was evening. Trixie stood on the back porch, watching the plum colored dusk, and cupping a mug of hot chocolate in her hands for warmth. She blew the wisps of steam away and sipped the thick sweet milky drink. 

      Clouds drew in from the west, and they almost looked like jagged mountains in some fantastical landscape. A tiny bat flitted overhead, and she watched as it circled the house. 

      Once.

      Twice.

      “Don’t go a third time...”

      But it did, before soaring away and vanishing into the growing gloom.

      A bat flying three times around a house was a bad omen. The second of the day. 

      Trixie’s gaze fell upon the copse of trees in the middle of the potato fields. They looked different somehow, and a strange thought crossed her mind. Were they trees, or tall black figures watching her?

      She went back inside and bolted the door against the oncoming night.
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      Something screeched, jolting Trixie awake. She rose from where she’d fallen asleep on the sofa and switched the lamp on. Peregrine sat by the window, peering into the darkness, his tail flapping, his ears alert.

      The scream ended as abruptly as it had begun and Trixie strained to hear anything further, but there was only silence. “It was just a fox,” she told Peregrine, and was about to stroke his head when a low, mean hiss came from beyond the door. She froze as Peregrine leaped from the windowsill and ducked beneath the sofa.

      Trixie’s legs felt hollow as she ran to the wooden chest in the corner of the room. She reached inside, unwrapped a blanket, and pulled out her father’s hunting rifle. He’d taught her how to use it a couple of years back, and she tried to recall his lessons as she cocked the barrel and checked it was loaded. She snapped it shut and aimed it at the door.

      Hours seemed to pass as she stood there gazing ahead, waiting for something to break the cloying silence. Finally, the sky lightened. She went to her room, pulled the dresser across the door, placed the rifle within arm’s reach, and climbed into bed before falling into an uneasy sleep.
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      When Trixie woke, it took her a moment to recall why the dresser had been pushed against the door. She shuddered as she remembered that terrible screech in the dead of night, and swept the curtains open to a crimson dawn that lit the furrows in the fields in a cinnamon glow. 

      “Red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning.” 

      Trixie moved the dresser from the door and grabbed her father’s rifle, which was cold in her hands. Peregrine glanced up from his perch on the television as she set it down on the kitchen table. “Coward,” Trixie chided Peregrine as he leaped down and rubbed against her ankles. “Hungry coward.”

      As she pulled back the kitchen curtain, she flinched as she found two bright amber eyes staring back through the window. 

      The fox bounded off in a blur of orange and white, and vanished into the garden. “Great, another bad omen.” Or so she’d once read. And with the bat that had flown around the house, and the adder upon the doorstep, that made three. But were they really omens, or silly superstitions? And would she even have noticed them if her father had been home? Were they the reasons it felt like something bad was coming?

      She threw back the living room curtains and froze. 

      Three dark figures stood on the crest of the hill, framed against the scarlet sky. She waited for them to move, but they were as still as statues. 

      They’re watching me... 

      Trixie fumbled for her phone and called her father. His voicemail replied. She ended the call and frantically wondered who to phone next. Jerry? He’d be up by now, milking the cows or feeding his chickens. But what could she say? That there were people in the field? It was common for ramblers to pass by... 

      And then they moved down the slope, toward her ramshackle home, and the sun shone on the field, making it hard to see them. 

      The middle figure was the tallest, the one to its left almost as tall and twice as lean, while the third was squat and plump. They split up and the ones to the left and right wandered into the garden, and out of Trixie’s sight. But her attention remained on the tall figure who she could now see was a man. He was older than her father, perhaps in his early fifties, with a long fall of ashen hair and round black glasses that matched his charcoal suit. 

      Trixie ran to the back door and threw it open. As she grabbed her shoes from the steps, Peregrine flew past and disappeared below the garden shed. Any doubt the people were ramblers had gone. Something terrible was coming. The knowledge hummed in her blood like electricity. 

      She pulled her shoes on and straightened up. An icy breeze brought goosebumps across the back of her neck as the lean figure emerged from the woods in the south. It was a woman.

      The wind changed direction, bringing a tattoo of hail from the east as a short, chubby man approached along the dirt road from Jerry’s farm. He wore a baggy green checkered suit and a scowl on his doughy face.

      Trixie scrambled into the house and locked the door. 

      She checked the window and recoiled as she found the tall man standing outside. She could see his horn-rimmed glasses in perfect detail now, one lens as black as coal, the other revealing a chocolate-brown eye. His long nose twitched like a hound seeking the scent of its quarry, and his thin lips curled into a smile.

      Trixie snatched the curtain across the window; a childlike impulse. If I can’t see them, they can’t see me.

      A bony knuckle rapped against the glass. The rifle felt more like a toy as she seized it. 

      Three hard bangs thumped against the door. “Who’s there?” she called, as if she didn’t know perfectly well it was the three figures who looked like people, but were something else.

      “Open the door.”

      It was the tall man, and his voice was irritable and impatient, like he had somewhere better to be.

      “Go away,” Trixie replied. “I don’t open the door to strangers.”

      “We’re not strange,” the woman’s voice called out from the back of the house. “At least, not that strange.”

      “Just open the door, little girl.” The second man’s voice was educated, authoritative and yet somehow childish.

      “You better leave before I call the police.” Trixie stared at the door and prayed to hear their receding footsteps.

      “You can try to call the police,” the tall man responded, “but you won’t reach them. There’s been complications in the village this morning. An outage. Your phone won’t work. Still, you can try, or you can open the door before I open it for you.”

      Trixie glanced from the phone to the clock on the microwave. It was blank. She flipped the light switch on, but nothing happened. The power was out. 

      Something scraped at the front door, and then there was a soft click. The handle turned, and the door swung open. 

      The man in the black suit stepped into the room, ducking through the doorway as he came. 

      He was ruggedly handsome, and his one eye gazed back at Trixie. There was a hint of madness in its glare, and she was thankful for the jet-black lens hiding the other. 

      The lady joined the man. She was tall, slender and dressed in expensive-looking clothes. She ran her bony fingers through her luscious red hair and gave Trixie a sly, toothy grin. 

      Behind her, the other man cursed as he fought to fit his corpulent frame through the door. He pulled a spotted handkerchief from his checkered pocket and mopped his gleaming head and long, thin lips. His emerald eyes flitted over Trixie with a look of distaste, a feeling she herself felt as she took in the sight of his sweating chins and the stomach bulging from his shirt. 

      “Who are you?” Trixie forced herself to sound unconcerned. “What do you want?”

      The tall man answered. “My name’s Mr. Blackwood. My colleagues are Mr. Claudius Dampfire and Ms. Sparkle, and we’ve come to collect the item your father left for us.”

      “Those aren’t your proper names.” 

      “I can assure you,” Mr. Dampfire said, “that your assessment is incontrovertibly incorrect.”

      “Or in plain English,” Ms. Sparkle added, “those are our names.”

      “Well, I don’t believe you. And my dad’s going to be back any moment, and he’s not going to be happy when he hears how you broke into our home. So you better leave because if you don’t, I’ll shoot you.” Trixie brought the rifle up, but not one of them batted an eyelid.

      Mr. Blackwood smiled. “Your father’s away, Miss Moon, and you won’t use that gun. Now, where’s the artifact?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” Trixie raised the rifle higher. “And I will shoot if I have to.”

      But before she could move, Mr. Blackwood sprang forward and seized the rifle. He broke it and emptied the cartridges into his pocket before throwing it through the open door. “I told you you wouldn’t use the gun. Dampfire, watch the girl. Ms. Sparkle come with me, we’ll recover the artifact ourselves.”

      Numbness spread over Trixie as Mr. Blackwood and Ms. Sparkle strode through her home. Mr. Blackwood vanished into her father’s room, while Ms. Sparkle sauntered into Trixie’s bedroom.

      “It would be so much easier,” Mr. Dampfire paused to lick his lips, “if you just told us where the artifact is.”

      “What artifact?” Trixie’s anger cut through her fear. “Does this place look like a museum?”

      “No, it looks like a poor person’s house. An abode for destitute, feckless, freeloading wastes of space. A pox upon our green and pleasant land. To be frank, Miss Moon, I find the concept of sharing your fetid oxygen absolutely beastly. And we’ve got better places to be, so tell me where the artifact is, and we’ll leave you to your squalor.”

      Trixie balled her fingers into fists. “This is our home!” 

      Dampfire laughed, sending his chins wobbling. “Isn’t it just? A little home for little people. Have you any idea how utterly inconsequential you are? You’re a nothing, a nobody. The sort of person I pay a premium to avoid.”

      Trixie felt her face redden as something crashed in her father’s room. She fought the tears of frustration smarting her eyes and glanced away from Mr. Dampfire’s delighted smile. And then, as she spotted her sketchpad, an idea came to her.

      Could she still do it? 

      Would it work? 

      Probably not. It had been so long... 

      Something thudded in her room and then she heard a tinkle of glass. Trixie sat on the sofa and grabbed her pencil and sketch pad.

      “What are you doing?” Dampfire asked.

      “My homework. I might as well get something done while your disgusting friends destroy the few things we own.”

      Dampfire waved his meaty hand, as if batting a fly. “Work away. Not that I imagine your teachers expect much from you.” He waddled to the window, licked his lips and drew back the curtain. “What an unexceptional view.”

      Trixie ignored him, closed her eyes and did her best to block out the short rasp of his breath as she allowed her mind to wander. She drifted through the darkness behind her eyes and traveled back through the years to the memory of a crisp spring morning. And there she was, sitting on the porch with her father as he used a willow stick to draw symbols in the earth. 

      “Copy them,” he told her. Trixie replicated them in her notebook and as she did, she learned their magical meanings and how they could serve and protect her.

      Now, as she recalled the symbols, one swam into her thoughts like a shiny fish. Trixie grasped it and opened her eyes. 

      She drew quickly, doing her best to ignore Dampfire’s gimlet eyes as he watched her. Trixie closed the loop on the symbol, sealing it in place.

      “What did you just do?” Dampfire asked. “And don’t tell me it’s homework, because I won’t believe you.”

      “I’m doodling.”

      As Dampfire approached, she took the page and tore around the symbol. 

      “It’s a message, isn’t it? How quaint.” Dampfire grinned. “Perhaps you’d like me to fetch a bottle for you to place it in. You could toss it into that scummy little river outside and maybe someone will find it and rescue you from your calamity.”

      Trixie grabbed her sketchbook as Dampfire lumbered over and twisted away as he reached for her. There was a sudden click and Trixie found herself facing a small black snub-nosed gun. “Hand me the book, Miss Moon, or I’ll blow your unsightly head off.” 

      Trixie held the book out and flinched as he snatched it.

      Dampfire placed his gun within the folds of his suit and opened the book. He skipped through the pages and stopped at the one with the sketched symbol. “What is this?” His smug grin faltered. “It looks like...”

      That was all he said. 

      Bewilderment dimmed his eyes as he dropped the sketchpad. He shook his head and peered around the room like he’d never seen it before. “Where am I?” he glanced at Trixie. “And who the devil are you?”

      “Shh.” Trixie raised a finger to her lips and escorted Dampfire to the door. She pointed to the forest in the south. “You’re late for your appointment, Mr. Dampfire.”

      “Am I?” A flicker of arrogance returned to his doughy features. “Yes, of course I am. I’ve no idea why I’m wasting my time with you. I have business... in those trees.”

      “Off you go then.” Trixie gave him a shove and smiled as he wobbled away, but it faded as a hand clamped down upon her shoulder. 

      “What did you do to Dampfire?”

      Trixie met Mr. Blackwood’s blazing eye. “Nothing. He said he had an appointment.”

      “Mr. Dampfire!” Mr. Blackwood bellowed. 

      But Dampfire didn’t turn. He continued tottering into the trees, checking his watch as he went. 

      “I don’t know what you’ve done to my acquaintance, girl, but once I’ve found what I’m looking for, I’ll punish you. I promise. These people entered my service at great cost.”

      Mr. Blackwood yanked Trixie into the shack and slammed the door shut. “Ms. Sparkle, he called. “In here, please.”

      Something thudded in Trixie’s room, and the door crashed open. Ms. Sparkle swung round the door frame, with a toothy, malevolent smile. “So sorry, little girl. I think I’ve broken some of your toys.”

      “I don’t have any toys.”

      “Well, your old laptop’s definitely bust, as well as the tacky ornaments you keep on your dresser.” Ms. Sparkle glanced at Mr. Blackwood. “Where’s Mr. Dampfire?”

      “He wandered into the woods. The girl did something to him. Watch her like a hawk, and if she moves, cut her. And if she screams, cut her deeper.”

      Ms. Sparkle pulled a silver blade from her boot, flipped it through the air, and caught it in her black gloved hand. “I think I can manage that.”

      “I take it you found nothing significant?” Mr. Blackwood asked.

      “Not a bean.”

      “I’ll keep searching the father’s room. I thought I detected a scent. It shouldn’t take long.”

      “Take as long as you like.” Ms. Sparkle gave Trixie a nasty grin. “Miss Moon can entertain me while we wait.”

      Trixie sat back on the sofa and pretended to examine her shoes as Ms. Sparkle stood over her, staring down and inviting contact. Trixie knew what the price of rising to the challenge would be, and that it would hurt.

      “You know we’ll find what we’re looking for, don’t you?” Ms. Sparkle asked. “And once we do, we’ll have no further use for you. But for now, Mr. Blackwood would be ecstatic if I was to drag the information from you. And so would I.”

      Trixie flinched as Ms. Sparkle smacked one of her gloved hands into the other. 

      “Thwack!” Ms. Sparkle cried. “Oh, I do like that sound. Thwack is without a doubt my favorite word. Would you like one?”

      Trixie held her tongue.

      Ms. Sparkle leaned in close. “I see someone’s already hit you, and recently by that bruising. Good for them, I say. God, you’re a strange-looking duck, aren’t you? With your itsy bitsy teardrop birthmark and straggly hair. And those ghastly third-hand clothes. Poor thing.” Ms. Sparkle stepped away and examined herself in the antique mirror beside the front door. She sighed as she ran her fingers through her luxurious hair and gazed at her reflection with a wistful, yearning look.

      Trixie allowed herself a smile as an idea came like a candle in the dark. The room dissolved as she closed her eyes and reached into the past. She glanced through the sigils her father had taught her until she found the perfect one which was far more powerful than the last, and twice as insidious. ‘You only use this if you have to,’ her father had warned.

      It was a wicked curse for wicked times.

      She opened her eyes and concentrated as she dragged the sigil from her memory and out into the room. It shone as she pushed it past Ms. Sparkle and dropped it into the mirror. A thin blue glow ran around the mirror’s edge, causing Ms. Sparkle to stop grooming. She gazed back at Trixie. “Did you see that light, girl?”

      Trixie let her mouth fall wide open as she stared past Ms. Sparkle. “Can you see it too? It’s so beautiful!”

      The moment Ms. Sparkle regarded the mirror, her shoulders slumped, and her eyelids dropped. “Who are you?” she asked her reflection. “You’re gorgeous!”

      Her reflection moved, even though Ms. Sparkle was still. It shook its head and pointed to its lips.

      “You can’t speak?” Ms. Sparkle asked, her voice forlorn. “Poor you.”

      The other Ms. Sparkle shrugged and beckoned. As the real Ms. Sparkle stepped toward it, her reflection gave an intense, joyful grin and beckoned her closer until her breath frosted the glass.

      Her reflection’s rapturous smile turned to malevolence as it snatched Ms. Sparkle by the hair and yanked her towards the mirror. She fell into it and was pulled from the room and through the glass as if it was an open window. 

      “No!” Mr. Blackwood thundered into the room, but it was too late.

      The mirror darkened and the last Trixie saw of Ms. Sparkle was her squirming in her reflection’s clawed hands. Fangs jutted from the reflection’s mouth and its eyes became dead, empty things as it threw back its head and the mirror turned black.

      “What was that?” Mr. Blackwood asked, “A mirror wight? How did you...”

      “My father taught me. And it’s nothing compared to some of the things he showed me. Now get out of here before I set something terrible upon you.”

      “Well,” Mr. Blackwood gave a sardonic grin. “You certainly confounded Dampfire, but for all his long words, he was never the sharpest of tools. That said, he possesses talents. And bravo for using the low-level wight to take advantage of Ms. Sparkle’s inherent vanity. Still, it was a touch obvious. You’re resourceful, Miss Moon, I’ll give you that, but I have your measure and you’ll find me a different beast altogether.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small tattered box, its lid punctured with holes. “Would you like to see my pet?”

      Trixie shook her head.

      “I thought not. It contains a very rare spider. You won’t find another like it, at least not in this world. Now, I have to say its been in this poky old box for a matter of weeks, and it’s really very furious.”

      Trixie heard a tiny scratch of legs. 

      “It won’t bite me,” Mr. Blackwood continued. “It’s completely under my command. But it will bite you, and when does, you’ll feel as if your nerves are made of molten lava. The agony will continue until the poison finally works its way into your heart and stops it for good. So tell me, before I lose my patience... where is the artifact?” 

      Trixie pointed to the chest where her father kept his rifle. “In there.”

      As Mr. Blackwood started towards it, she ran, shoving past him and flying through the door. She jumped the stairs and landed hard on the frosty ground.

      “Dull, dull, dull, Miss Moon,” Mr. Blackwood called, as he followed after her.

      Trixie summoned a sigil from her memory and threw it half-formed behind her. 

      Mr. Blackwood batted it away. “You should conserve your energy for running. You’re younger than I, Miss Moon, but nowhere near as determined.”

      Trixie ran along the dusty track to the bridge as Mr. Blackwood followed, his one eye gleaming crimson in the rising dawn. She’d almost reached it when a thunderous din cracked the air and rolled across the hills and fields. 

      Crows scattered as three columns of smoke rose up and whirled like cyclones, whipping up dirt and leaves and drawing them into themselves. They spun tighter and tighter, forming half-made figures of mud and dust with no features but great, yawning mouths. They whirled down the track toward her.

      Trixie glanced across the fields. Over the rise was the copse of trees, and beyond that the river. Surely its waters would stop the dervishes... 

      “Just tell me where the artifact is, Miss Moon,” Mr. Blackwood called, close behind her. “And then it will be over.”

      Trixie ignored him as she raced to the old stone bridge. Something glowed in the darkness below. A firefly, or something else? Something she’d chosen to forget? It flashed again, as if calling her. She left the track and stumbled down the slope to the river and the mossy stones at the foot of the bridge. 

      Is he still there? 

      The question hung in her mind as she entered the murk below the bridge, inhaling its chalky old scent. She could just make out the old rock she’d rolled against the bridge wall so many years ago, when she’d been smaller and the space less cramped. On the other side of the river, there was nothing but gloom. 

      One of the dervishes appeared, filling her ears with its horrible whirring sound. Its mouth opened wide enough to swallow her head as it tried to duck below the bridge but faltered, like it had reached an invisible line it couldn’t cross. 

      There’s magic here, Trixie thought. I hope...

      Her thoughts melted away as Mr. Blackwood appeared at the other side, cutting off her escape. And then a spark of gleaming blue light zipped past Trixie, distracting her as it vanished into the darkness on the opposite side of the bridge.

      “The dervishes are strong enough to take a person apart,” Mr. Blackwood called. “And I’d sooner spare us both the mess. Just tell me where the artifact is, and I’ll leave you in peace.” 

      Trixie slumped onto the rock and pressed her back to the cold stone wall. 

      “Well?”

      “I don’t know where the stupid artifact is. My dad didn’t tell me.”

      “Don’t lie, it’s childish.”

      “I’m not lying.” 

      Mr. Blackwood tapped his foot impatiently. “Come out of there, or I’ll drag you out myself.”

      “No.” Trixie wiped away her tears of frustration. She was sick of running, sick of the threats and bullying. Yet there she was after all these years, back below the bridge, hiding. Trapped on both sides again. 

      The last time she’d hidden there was when her parents had argued. She’d raced across the fields, dashed under the bridge and sat on the very rock she was now perched on. Only then it had seemed so much larger. 

      And then her memories flitted to the thing she’d found lurking in the gloom on the other side of the river... Stonethump, as her younger self had named him. Had that really happened? Had he been there, or had she invented him? She gazed into the darkness, but it seemed to be empty.

      The other dervishes appeared behind the one still trying to gain entry, their force sending leaves and twigs flying. 

      “They’ll make it eventually,” Mr. Blackwood shouted over the din. “And when they do, it’s going to hurt.” 

      Their roar grew louder. Trixie clamped her hands over her ears and racked her memory for a spell, but terror left her thoughts blank. 

      Please help me.

      Nothing. Just her and the gloom...

      She closed her eyes, remembering the presence she was now certain she’d discovered there so many years ago. 

      He’d terrified her at first, but then reassured her. 

      She felt something flit past her, and when she opened her eyes, she found a minuscule light sparkling in the murk across the river. Was it him? Was it possible? 

      Had he been here all along as she passed over the bridge? Waiting through the years even though she’d put him out of her mind along with the magic she’d been taught, and the powers she’d forsaken... 

      “Enough!” Mr. Blackwood called. “Come out of there. Now!”

      The dervishes pressed in, and the closet stooped low. Its impossibly large mouth opened even wider. 

      Another tiny light appeared across from her, and then she saw the huge form in the darkness below the bridge as he stepped forward. 

      He hadn’t changed. His limbs were still thick and powerful, his stony face granite gray, but speckled with lichen now. He opened his mouth and spoke. No words came, just a sound like a landslide. 

      Her old friend was back. He’d never left... 

      He broke from the gloom and thundered through the water. Lights flashed in his craggy face where his eyes were, and they brightened as he threw a punch, smashing his fist into the closest dervish. It let out a howling gale of noise as it exploded, sending clouds of dirt and debris flying into the air. 

      The dervishes behind it froze, and as Stonethump perused them, they turned and spun away, taking the shrieking din with them.

      “Come back!” Mr. Blackwood demanded, his single eye glaring with fury.

      “Why don’t you come in here and get me?” Trixie asked. “Or are you afraid? I got rid of your friends, and then you made more, so we got rid of them too. And now you’re on your own.”

      Mr. Blackwood clenched his fists. “I’ve no idea what that creature is you’ve raised, and I couldn’t care less.” He stepped toward her but paused. 

      “You really don’t want to come in here, do you?” Trixie said. She felt strong with her old stone friend behind her, but she also felt stronger in herself than she had in months, maybe even years. “Are you afraid?”

      “This is so tedious.” Mr. Blackwood ducked below the bridge, pulled a gun from his jacket and fired. The sound was almost deafening. 

      Stonethump roared. He staggered past Trixie, his great hand spread over the hole in his chest. He bellowed with outrage and as Blackwood aimed again; he clamped his granite hand upon his arm. With a horrible snap, Blackwood’s arm went limp, and the gun fell, discharging into the water. 

      “What are you?” Mr. Blackwood demanded as he nursed his arm, his eye bulging madly. He turned to Trixie. “What have you done?” He lunged at her, but stopped as Stonethump seized his throat, cutting off his words.

      “Stop!” 

      It took Trixie a moment to notice the figure in the light beyond the bridge. It was her father, and for some reason he looked both awkward and guilty. “Um,” Samuel Moon began, “What have you got in there with you, Trixie?”

      Trixie gazed at Stonethump, who still had Blackwood by the throat. “An old friend.”

      Samuel Moon stepped under the bridge and glanced from Trixie to the towering rock figure at her side. “Very interesting. Do you speak?”

      Stonethump glared back at him, his great granite lips unmoving.

      “He never spoke when I used to come here,” Trixie said, “but he didn’t have to. I knew he was looking out for me, and I think in a way I was looking after him.” She turned to the giant guardian beside her. “I’m sorry I haven’t been here for so long.”

      “Can you ask him to release Mr. Blackwood, please,” her father asked.

      “Why?” 

      “Because he’s served his purpose. He won’t harm you, I promise.”

      Trixie felt sick. “You knew they were here, didn’t you? You sent them.”

      Her father could barely meet her gaze. “Yes, I did. But you were never under any threat. Their guns were for decoration and had you of fired my rifle, you’d have found it empty. Do you know why I sent them?”

      “To teach me.” 

      “Yes. To teach you. You understand why, don’t you?”

      Trixie swallowed. Anger buzzed through her like a hive of bees, but also relief. She knew what her father had done... She’d denied her magic, her power, and as she looked up at the silent stone giant beside her, she realized she had also denied her friends. “I don’t like what you did, Dad. Not one bit, but I understand why you did it. So who is this?” Trixie glanced at Blackwood, who’s face was now a livid shade of purple.

      “I’ll show you. Once your friend releases him.”

      Trixie nodded to Stonethump. His gleaming eyes narrowed, but he released Blackwood, who staggered away. “This was never part of the arrangement,” Blackwood said to her father, his nose twitching as he rubbed his throat.

      “My apologies. Please return to your world with my humble gratitude.” Samuel Moon whispered something else and gestured with his fingers. 

      Mr. Blackwood began to shrink and his gray shirt turned to fur, which spread across his face and head. His clothes fell around him, leaving a large, one-eyed hare standing in the jumble of the black suit. He sniffed the horned-rimmed glasses on the grass, before leaping away into the reeds.

      “We still have a couple of loose ends, and then breakfast, I think.” Samuel Moon nodded to Stonethump. “Plus we need to find out where you belong.”

      Stonethump inclined his great head to Trixie, placed a rough finger against her cheek, and stomped back into the shadows.

      When they returned to their home, Samuel Moon raised his fingers to his lips and whistled. A series of cracks and thumps came from behind the shed, and then Mr. Dampfire bumbled out. He still looked bemused as he tottered towards them. “Is this where my appointment is?” he asked.

      “No.” Samuel Moon whispered something and within moments Mr. Dampfire shrank, his clothes falling to the frosty ground. A plump green toad bounced out of them and hopped across the garden.

      “A toad,” Trixie said, “that figures.”

      “Which just leaves the third.”

      They stood before the mirror’s blackened glass. Peregrine leaped down from the television and rubbed against Trixie’s leg as if nothing had happened.

      Samuel Moon whispered again and cast his hands towards the mirror, before shaking his head. “I can’t reverse your spell. You did too good a job. Will you undo it, Trixie?”

      Trixie could still feel the coldness of Ms. Sparkle’s mockery. Thwack. “I don’t want to let her out.”

      “She’s not who she seemed to be. And I believe she got a little overzealous in playing her part. Please release her.”

      Trixie let out a long breath. She unclenched her fists, reached out, and pulled at the dark glass, fishing out the sigil hidden within it. As it left the mirror, the glass cleared, and moments later, a fox leaped out and landed beside Peregrine. It gave Trixie a bewildered look and bounded from the house, across the garden and sprang over the old stone wall.

      “She was a fox?” Trixie said.

      “A vixen to be precise.” 

      “Why were they all so horrible? Did you make them that way, or were they already like that? And where did they get those weird names from?”

      “The people they played are very real. The animals merely acted their parts for a brief spell. I lent them essences I stole from Blackwood and the others, which is how they got their appearances. Dampfire, Sparkle, and Blackwood are out there, and they’re even more dangerous in reality. We’ve crossed swords a few times, and there’s a distinct possibility they’ll come for me some day, along with the item I’m looking after.”

      “Why couldn’t you just talk to me? Why did you have to put me through that?”

      “Because I needed you to embrace your magic again. You’d thrown it away like an old toy, and I want you to realize what you’re capable of, Trixie. You’ve more talent in your little finger than I’ve ever had, and I had to make you see that you’re not the one who should have been cowering and hiding in shame. You’re a beautiful, talented girl and it tore me apart seeing you belittled and bullied. You could have decimated the girl who struck you at school, and you didn’t and I love you for that. For not being like them. But you’ve got to stand up for yourself now. Embrace who you are. Don’t try to be like everyone else.”

      Trixie nodded, and her anger melted. A little. 

      “So will you go back to school tomorrow?”

      “I suppose.”

      “And will you let anyone push you around?”

      “Nope.” 

      “Good.”

      “You owe me for this, Dad.”

      “I suppose I do.”

      “Let’s get lunch. And no beef stews.”

      “Fine,” Samuel Moon clapped a hand upon her shoulder. “And then we need to look at finding a new home for your friend under the bridge.”

      As they stepped outside, Trixie drank in the morning’s rich, autumnal scents. Above the wild tangled garden was a deep, perfectly blue, cloudless sky.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Festival of Bad Tidings

          

        

      

    

    
      Ivy Armstrong cursed as she sat up in bed and sleepily peered around the room. It felt late, and it took her a moment to realize it was a Saturday morning and there was no school.

      Her relief wouldn't last long.

      She wriggled from her sheets and yanked the curtains open to the bright blue sky. Frost gleamed like icing-sugar on the cottage roofs across the way, but she took no pleasure in the wintry glitter as she spotted the scroll of papers left on the doorstep. "You've been quite the productive little word-drone, haven't you?"

      As Ivy stomped downstairs and passed the kitchen door, a giggle rang out. It was her mother, no doubt being tickled by her father. She pictured them gazing into each other's eyes and mimed throwing up over the impeccably swept wooden floor.

      The air held an icy bite as she opened the front door, grabbed the papers from the doormat, and tore the red ribbon binding them together.

      He'd written five poems this time and as she leafed through them, she noticed his fussy blue writing had scored the scented paper in what she imagined were the more passionate places.

      "Hand in hand we dance, star-crossed star-beams in a starry night… Really?” Ivy slammed the door and read on. "Your double-chocolate-mocha-hair is lit by the dying sun, and shines like a raven's wings illuminated in autumn fire. Your topaz eyes glitter like leaping salmon. Your pale skin is the sigh of a ghost at peace. Ridiculous. We ancient souls have wandered the lonely world for eons. You're thirteen, you idiot. We fall into the night like boulders on the precipice of discovery. Boulders, that's romantic. Be mine, I beseech you, let us wed in the chapel of love's eternal dream. You stupid, stupid boy." Ivy grabbed her coat.

      "Going somewhere, love?" Her father asked as he emerged from the kitchen, her mother behind him. They nursed matching cups with their pet names embossed on the sides.

      "It's a glorious day." Her father blew steam from his mug, and if he could have fashioned it into a heart-shaped cloud and sent it to her mother, he would have. "Bracing, though. You'll need to wrap up warm."

      "Are you sure?" Ivy pulled her coat on. "I'm shocked to hear it's cold in February. I was planning on sunbathing this afternoon."

      "Hark at Miss Snarky Cat!" her mother gave a wry grin.

      "Did you really just call me that?" Ivy stuffed the roll of papers into her pocket.

      "More poems?" Her father winked.

      "Yep, more ramblings from the village idiot. I'm going to put a stop to them. Right now." Ivy slipped through the front door and closed it on her mother's reply.
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      She knew exactly where to find her unwanted poet. He’d be lurking in the village square with the rest of Little Puddington, preparing for the upcoming Festival of Love and Sweet Tidings.

      Ivy strode into the middle of the town, ducked below the ruby-red bunting and squeezed between the stalls. She glanced around until she spotted him, standing a way off by the pond, studying a pair of gliding swans, his pen poised over his notebook.

      “I can’t imagine what your latest poem’s going to be about,” Ivy called.

      Benjamin Brierley swept his fussy blonde hair from his too-close eyes, and as he turned toward her, his cheeks matched his scarlet scarf. He fumbled, shoving his notebook and pen into his coat. “Ivy!”

      She thrust the roll of papers into his hand. “You accidentally left these on my doorstep. Again.”

      “You know they’re for you. I wrote them last night... while the stars glistened like celestial pixies.” His face took on an earnest expression. “Whenever I think of you, the words tumble from my mind like... like honeybees.” He blinked rapidly, no doubt fighting the urge to write down this new analogy.

      “I’ve already told you I don’t like you. Not like that. Not like much, to be honest. It’s nothing personal, I’m just not interested.”

      Benjamin shook his head. “I... I dreamed of us, Ivy. Me and you. I’d never really noticed you before the dream, but it was so deep. Deeper than a well filled with...”

      “The other night I dreamed my teeth sprouted little arms and legs and pulled themselves out of my mouth and ran off before I could catch them. Dreams are gibberish, Benjamin.”

      “But... but it’s the Festival of Love tomorrow. It will be magical, you’ll see! I’m going to be reading my works on the Words of Love stage.”

      “Out loud? In public? And you think that’s a good idea?”

      Tears gleamed in Benjamin’s eyes as he nodded.

      Ivy sighed and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t do this to yourself. Or me. Find someone else, okay?”

      A flicker of movement caught Ivy’s attention as Robert Castleton passed through the square, looking most tall and handsome in the early morning light. He gazed at Ivy and seemed to focus on her hand resting on Benjamin’s shoulder. He gave an awkward smile and continued on his way.

      “Great.” Ivy shoved her hands into her pockets. “Thanks, Benjamin!”

      “What for?” Hope crept into his voice.

      “For nothing.”

      She glanced back to the village square, but Robert had gone.

      “I won’t give up,” Benjamin stammered. “Not until we’re destiny’s swans.”

      “What’s destiny’s swans? No, don’t tell me... And you will give up,” Ivy promised. “This nonsense stops today. Got it?” She gave Benjamin a final furious glare before storming away.

      “Ivy!” Victoria, her best friend, waved to her as she continued setting up her parents’ cake and coffee stall.

      “Hi Vicky.”

      “Why are you up so early?”

      “I just had it out with Benjamin Briarley. I found more poems on my doorstep this morning. Last month it was two a week, now it’s five a day and I’m sick of it. Seriously. And guess who saw me with my hand on Benjamin’s shoulder? Robert Castleton. I was trying to calm Benjamin down because he looked like he was about to cry. See where pity gets you!”

      “That’s not good.”

      “Nope,” Ivy agreed. “It’s the opposite of good, it’s horse manure on toast.” She scowled as she glanced up at the bunting. “I despise this festival. It should be called the Festival of Hate and Bad Tidings. You know it’s not even real, right?”

      “What’s not real?”

      “The festival. And it’s not as old as they tell us it is. The only reason Little Puddington’s the so-called village of love and sweet tidings is because of some ancient mayor called Albert Marshall. He invented the term back in 1821, around the same time he started selling fake love potions. I looked into it.”

      “Oh. I thought Puddington was a special place.”

      “Did you hear about the tooth fairy and Father Christmas?” Ivy rolled her eyes. “I understand the festival’s good for the village and your parents, and people make a lot of money, but it’s still completely fake. And this year’s going to be the worst ever.”

      “How comes?”

      “Because Benjamin Briarley’s planning to humiliate me in front of the entire town. He’s reading his poems out loud at the festival.”

      “Really? That’s horrible, Ivy. Everyone’s going to think of you with him forever after that.” Victoria seemed to warm to the subject. “Like when you think of bacon, you think of eggs. Or biscuits and tea.”

      “Or rats and plague.”

      “You’ve got to do something... You’ve got to put him off for good!”

      “I’ve already told him I’m not interested, but he’s insane. He said we’re destiny’s swans.” She let out a slow, controlled breath. “I don’t know how to stop him, asides from cutting out his tongue or chopping off his head. Or both. But murder’s illegal, isn’t it?”

      Victoria nodded absently. “There is something you could try.”

      “What?”

      “A spell.”

      “Oh, please.”

      “I’m not joking! There’s that witch who comes to the festival, she’s here every year and-“

      “Mad Hattie? How do you think she got that name, Victoria?”

      “She’s not mad. She’s helped people. Her potions work! The only people who call her insane are the ones who are afraid of her. You’re not frightened of her, are you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then why not try it?”

      “Why do I need a love potion? How’s that going to help me?”

      “No,” Victoria grinned, “you need an anti-love potion!”

      “You do realize how ridiculous that sounds, don’t you?”

      “Listen,” Victoria seized Ivy’s sleeve. “She makes love potions, so why can’t she create an anti-love potion?”

      “I suppose. If you believe in stuff like that. You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?”

      Victoria swallowed hard as she nodded. “Yes, but only because I know Benjamin’s driving you mad, and you’re my best friend. And since he’s been hassling you, you keep saying you want to leave, and I don’t want you to go!”

      “I can’t go anywhere. Not at my age. I’ve got at least another five years in this hell-hole.”

      “But it won’t be so bad if you get Benjamin off your case. Surely anything’s worth trying. Before he totally humiliates you.”

      Ivy took a moment to think it through. “Say I get this anti-love potion. How am I going to make him take it?”

      A slow, sly grin tugged Victoria’s lips. “I’ve thought of that too. I’ll slip it into his coffee when he comes to the festival to read out his poems. Before he ruins you and destroys any chance you might have of getting anywhere with Robert Castleton. So, will you do it? Will you go and see Hattie?”

      Ivy glanced back toward the pond where Benjamin Briarley appeared to be talking with the swans, a dreamy look upon his stupid face. “Okay, I suppose anything’s worth a try.”
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      Ivy was relieved to find her parents out when she got home. According to the note on the fridge, they’d gone to the garden center, no doubt so her father could buy tools to complete his heart-shaped topiary. The message ended in an excessive line of kisses. Ivy grimaced, ran upstairs, grabbed her purse and left the house.

      She paid little attention to the villagers she passed on the cobbled lane. Their faces glowed with cheer and bluster as they excitedly discussed the upcoming festival, and it was a relief to veer off into the woods at the end of the street. Within moments, she was swallowed up by the dense, dark trees.

      Ivy made her way through the forest, enjoying the scent of pine perfumed upon the frosty air. Somewhere near the center, by the top of the gorge, was the festival vendor’s camp. As she ventured towards it, she wondered why she’d allowed Victoria to talk her into this fool’s errand.

      While she couldn’t wait to be rid of Benjamin Briarley, it seemed a strange and desperate measure, but she pressed on, keeping her hands folded to her chest to avoid the brambles snaking across the path.

      The forest was silent, the trees dark knotty tangles, their canopies like black scratches against the distant blue sky. She stepped carefully over the thick shiny roots that gleamed against the cold compacted earth and was glad to reach the end of the trail and the cluster of brightly painted caravans.

      Smoke hung in a blue-gray haze, scenting the air as it issued from the bonfire, and the pipes and cigars of the people huddled around it. They glanced up as she approached them.

      “Um,” Ivy began, coughing as she accidentally took in a breath of bitter smoke. “Do you know where I can find Mad... Hattie?”

      A narrow-faced man pointed into the trees with a long, grimy finger. “That way,” he said, his tone disapproving.

      Ivy nodded her thanks and navigated a path through large, moss-coated boulders. The air grew colder and the sound of the rush and babble of the River Puddington became louder. Ahead, in a hollow, was an ancient black car, and a solitary caravan with spinach-green paint flaking below a thick layer of dirt. Tiny orange lights danced in its filthy window, and it took Ivy a moment to realize they were candles. “Who still uses candles?” she whispered.

      As if in answer, crows cawed from the trees. Five black birds sat on a branch, their eyes glistening as they stared down at Ivy. She glanced up as the caravan door opened and a slight old lady with long ash-gray hair stood in the doorway; her face lost to shadows. She beckoned with a scrawny hand.

      Ivy remained where she was. “Are you... Hattie?”

      “Mad Hattie, did you mean? Yes. Now either come in or leave. It’s colder than a dead man’s toe out here.”

      Her voice wasn’t quite what Ivy had expected. It was deep and well-spoken and held a hint of the north. She turned from Ivy and vanished into the caravan’s dark interior, calling, “Close the door behind you.”

      The first thing Ivy noticed was the shabby carpet littered with what looked like polished stones. Bookshelves decorated three walls, while the fourth contained a shelf crammed full of candles and bottles of all shapes and sizes. Ivy pulled away as she spotted one containing a fleshy, dull red lump. “Is that a heart?”

      “Never you mind.” Hattie’s light-brown eyes glared from a map of wrinkles. “Come and sit, and tell me why you’re here. I don’t have all day, I’ve important business this evening.” She settled back in an ancient, tattered seat and gestured for Ivy to sit in an equally tatty armchair. Between them was a small round table with a deck of cards spread across its cracked surface.

      “Are they tarot cards?” Ivy asked.

      “Playing cards. I like a game of solitaire when I have the time.”

      “I suppose you’ve got no choice.” Ivy cursed her quick tongue.

      “You mean because I have no one else to play with? It’s true, but your saying it hasn’t warmed me to you. Now what do you want, girl? A potion?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Because it’s the Festival of Love and Sweet Tidings tomorrow, which is the only reason I come here each year. So what do you need, a love potion?”

      “Not exactly. More an anti-love potion.”

      Hattie cocked her head. “Why would you want such a thing?”

      “Because the village fool’s decided he’s in love with me and I want to stop him leaving ludicrous poems on my doorstep.”

      A slight smile flickered on Hattie’s lips. “Was it your idea to seek me out?”

      “No, it was my friend Victoria’s idea. She told me about you.”

      “Clever girl.”

      “She’s not that clever, actually. And I’m not saying I believe in magic either.”

      “Just enough to come all the way out here to find me. It’ll cost you, and I’ll add a surcharge for your rudeness.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Perfectly. Politeness doesn’t cost a penny.”

      “And other clichés...” Ivy fought to contain her irritation as she added, “So, can you help me or not?”

      “How much money have you got?”

      Ivy opened her purse and emptied the coins and scrunched up notes upon the table. Hattie gave the money an irritable scowl. “You think a lifetime studying the arcane arts is worth that?”

      “It’s all I’ve got. And I don’t imagine you get many customers. Not in this day and age.”

      “So I should be grateful for what I do get? Grateful to you and your clever friend?”

      “She’s not clever. Look, I’m desperate. I need to rid myself of Benjamin Briarley before I become the laughingstock of the festival tomorrow.”

      Hattie didn’t speak as she assessed Ivy, but finally she gave a slight nod. “I’ll take your money, for what it’s worth. But you’ll have to do some work.”

      “What work? I’m not the witch, you are!”

      “You must find me an ingredient. I have everything else, save for one thing.”

      “Can I buy it at the supermarket?”

      Hattie smiled. “I think you already know the answer to that silly question. I’ll draw a map. The moon wanes tonight, which makes it a perfect time for casting spells to rid yourself of unwelcome guests, enemies and even paramours. But you must gather everything by moonlight. Can you do that?”

      “I suppose. Although I still think it’s a bit rich that I have to do the work and pay you.”

      Hattie muttered as she got up and limped away. She returned with a pen and notepad and when she’d finished drawing, she tore out a page and handed it to Ivy. “Do you know this place?”

      “Is that supposed to be the graveyard outside the village?”

      “It is. Have you been there?”

      “I’ve walked past during the day, but I’ve never gone in. I find dead things creepy.”

      “Do you? Well, that’s where you must go tonight. There’s a pale blue moss that grows around the oldest gravestone. I’ve drawn a sketch for you. Fetch me a clump, if you can, for they may challenge you.”

      “Who?” Ivy asked.

      “Guardians.”

      “Are they dangerous?”

      “Not in the mortal sense.”

      “Well, that’s comforting. So once I’ve found this moss, how long before I get the potion?”

      “It’ll be ready tomorrow morning.”

      “Right.” Ivy gazed out the window at the crows watching through the dusty glass. “I should be going.”

      “Make sure you’re back with the moss at dawn.”

      Ivy nodded and slipped the sketch into her pocket. The crows flew away as she ventured outside. She passed back through the camp, but it was empty and silent, save for the crackle of the fading embers in the bonfire.
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      After dinner, Ivy asked her mum if she could go to Victoria’s house for a couple of hours.

      “It’s getting dark out. And cold.” Her mother said, clutching Ivy’s father’s hand as he finished the last of his treacle tart.

      Ivy bit back her first response. “Don’t worry, I’ll wrap up. I want to help Victoria’s family get ready for the morning.”

      “Are you going to the festival?” her father asked, brushing at the crumbs stuck to his upper lip.

      “Yes. I thought I’d try it out this year.”

      Her parents grinned at this news, and she smiled back and hoped it wasn’t too much of a grimace. She left the table and collected her satchel and flashlight, before leaving the warmth of the house for the icy night outside.
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      The streets of Puddington were silent. It seemed as if everyone was indoors, bathing in the glow of their televisions. Ivy hurried to counteract the chill, but shivered as she thought of her destination.

      She considered returning home and forgetting Mad Hattie’s insane request until she passed the huge wooden sign advertising the Festival of Love. There, emblazoned in strawberry-jam red, was a blurb for the ‘Words of Love’ stage and as Ivy pictured Benjamin Briarley reading out his rancid poems, she hurried on. That evening he’d left a single, epic poem on her doorstep entitled ‘The Swans of Desire’. It had taken twelve pages heaving with increasingly slanted writing for the welcome words ‘The End’ to appear.

      Ivy passed through the heart of the village, below the whisper and flutter of the bunting in the market square. She blew into her hands to warm them as she made her way down the long winding lane to the graveyard at its end.

      “Right,” she muttered as she shoved at the tall wrought iron cemetery gates. They creaked and moaned, just as she’d known they would.

      The graveyard was empty, and its headstones gleamed like toadstools under a soft wash of moonlight. Ivy took the main path and was halfway down it when something long and dark slithered to her right, before vanishing into the shadows.

      A guardian?

      “It can’t cause you mortal harm. That’s what she said,” Ivy reminded herself. “Whatever that means.” She filed away the persistent nagging thought that was still begging her to run home. Surely a few moments of terror were better than a lifetime of humiliation?

      Ahead was a line of crumbling gravestones, their worn epitaphs etched in antique script. Her namesake ivy wreathed and writhed around them, choking them within its grip. She shone her flashlight around the stones, revealing plenty of moss, but none of it blue.

      The graveyard was as still as it had been when she’d entered, but its quietness lent it an eerie foreboding. She wished she’d asked Victoria to come with her, even though it would have been a waste of time. Victoria was frightened of everything, which was presumably why she’d never visited Mad Hattie herself. Somehow, this knowledge made Ivy feel bolder.

      Soon, she found herself in the heart of the graveyard. At the center was a wide mausoleum, and beside it a towering grave with a granite cross. The moss below it was just like Hattie’s description; thick, spongy and blue.

      Ivy withdrew her hand as she reached for the moss. She felt the chill of someone’s eyes upon her back, and turned slowly, her legs shaking.

      The woman was crooked and ancient. She wore a dark shawl and her straggly hair was like straw, her yellowed eyes thin and staring. She muttered something.

      “What was that?” Ivy asked, forcing a confidence that wasn’t there.

      “Give me your breath,” the old lady held out her twig-like fingers.

      Ivy backed away.

      “Give me it, child,” the old woman pleaded. “It’s so fragrant and warm.”

      Ivy stumbled back into a gravestone.

      The crone continued, her voice now wheedling, “Please. I’m so, so cold.”

      Ivy’s mind was blank. She had no pithy replies. For the first time in her life, she was terrified.

      “Enough, Mary!” a nasally voice cried out.

      A figure detached itself from the darkness. His face was pale and drawn over his sweeping black coat. He wore thick dark trousers and clunky boots, and as he gazed at Ivy, he brushed a strand of hair away from his black eyes. His teeth were far too small and almost childlike, apart from two long pointed fangs. Just like a vampire’s...

      “Are you a goth?” Ivy crossed her fingers behind her back that he was.

      “I’ve no idea what a goth is.” His voice broke as he replied. He couldn’t be much older than her, surely?

      “Well, they dress like you, and hang around graveyards.”

      “I don’t hang around graveyards. I guard this place of eternal sleep, and the powers dwelling within its hallowed ground.” He delivered his speech with the monotone of a man logging trains.

      Ivy caught herself staring at his fangs and forced herself to look away. “I’ve got a bulb of garlic in my pocket,” she lied. “I’ll fling it at you if you come near me.”

      The boy smiled. “I happen to like garlic, especially with sweetbreads.”

      “Oh.” Ivy didn’t know what else to threaten him with. “Are you the guardian then?”

      “Guardians actually,” the boy gestured to the old lady who still held her hands out as if warming them on Ivy’s breath.

      “Right.” Ivy nodded like it wasn’t a problem. “Well, I’m not looking to cause trouble, I just want a clump of that blue moss.” She pointed and drew her eyes from his. “Whatever a clump is exactly. Anyway, as soon as I get it I can leave you to it.”

      “Leave me to what?”

      “Lurking.” Ivy tried a smile that felt like a grimace. “So, can I take the moss without you biting me, or her stealing my breath, or whatever it is you sort of people do? Mad Hattie said you can’t cause me mortal harm.”

      The boy seemed to consider this. “I don’t know who Mad Hattie is,” he said. “But I’ve got no appetite to harm you. However, I cannot say the same for my colleague, although I should be able to hold her off for a little longer. You may take two handfuls of moss, and two handfuls only.”

      “Thank you!” Perhaps, Ivy thought, he wasn’t as obnoxious as he’d first appeared.

      “Once you’ve answered three riddles,” he added.

      “Seriously? I hate riddles almost as much as jigsaws and wasps. Why do I have to answer anything? Who says I must?”

      The boy looked confused, as if no one had asked him this before. He shrugged. “Because those are the rules. Three riddles for safe passage, that’s the law.”

      “According to whom?” Ivy’s fear melted with her rising irritation. The boy, fearsome though his fangs were, was like an overly zealous school prefect.

      “I don’t know. They’re just the rules, and we have to follow them.”

      “Why?”

      A haunted look crossed his ashen face. He glanced at his companion, but the crone was silent. “Because we do,” he said. “That’s all.”

      “How can you follow a rule if you don’t know who made it? Or why? Who says I can’t just take the moss and leave?”

      “My first is a bird,” the boy said, “but has no wings. My second is a color which dies in the spring, my third...”

      “Stop it!” Ivy exploded, making him flinch. “I’m going to get really angry if you carry on with that nonsense, it’s pointless. Listen, I’ll pay for the moss and then you can buy some new black things. Maybe some sunglasses to complete the look.”

      The boy shook his head and blinked rapidly. “My third... my third...”

      “While you try to remember what your third is, I’ll ask you a riddle. How about that? And if you can’t guess the answer, I’ll take the moss and leave you two in peace.”

      A smile lit the boy’s face. “I like riddles.”

      “I noticed. So is it a deal?”

      “It’s a deal.”

      Ivy thought for a moment, and then a slow, malicious idea crept into her mind. “My first is a tree without a trunk, my second an eye that will never see. My third is a question without an answer, my fourth a sound you’ll never hear. My fifth is a door that can never open, my sixth a shore without a sea.”

      The boy frowned as he gazed at the moon. It seemed to take forever until he finally shook his head. “I need to hear the riddles again.”

      Ivy folded her arms. “That wasn’t the deal.”

      The boy stamped his boots. “I think I know the answer to the first and fourth. But the others are...”

      Ivy remained silent as she waited and did her best not to shiver as the chill wind blew, and the crone drew closer.

      “I...” the boy shook his head again, sending his dark locks falling across his face. He cursed. “I don’t know. Well? What’s the answers?”

      “Um, well, the first was a bottle of tomato ketchup. The second was a comb, the third a plate, the fourth a pig, the fifth a bowl of rice pudding, and the sixth a turnip.”

      “I’ve never heard of tomato ketchup.” His face colored, just a little. “And your riddles make no sense!” He advanced on Ivy and the crone joined him.

      “You never said they had to make sense, did you?” Ivy replied.

      The guardians stopped and the boy’s face contorted with frustration as the truth of Ivy’s words appeared to sink in. “Take your moss and leave. And never darken this graveyard again!”

      “As you wish.” Ivy pulled out a handful of moss, which was damp and spongy, and smelled like parsnips and coffee. She placed it into her bag and added another clump for good measure.

      The boy stared at the moon, his face rapt with concentration. “My, my third...” He continued from his original riddle, like a stuck robot.

      Ivy stepped past him and gave him a wan smile. She almost felt sorry for him. “Get some rest. You look like you need it.”

      “My third...” His voice trailed off as bewilderment clouded his eyes. The old crone placed a thin, concerned hand on his shoulder.

      Ivy strode along the path, left the graveyard, and closed the gate as quietly as she could.
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      The next morning, Ivy grabbed her satchel, tiptoed to the kitchen and left a note explaining she was going to the festival to help Victoria set up her parents’ cake stand.

      She fully expected to find the usual scroll of papers waiting when she opened the door, but there was nothing but a single note folded below her mother’s ceramic heart. Benjamin’s sloping handwriting seemed smaller, the score of his pen lighter.

      Ivy was in a hurry, so she stuffed the paper into her pocket and made her way to the forest. The day was still dawning when she reached Mad Hattie’s caravan, knocked, and took a step back.

      “Enter.”

      Hattie sat in her chair, playing a game of cards. A small bottle stood on the rickety table, the blue liquid inside almost glowing in the murk.

      “Is that my potion?”

      “Nearly.” Hattie held out a scrawny hand. “Did you get the ingredient?”

      “Here,” Ivy handed her the moss.

      “Were you challenged?”

      “I wouldn’t call it a challenge. The guardians aren’t too bright, are they?”

      “They’ve been watching over those graves for centuries. How do you think your mind would be if you were standing around in the same place, night in, night out?”

      “I’d get another job. So when will the potion be ready?”

      Hattie tutted. “You can collect it at 10 o’clock. Go to the festival and seek out the fortune-telling tent.”

      “I’ll see you at ten. On the dot.”
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      Ivy made it home before her parents descended for breakfast. Their smiles seemed brighter than usual as they ate their heart-shaped toast and dippy eggs. Ivy only just managed to stop herself from throwing up.

      “Are you okay, dear?” Her mother looked concerned.

      “Fine, I just choked on my cereal.”

      “Are you coming to the Festival of Love?” her father asked.

      “Yes, I said I was.” Ivy couldn’t muster more than a cursory smile.

      “We’re leaving in an hour, so we all need to be showered and dressed by then. You go first, Ivy,” her mother said, finishing the last of her toast and resting her head on her husband’s shoulder. Her father grinned and gazed into the yard to where his latest creation towered over the back garden fence; a colossal holly bush shaped like two people holding hands.

      This theme of hand holding continued as Ivy followed behind her parents on the way to the festival. When she reached for the warmth of her pockets, her fingers found the note Benjamin Briarley had left that morning, and as she pictured him, she prayed the potion would work.

      The bunting fluttered deep red against the crisp blue sky in the festival grounds, and despite the early hour, it was already buzzing with people. Ivy tugged her parents’ matching sleeves. “I’m going to do my own thing, okay?”

      “We get it,” her father said, “you don’t want us cramping your style.”

      “Meet us by the Cake of Love at twelve thirty.” Her mother added. “We bought 73 raffle tickets. That’s 73 chances to spend the week eating chocolate and strawberries handcrafted with-”

      “Love and devotion,” Ivy finished. “I’ll be there, just try not to make a spectacle of yourselves, alright?”

      “Okay, Miss Snarky Cat!” Ivy’s mother grinned and squeezed her husband’s hand for the umpteenth time.

      Ivy checked her watch. It was a little before ten, and so she fought her way through the crowd. Everyone appeared to be wearing the scarlet sweaters bearing the official Festival of Love and Sweet Tidings heart-shaped logo. They moved like a small army of love-struck zombies and shuffled sleepily from one confection stall to another.

      The air was rich with the scent of candy floss and hot chocolate, but Ivy’s attention was fixed upon the grimy old tent ahead. The banner draped over its entrance read; ‘Fortunes Told and Potions Sold.’

      A round, flustered man emerged from the tent and waddled off into the crowd. Ivy entered through the canvas flap and found Hattie sitting before a table with a deck of tarot cards. None of them looked cheerful. “Your customer didn’t seem like he was full of sweet tidings,” Ivy said.

      Hattie swept up the cards. “And that gives you pleasure?”

      “Not really. I just find the whole festival nauseating, and misery loves company, right?”

      “What if it were you receiving bad tidings today? How would that make you feel?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Did you make my potion?”

      Hattie produced the bottle of sapphire liquid from her pocket and set it on the table. “It’s ready. Take it.”

      Ivy grabbed it and held it before one of the many candles. The liquid inside gleamed and swirled like a lava lamp. “Is that it then?”

      “But for one last ingredient.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Something from you to repel your paramour.”

      “Something from me?”

      “Were I as cruel as you, I’d demand a few drops of blood. But I’m not. An eyelash will suffice.” Hattie reached over and pinched a lash from Ivy’s eye.

      “Ouch!”

      “Don’t be such a baby. Unstop the bottle.”

      Ivy opened the bottle, filling the air with a scent of damp, moldy old mushrooms and, curiously, toffee. Hattie dropped her eyelash inside and sealed the bottle. “There,” Hattie said, “It’s done.”

      “Right. Well, thank you, I suppose.”

      “Suppose?” Hattie’s face darkened.

      “I meant it. I’m very grateful for everything you’ve done,” Ivy said, even though it seemed like she’d done most of the work.

      “Then our business is concluded. You better be off. You’ve got quite the fun-packed day ahead of you.”

      Ivy ignored the strange remark and left Mad Hattie’s tent, and joined the cloying throng. She made her way to Victoria’s parent’s cake stand and found her friend running back and forth; her face flushed. Victoria carried a tray with thick round cookies and tall cups of coffee, each with a bright scarlet ribbon tied around them.

      “I got it,” Ivy told her.

      “Really?” Victoria’s face appeared to flush even redder. “I can’t believe you did it! You’re so brave.”

      “It wasn’t much fun. In fact, it was downright weird.” Ivy held out the potion. “Has Benjamin been here yet?”

      “No. I saw him about half an hour ago heading for the Words of Love stage carrying an enormous bag of papers. I wished him luck and told him to come back at quarter to twelve, just before his reading starts. I said he could have a free slice of cake and coffee to keep him going.”

      “Good!” Ivy felt impressed with her friend for once. “Well, here’s the potion. Make sure he gets it, right?” She pulled a green ribbon securing a pair of knives and forks. “Tie this around his cup instead of a red one. That way you won’t get the cups confused.”

      “I’m not stupid, Ivy,” Victoria replied as she peered at the glowing bottle.

      “I know. But I can see how hectic things are right now, and I want to make sure there’re no problems.”

      “Vickie!” came an agitated cry, as Victoria’s mum flailed behind a wall of customers, her face as flustered as her daughter’s.

      “I better go,” Victoria said, “and make yourself scarce. If Benjamin spots you here, he’ll get distracted.”

      Ivy thanked Victoria and slipped into the throng. She hurried on until the crowd parted, revealing Robert Castleton standing before a pastry stall. He was in deep conversation with his friends, but as he caught Ivy’s eye, he grinned and his hand strayed into his coat pocket. Did he have a gift for her?

      Her smile felt tight and heavy as she nodded back and walked on through the festival.

      She wandered on, checking the stands and browsing through the tacky gifts. Finally, she found herself before the festival’s centerpiece; the colossal Cake of Love created by Victoria’s parents. Its surface was decorated with a diorama of the Festival of Love and Sweet Tidings wrought in chocolate miniature. The thought of eating even the tiniest mouthful made Ivy feel quite sick.

      She checked her phone. Six minutes past twelve. How had that happened? The Words of Love had begun!

      A tremor of nausea passed through her stomach as she pictured Benjamin Briarley upon the stage, reading out his revolting poems. Had he already named her the object of his desire, or had Victoria given him the potion? There was only one way to find out...

      Ivy stumbled through the crowd and entered the huge white tent housing the Words of Love stage. Benjamin’s scratchy voice boomed from a microphone. “... souls have wandered the lonely world for eons ever.”

      “Great.” Ivy’s heart thumped as she waited for the tightly packed audience to turn and shower her with knowing looks and sugary smiles.

      No one so much as glanced at her.

      “But united now,” Benjamin continued. “Forged in the fluttering fires of love’s embrace.”

      He paused, gazed at the crowd, and set his poem down to a rousing chorus of applause. He gave a soppy smile as he picked up another sheet of paper. “This one’s called Your.” A dreamy look clouded his too-close eyes. “Your honey hair shines like tresses of spun gold. Your dusty-brown eyes glitter like leaping salmon...”

      Ivy shook her head. It was the awful poem he’d left on her doorstep the other day, only different. The last time she’d looked, her hair was black, and her pale blue eyes shot through with flecks of primrose yellow.

      “Your freckles glow like firebugs in the month of May!” His voice rose. “And your ruby-red lips cast an eternal smile...”

      “That’s definitely not me,” Ivy said.

      “Shh!” The woman before her glared back reproachfully.

      Ivy’s grin was so bright she thought her face would crack as she left the tent. The potion must have worked; his poem was about someone else!

      The temperature was colder outside and the chilly breeze blew her hair about her face. She slipped her hands into her pockets, and once again her fingers brushed the note Benjamin had left that morning. She pulled it out.

      It wasn’t a poem.

      

      My dearest Ivy, I need you to know these words took an age to set down, and my heart and hand were as heavy as boulders as I wrote them. Last night I dreamed again of two lovers standing most dramatically before a roaring sea, but this time it was not us. It was Gabbie Crabble and I. I confess I am as surprised by this turn of events as you undoubtedly are.

      I know you spurned my advances, sometimes in the cruelest of ways, but I sensed, still sense, that we had a deep connection. Well, that connection’s severed now, cast into the abyss and lies irredeemably broken in the void. Like a boulder smashed upon an even bigger boulder. I am sorry, sweet Ivy, you will always own a small, but sumptuous chamber in my heart. But now my heart-castle belongs to Gabbie Crabble.

      With the deepest regret,

      Your once fond admirer and dream-companion,

      Benjamin Briarley.

      

      Ivy scrunched the note up and threw it over her shoulder. “All that effort and money was for nothing!” She cursed. It was Victoria’s fault; it had been her idea.

      She stormed through the fair until the crowd thickened and a clock chimed over the rickety PA system. It was time for the Cake of Love raffle.

      Ivy sighed and pushed through the knot of people until she found her mum and dad, standing hand in hand beside the grand cake. Victoria and her parents stood next to them, gazing proudly at their sugary creation.

      “Excuse me!” Ivy called as she tried to reach her parents, but her path was blocked by love-struck couples clutching each other’s hands. As she cursed and barged through, she stumbled over someone’s shoe and went tumbling, and before she could stop herself, she collided with a tall figure.

      Robert Castleton.

      “Sorry!” Ivy stammered.

      His face was blank, until he looked down at her, and then his features twisted with revulsion. “Get away from me!”

      “I said I was sorry.”

      He glared at her. “Leave me alone, you revolting cow.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. You look like a trout in a skirt.”

      Ivy was about to return the insult when her gaze strayed to the single green ribbon tied around his coffee cup. As he strode away, she caught Victoria watching her.

      ...your clever friend. Mad Hattie’s words returned to Ivy. A realization took root, and the look of awkwardness on her friend’s face cemented it.

      As she marched towards Victoria, memories from the last few weeks surged through her mind. Of how Vickie had told her she didn’t think Ivy and Robert were the best match. And then Benjamin Briarley working in Victoria’s parents’ coffee shop, right about the same time he’d gotten it into his thick head that he and Ivy were ‘connected’.

      Now she saw who had sown those seeds into his idiotic mind.

      Victoria raised her hands and began to say something Ivy didn’t want to hear. And then, before she could stop herself, Ivy swung her fist right into the side of Victoria’s face.

      Everything slowed as Victoria fell, tripping back and sailing through the air. She landed, arms outstretched, smack bang in the middle of the Cake of Love and as she wrestled to pull herself free from the chocolate diorama, she brought the entire thing crashing to the ground.

      A roar of disbelief rose from the crowd. Seconds later it was outrage.

      Ivy fled through the festival and had almost reached the entrance when she spotted Mad Hattie packing her trailer. The witch turned, winked at Ivy, and gave a little bow.
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      Love is vile, love is weakness. Love destroys everything.

      Ivy slashed the words in her diary. When she was finished, she stared through her bedroom window into the drab gray afternoon.

      Despite being grounded for what seemed like forever, she was content. It suited her to stay out of the village where she was pretty much public enemy number one, and she kept her head down at school. After a few weeks the gossip moved on from the spectacle she’d caused at the Festival of Love and Sweet Tidings, and eventually, Victoria gave up begging for Ivy’s forgiveness and left her alone.

      One mild Spring day, a note appeared in Ivy’s schoolbook.

      Meet me by the bridge at four.

      The message piqued Ivy’s curiosity. She didn’t recognize the writing, but it certainly didn’t belong to Benjamin Briarley.

      She crossed the stone arched bridge spanning the River Puddington and found Robert Castleton standing by the side, staring down into the water. He didn’t glance up as she approached.

      “Hello, Ivy.” His voice was low and bleak.

      “Hi.”

      He began to turn towards her, but glanced back to the water. “I can’t look at you.”

      “Why would you want to? Like you said, I’m a revolting cow.”

      “You’re not. I know you’re not, but I... I just can’t look at you. Unless it’s through reflections. Mirrors, windows and water. They’re the only way I can see you without wanting to throw up.”

      “Lovely!” Ivy said.

      “I can’t help it. I don’t know what happened. It’s not how I feel.”

      Ivy took a deep breath and told him about Mad Hattie and her potion.

      “Right,” Robert said, his face clouding. “So it was Victoria. She knew I liked you.”

      “You liked me?”

      “Of course I did. You must have known. I couldn’t tell you, I didn’t have the courage. But I was going to, once that stupid festival was over. At least until-”

      “Until Victoria gave you my anti-love potion.”

      “How long will it last?”

      Ivy shook her head. “I don’t know, and I can’t ask Mad Hattie because she’s left and who knows if she’s ever coming back.” Ivy flinched as Robert’s hand found hers. Slowly, he threaded his fingers through hers, and as their eyes met in the waters of the River Puddington, they laughed.

      It was a bitter, desolate sound.
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      “Fiddlesticks and mustard!” Professor Thistlequick cried as the device on his desk shuddered and shook. His invention was starting to look like a charred house brick, which was most alarming. 

      He ran his hands through the clouds of smoke leaking from the vents upon the otherworld-seeker’s sides. “Jittering’s not good,” Professor Thistlequick said, “but leaping, smoking and thrumming is decidedly worse!” 

      He traced his fingers along the copper wires snaking from the device to the brass bowl of rainwater balanced upon the table to the side. The vivid red pips floating upon the water’s surface were like extra large pumpkin seeds. They glistened with an iridescent sheen and crackled and hissed in tempo with the rumbling invention.

      The air over the otherworld-seeker shifted and shimmered like a heat haze and the smoke billowing around it slowly, and impossibly, formed the shape of a window. 

      “Oh!” Professor Thistlequick absently stroked his well-tended beard. His hazelnut-colored eyes watched the phenomena for a moment before he seized a notebook and scribbled hastily. “Not completely unexpected, but surprising nonetheless!”

      He stepped back as the device leaped up and clattered down, as if possessed. Professor Thistlequick added a sprinkle of magnesium to the brass bowl and a few grains of lilac-colored pepper. The copper wires fizzled, causing the otherworld-seeker to splutter and belch and the window-like shape to grow and solidify.

      “What the deuce is it?” Professor Thistlequick whispered. 

      He jumped as a sound issued from the window and then muffled voices spilled out. Slowly, he placed the tip of his finger against the edge of the window. It felt solid. “Curious.” 

      He snatched his finger away as the hushed voices grew and a clack of footsteps accompanied them, along with the sound of someone coughing.

      “Hello?” Professor Thistlequick called. He pulled a pouch from his waistcoat pocket and added a few more seeds to the brass bowl.

      The window shook and a din like a broken engine filled the room. He clamped his hands over his ears as the cat sitting behind him yowled. Professor Thistlequick rolled his eyes. “Keep out of this, Happiness,” he whispered to the cat. “Hairballs and self-centeredness are your areas of expertise, while your scientific curiosity is almost as limited as your patience.”

      As he reached for the window once more, Happiness screeched, causing him to jump. She perched on the rest of the plump old armchair and arched her back. Her tail puffed as she glared at the din and her ears lay flat against her chocolate-brown head.

      “Shush, Happiness.” Professor Thistlequick gazed at the window once more. “This is simply amazing! Hello?” he called. “Can anyone hear me?”

      “Who’s there?” a voice called back, and something in its tone sent a shiver down Professor Thistlequick’s spine. He reached to turn off the otherworld-seeker, but stilled his hand. “Since when did timidity further science?” He mumbled. Slowly, he pushed his fingers through the window of shimmering air. They vanished. 

      Where?

      Professor Thistlequick glanced around the side of the window, but there was no sign of his fingers.

      And then something cold brushed against his fingertips, and he snatched them back. 

      “Identify yourself!” the steely voice from the other side commanded.

      A sound rang out. To the Professor ears, it was like the din of a playing card touched upon the spokes of a colossal, celestial wheel. The window of air shook, expanded, then warped before vanishing with a deafening pop.

      Acrid smoke filled the room as the otherworld-seeker thudded into the air and came down to a crashing stop. “Fiddlesticks!” He snatched the wires from the back of the device and batted his hand against the smoke. 

      “Not clever!” He coughed, his throat utterly parched as Happiness watched from the chair with fury in her narrowed eyes.

      “I’m sorry to have troubled you,” Professor Thistlequick told her, as he flicked a lever on the side of the device. “We may just have glimpsed who knows what? A new world? Another dimension? One of many vast layers of reality on our cosmic onion? Still, it’s of no consequence to you, is it, Happiness? The only thing you care about is that your afternoon nap’s been disturbed. Well, I apologize. Unreservedly.”

      Happiness gave him one last glower, before washing her fur as if it were of the utmost importance. 

      Professor Thistlequick pulled a paisley handkerchief from his pocket and waved it through the air. It did little to clear the smoke, so he clamped it over his nose and mouth instead, grabbed the smoking hot device, and set it upon the window ledge. He slid the window open, bringing a deep, welcome breath of cool autumn air and closed his eyes, savoring the scents of damp leaves and wood smoke.

      “Right,” He said, once his lungs were clear. “It seems I’m going to have to find some fresh energy for the otherworld-seeker.”

      Happiness yawned as he returned to the room, rubbing his hands with excitement. “Yes, yes. It’s out I go, Happiness. Hopefully, once I return with my supplies, I’ll be able to assess what went so dreadfully wrong.” He tugged his beard. “Although of course it will mean returning there. The place that should not be mentioned.” He sneezed, causing Happiness to jump. She gave a low yowl. “I know, I know. Going there’s quite the risk. A most risky risk!” Professor Thistlequick drummed his fingers upon the table as he watched the vapor rising from the brass bowl. “But where else will I find Incendia blossom seeds?”

      Happiness scratched the side of the armrest, as if in reply.

      “Of course they’re illegal!” Professor Thistlequick thrust his hands into the air. “Nearly everything’s against the law nowadays, or so it seems. Did you know it’s illegal to stand within a hundred yards of the Queen without wearing socks? And how many weeks do I go without socks? Too many to mention. And how I am to know Her Majesty’s movements? Why, she could roll past Brightstar Terrace in her carriage whilst I’m bathing! And I don’t wear socks in the bath, do I? At least not most of the time.” He shook his head. “Sometimes my old friend, you have to take the law with a pinch of pepper. Or salt. Or whatever seasoning appeals.”

      Professor Thistlequick removed his top hat and ran his fingers through his choppy auburn hair. “Naturally, if I am traveling there, then you won’t be able to join me. It’s a dangerous place for cats. And humans for that matter.” 

      He removed the tiny seat and stirrups he’d made for Happiness on his hat. “Yes, no top hat rides around London for you today, I’m afraid.” 

      Professor Thistlequick closed the window and meandered through the towers of books piled upon the carpet. He stood before the mirror by the door and wiped the grease stains from his face.

      Once clean, he removed a toothbrush from a cup and brushed his beard. Then he smiled, setting off an elaborate network of laughter lines around his twinkling hazel eyes. “You don’t scrub up that bad, Aubrey,” he told himself, before turning back to Happiness. “Well, I’ll leave you to your ablutions and bid you a good afternoon. And who knows, perhaps I’ll return via a fish stall with a smoked kipper for your tea as an apology for my earlier curtness. Because new dimension or not, there’s never any excuse to be rude to a cat. Or indeed any other creature.”

      Happiness watched as Professor Thistlequick drew on the long bottle-green coat he wore all year round. He adjusted his top hat until it sat just so and pulled a long black umbrella from its stand. 

      He gave the room one last cursory glance. “Windows shut. Cat on chair. No out of control fires burning. Perfect.” He was about to leave, when he swept back through the room, checking the array of machines and ticking oddities cluttering every available surface. “Nothing’s set to go off, good, good!” With one last nod to Happiness, he hurried out before he was compelled to check everything again. 

      “Right,” He muttered, as he left number thirty-three Brightstar Terrace for the first time in a little over six weeks.
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      The sky was a bright shade of indigo, marred only by a few puffy white clouds. The looming cigar-shaped bulk of the airship HMS Watcher hung over the south of London and Professor Thistlequick could see its huge search-lamp even from where he stood. It shone as a ghostly beam, scouring the city for illegal magick as below it, hot air balloons bobbed and other flying craft soared through the sky. 

      “What a beautiful, beautiful day,” Professor Thistlequick announced, startling a squirrel which dropped its acorn and scampered away. “I really should get out more often. Everything’s so... so large and blue. Very, very blue.”

      He set off at a nimble pace, cheered by the excitement of leaving the house and the thought of the new places the otherworld-seeker might find.

      Primrose Hill’s lofty houses soon gave way to Regent Park’s majestic expanse. Professor Thistlequick raised his hat to his fellow walkers, bidding them a good day. A few responded, and some pointed him out to their companions, for they’d previously encountered him walking with his cat balanced on his hat and it was a most uncommon sight. 

      “Look at those treasures!” Professor Thistlequick aimed his umbrella at the horse chestnut tree where a few deep green clusters hung from the thick brown branches. “Conkers! Gorgeous, nutty beasts, may you enjoy your imminent fall.” 

      The wind blew and tiny white caps stirred across the steel gray waters of the boating lake. As he passed a gaggle of grimy-faced boys perched on a bench, the Professor cried out as his shoe slid over the remains of a discarded apple. He wheeled his arms out to keep his balance as a wasp rose from the fallen fruit and buzzed towards his face. “Not my beard!” Professor Thistlequick cried, “Please don’t go for my beard!” 

      The boys on the bench nudged one other and watched him flail about, applauding as if viewing the antics of a clown.

      “No!” Professor Thistlequick cried as the wasp collided with the end of his pointed nose. He ducked away and pelted towards a row of ash trees, clutching his umbrella as he went. His reactions would have been fast enough to make swatting the winged beast simplicity itself. “Yet all life is sacred, Aubrey,” he reminded himself. “Even one with a temperament for violence and a relentless sting in its tail.”

      He flitted from tree to tree, threading between the trunks and doubling back until he’d thrown the wasp off his trail. As he emerged back on the path, the boys on the bench howled with laughter, calling out, “More!” and “Bravo!” and “Watch out, it’s behind you!”

      Professor Thistlequick swept his top hat off with an extravagant flourish and gave a deep bow. “I bid you a good day, gentlemen.”

      He left Regent’s Park and joined the bustle of Baker Street, taking great care as he wound through the jostling crowd for the area was notorious for pickpockets plying their trade.

      The Professor was almost halfway down Baker Street when the people ahead of him suddenly parted like water. 

      A giant man stomped towards him. He wore a midnight blue uniform, marking him as a Senior Inquisitor from the Arcane Detections Squad. The huge square pack on the Inquisitor’s back did little to slow him as he lumbered along, the tubes snaking from it feeding into the enormous brass goggles resting below his reinforced top hat. He turned his head this way and that, scanning the crowd.

      “He can’t know where I’m going,” Professor Thistlequick muttered. “Unless he’s using some form of psychic power, and that would be against the very law he’s attempting to uphold.” The Professor’s mouth fell open as the Inquisitor raised a finger and pointed at him. “You!” he boomed.

      “Me? What?” Professor Thistlequick watched aghast as two more officers burst from the crowd and ran straight towards him. He flinched, expecting a thwack from a truncheon that never arrived. Instead, the officers ran past him as they made for the roast chestnut seller standing by his side.

      “Want some?” The swarthy-faced vendor held a paper bag out to the Inquisitor. He batted it away, sending piping hot chestnuts tumbling across the pavement. 

      “There’s nothing illegal about my wares!” the seller promised. He grinned up at the Inquisitor with what Professor Thistlequick assumed he thought was a disarming smile, but was in fact a black, stumpy grimace. “Nothing amiss with my chestnuts. Nothing to trouble the law.”

      “Oh, there’s nothing wrong with your chestnuts,” the Inquisitor agreed. He grabbed the seller’s hands and snatched off his gloves, before putting them on.

      With a great heave, the Inquisitor lifted the brazier from the vendor’s cart, revealing three tiny flaming birds. The creatures were tethered in iron manacles and their eyes blazed as bright as the hot coals below their feet. One raised its head and squawked, sending a plume of fire into the air.

      “Whereas Firebirds are completely illegal,” the Inquisitor continued. “As is smuggling magickal beasts. And then there’s animal cruelty and slavery, and I’m sure I can find plenty more reasons for you to be incarcerated.”

      “I didn’t smuggle nothing!” the vendor protested as one of the officers handcuffed him. “I found the birds abandoned, saved their poor little lives. Gave them a purpose, a bird in the hand and all that...”

      “Take him away!” the Inquisitor commanded as he wheeled to face the crowd. 

      Professor Thistlequick decided it was probably time to stride away. He sauntered along the street, stopped by a paperboy, took a newspaper, and dropped a handful of coins into the boy’s grimy palm. 

      Then he glanced over his shoulder before turning into an alley to make sure he was alone.

      The Professor flipped through the newspaper to the personal advertisements at the back. “Goat wanted, no particular breed or color, but must be white with a black chin.” He shook his head. “Five spoons found on Threadneedle Street, will return for a handsome reward.” No, that’s not it. Professor Thistlequick leafed through a few more pages before pausing. “Adrift in London, a most moving and dramatic tale.” He grinned. That’s the one! He continued to read. “Join the playwright for tea and scones today at the corner of Museum Street at two pm sharp. Right you are!”

      He left the alley, hailed a hansom cab and climbed into the back. Professor Thistlequick closed his eyes for a quick snooze and only opened them once the carriage had come to a halt. He jumped down, paid the driver and headed down Museum Street. 

      A scratchy melody filled the air, leading him along the path toward a violinist. The musician was an anemic-looking lady with a long scarf that reached all the way to her tatty shoes. She nodded as Professor Thistlequick dropped a coin into her violin case. 

      “Were I ever adrift in London,” the Professor said, “your refrains would surely move me. And guide me too, perhaps.”

      The violinist coughed and muttered, “Three Cups Yard.”

      “Right you are. Good day to you!” Professor Thistlequick set off, winding his way down a series of back streets. 

      Three Cups Yard was a morose, deserted place and its pockmarked walls were empty but for a single flyer. Professor Thistlequick leaned down and pulled one edge aside to reveal a chalk symbol; three arrows pointing left.

      He walked on, taking three left turns until he found an old lady perched on a crate knitting a long black shawl with a red woolen eye set in its center. 

      “Did you see the north star at dusk last night? It shone just like a jewel,” Professor Thistlequick whispered.

      The old lady regarded him with milky-white eyes. “How many ravens left the tower on Tuesday?”

      “Three. And yet on Wednesday, they found seven.”

      “How many rings does my master wear?”

      “None.”

      The lady raised her knitting needle to a small arched doorway. “Turn left on Pepper Street and right into Caddlescot Row. Halfway along you’ll find a passage. Take it. At the end is what you seek.”

      The Professor thanked her and dropped two coins into her outstretched hand.

      The street was empty as he made his way past Caddlescot Row’s disheveled houses. He then took a left into a grubby passage, but hardly noticed its squalor as his excitement built, causing his beard to itch. 

      He was moments from his destination and the Incendia blossom Seeds, and if he got home fast enough, there would still be time to open that strange otherworldly window before nightfall. For the prospect of opening it during daylight was far more attractive than messing around with it after dark. 

      Professor Thistlequick left the passage for a small square of wasteland and crossed to the old, crooked house at its center.

      Anyone looking at the building might have thought it derelict and deserted. Its walls were black with soot, the windows covered in drapes and even its ramshackle door lent it an air of foreboding. The only sign of habitation came from the blue-gray smoke curling from its chimneys. 

      Professor Thistlequick raised the knocker, a heavy brass bee, and slammed it down seven times. He then added two kicks to the bottom of the door.

      It opened, revealing a tall, arresting man wearing a purple fez and a smart charcoal colored suit. His silver-white hair was swept back in a pony-tail and his keen black eyes peered from his smooth dusky-brown skin. He proffered his hand in an almost regal way. “Professor! It has been a while!” He glanced up at the Professor’s top hat. “I note Happiness isn’t gracing us with her presence today. Unless she’s secreted within your coat?”

      “Good day to you, Jeremiah,” Professor Thistlequick returned. “I’m afraid Happiness remained at home, which was probably for the best because she’s in a dire mood. I discovered what might well be a new dimension this morning and it thoroughly disturbed her slumber.”

      “New worlds and furious cats, and this is why I look forward to your visits. There’s never a dull moment when the Clockwork Magician is around.” Jeremiah Crane, as he’d chosen to call himself, ushered Professor Thistlequick inside. “Come in. Quickly, if you will.”

      The shop, despite its lack of signage, was commonly known as London Particulars and was infamous in occult circles across the city for its brisk trade in all manner of secret wares and magickal items. The Professor stepped inside and gave a slight bow to a lady on her way out. She obscured her face with a gloved hand and he nodded, understanding her desire for anonymity.

      He’d considered wearing a mask on his initial visit to the emporium himself, but hadn’t been able to choose which one to wear. 

      The shop was immense. A labyrinth of tall wooden shelves covered the first floor, each row crammed with magickal wares collected from the four corners of the world. It was said that if a person could imagine an item fantastical enough in design, or strangely baffling in purpose, then London Particulars would carry it. 

      Rich, wonderful fragrances filled the air; tart spices, sweet blossoming flowers, incense and chocolate, perfumes both unfamiliar and strange. 

      “What are you looking for today, my friend?” Jeremiah Crane clapped a hand on Professor Thistlequick’s shoulder.

      “More Incendia blossom seeds, if you have them?”

      “Indeed, I do. Let me-“ Mr. Crane stopped as an almighty thump shook the door. It was followed by six more and two urgent thuds. “Someone’s in a hurry.” 

      Professor Thistlequick shared the concern in his old friend’s eyes. If the Arcane Detections Squad or HMS Watcher had found London Particulars, then it would be prison for all of them.

      “Go and find your seeds, Professor. I’ll attend to the commotion.” Mr. Crane glanced through the door’s eyehole, before pulling it open.

      The Professor made for a short passage and cleared aside a set of dusty old books to peer through. He had no idea what he’d do if it was the Arcane Detections Squad outside the shop, for there was simply no way of justifying being in such a place. “Give yourself up if it comes to it, Aubrey,” he whispered to himself, “better that than facing the end of a disillusion gun.”

      Mr. Crane opened the door a crack and stepped away as a thickset man barged through and slammed it behind him. 

      “They’re coming,” The man said, his voice well spoken and authoritative. Professor Thistlequick wasn’t sure why, but he’d taken an almost instant dislike to the man. 

      “Who?” Mr. Crane asked as he fumbled to slide the bolt over the door. 

       “The Arcane Detections Squad.” The man stomped further into the shop. He wore a thick dark winter coat over an expensive-looking suit and his attire seemed excessive given the cool autumn afternoon, thought Professor Thistlequick, almost as if he was hiding something. His face, below his towering black top hat, glowed in the candlelight. Two hooded jet-black eyes roved around the shelves, as keen as a magpie’s, and when he smiled he revealed teeth sharpened to pearl-white spikes.  

      “How many?” Mr. Crane called from the door. 

      The man’s smile melted and a look of anguish passed over his face with the finesse of a stage curtain. “Around ten officers and an Inquisitor. They’re gathering at the end of the alley.” He sounded almost hoarse, perhaps on account of the stale smell of cigars that wafted from his clothes. 

      “We’ll have to move. Right away!” Mr. Crane scurried down the main passage. 

      The man followed, producing a series of strange, almost metallic thumps. “Curious,” Professor Thistlequick whispered as he slipped after them.

      Mr. Crane climbed upon the battered wooden desk at the other end of the shop. “Ladies, gentlemen... the shop’s about to move. Please take a firm grip on whatever’s close to hand.”

      He leaped down, grasped the colossal brass wheel jutting from the wall, and span it like a ship captain upon a choppy sea. Steam poured from the wall vents as he raced back to his desk. He rifled through the drawers, seized a cow-bell, and placed it on the obsidian stand, which was connected to the wheel by a series of coils. He grasped the wheel and spun it to the right, causing the overhead gas lamps to flicker. 

      The floorboards thrummed with energy. Professor Thistlequick grabbed the bookshelf, closed his eyes, and tried to ignore the popping sound in his ears. The whole building shook and rattled as the surrounding air changed. Gone were the scents of London’s grime and industry and in their place was fresh cut hay and cow manure. 

      As the shop settled, and the vibrations eased, a slow chorus of bleating sheep came from outside.

      They’d left London altogether.

      “I apologize for the disturbance, ladies and gentlemen!” Mr. Crane cried through his cupped hands. “We left the city and are temporarily residing in the hamlet of Tweed-Upon-The-Willow, approximately twelve miles outside of Bath.”

      A few disgruntled sighs and mutters rang out.

      “Please do not worry,” Mr. Crane continued, “we’ll return to London just as soon as the shop’s ready for departure.”

      Someone cursed and the Professor had to still his tongue. It seemed most ungracious to complain considering how close they’d come to being arrested. 

      He made his way to a dusty window and was delighted to find a herd of cows peering back. Their noses left wet smudges as they crowded in to stare at him, as if he was some fascinating exhibit. Behind them was a stretch of soft round hills. 

      Professor Thistlequick checked his pocket watch. From experience, there’d be plenty of time to browse the store before they set off back to London. He grinned as he rummaged through the shop’s curios and wonders. The first aisle held a stand filled with false teeth, and a handwritten sign proclaimed:

      Chompers, gnashers, Waterloos and Hampsteads. Teeth for everyone, all mouths catered for; midgets, giants and those in-between!

      The shelves beyond the teeth teemed with clockwork jewelry, rings, necklaces and cufflinks. Each piece ticked, tocked and whirred, producing an ornate orchestra. 

      Professor Thistlequick listened keenly until his attention was diverted by the refrains of a beautiful melody issuing from another aisle. He followed the song until he found a large two-headed parrot with the most vivid blue and purple plumage. It sang from its gilded cage, and the Professor was pleased to find the door ajar so the bird could come and go.

      “May I compliment you on such a gorgeous song,” he said to the parrot.

      The bird stopped singing as a raucous barking came from a nearby shelf. “I can’t perform with that cacophony of stupidity!” the parrot protested, its voice almost as exotic as its plumage. 

      Professor Thistlequick followed the barking to a glass tank filled with strips of shredded paper. A tiny amber shrew broke through the tangled sea of paper like a deep-sea diver emerging from an ocean. Its already wrinkled face crumpled even further as it shot the Professor a look of intense irritation and its barks became whines as it vanished below the paper.

      The gloom grew darker as Professor Thistlequick ventured further into the shop and it seemed as if the candles and gas lamps were struggling to glow. He passed through a tiny library, its shelves lined with thick, antique books and a dumpy lady swathed in burgundy glanced up, her eyes flashing silver as she gave him a curt nod.

      He moved on, eager not to linger, and as he reached the back of the shop, he heard a light tread of footsteps following his own. Whoever was in the neighboring aisle seemed to keep a perfect pace, their step heavy and metallic. 

      Professor Thistlequick glanced through a gap in the books as someone moved out of sight. “Hello?” He called.

      There was no reply, just as he’d suspected there wouldn’t be. He shivered as he checked his pocket watch by the glow of a jar full of fireflies. The shop should soon be on its way back to London.

      Professor Thistlequick wandered on to the Incendia blossom seeds section. Soft autumnal light washed through a small skylight and coppery leaves spiraled by. Roots emerged from the floorboards, feeding into the thick trunk in the center of the aisle. The scent of apples was rich in the air and minuscule fruit flies flitted around him. Above, a canopy of branches nestled against the ceiling.

      Living moss carpeted the shelving and the Professor stopped before an earthen pot. From within came the glow of vivid red Incendia blossom seeds. “Ah!” He said. 

      They really were the most extraordinary things! Especially when mixed with rainwater gathered by the light of the full moon. He’d once calculated their power could charge half of London’s new fangled electrical lights for an entire month, were magick legal. 

      He selected a handful of seeds, placed them into a tiny pouch and wandered to the dusty old window at the end of the aisle. Outside, the sun was low, and long shadows spread across the field. The cows and sheep were long gone.

      “It’s like a painting.”

      The Professor jumped as the man with the sharpened teeth appeared beside him. “Quite a melancholy scene,” the man continued. “Don’t you think?”

      “I...um.” Professor Thistlequick searched for a reply but his words were lost to him as his heart began to race. He stared through the window, anything to avoid meeting those black, inquisitive eyes. When he finally turned, the man was gone, his metallic footfall receding. 

      Professor Thistlequick delved into his coat pockets and found a box of matches. He fumbled to light one and stooped low to hold the flame over the floorboards. He passed it right over the place where the man had loomed. “Not good,” he muttered. 

      The man’s shadow was still stretched over the floor, even though he’d left moments before. As the Professor moved the match towards it, the shadow shrank away, vanishing into the wood’s dark grain.

      Professor Thistlequick blew the match out before it could singe his fingers. He quickened his pace and headed back for Mr. Crane’s desk, eager to warn his old friend of the terrible danger he’d admitted into his shop.

      When he finally reached Mr. Crane’s desk, he found the man with the filed teeth standing before it. In his hand was a sheaf of bank notes, which he held out to Mr. Crane. “Take it. You’ll find it’s a handsome payment, more than enough for my simple request.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong.” Mr. Crane’s face was clearly bemused. “You’re offering me money to move my shop to London, even though we’re going there already? Did you perhaps drink a little too much wine with lunch?”

      “I didn’t drink a drop.” The man thrust the money into Mr. Crane’s hands. “Take me to your premises in Crouch End. Right now.”

      “The shop hasn’t been to that address for months, and with good reason. It’s not a place I wish to frequent. Ever again.”

      “Take me there this instant, or consider my offer revoked.” A note of anger crept into the man’s measured tone.

      Professor Thistlequick crossed his fingers and silently prayed for Mr. Crane to stand fast. 

      The shop owner glanced at the money clenched in the man’s hand and finally shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s out of the question. I’ll take us to Holborn and you can hire a carriage to Crouch End from there. It’ll cost you a lot less than you’re offering.”

      “No carriage can take me to Gloamingspark Yard. Nothing can, believe me, I’ve tried. No one will reveal the yard’s location, but one damnable soul told me of your shop and how you have premises there.”

      “What do you want with the yard?”

      “I lost my father a few weeks ago.” The man sniffed and pinched the corners of his eyes. He sighed. “I miss him, so I went through his journals as a means of connecting to him, and that’s where I saw mention of him painting a canvas of Gloamingspark Yard. He was fond of desolate places.”

      “You have a painting of Gloamingspark?” Mr. Crane sounded surprised.

      “No. My father was a terrible perfectionist and he tossed the painting aside before he left the yard. I’d like to find it.”

      Mr. Crane looked doubtful. “Even if the canvas were still there it would be ruined by now. And I’ve never seen such a painting while visiting there, although it could have been lost amongst the wilderness and dust heaps.”

      “My father used a special kind of canvas that couldn’t be damaged. And while I thank you for voicing your opinion, it’s quite immaterial.” He shot out a hand and clutched Mr. Crane’s wrist. “I mean to collect my father’s painting. Will you help me?”

      Professor Thistlequick shook his head. A part of him wanted to intervene, but he’d noticed the lump beneath the man’s coat and had a very good idea of what it was. Further provocation could place them all in serious danger.

      Mr. Crane pulled his hand away and nursed his wrist. “If it’s that important to you, then so be it. And you’ll donate your payment to St. Thomas’s Hospital. Agreed?

      The man’s teeth glinted in the light. “Whatever you ask, Mr. Crane.”

      Professor Thistlequick coughed and tried to catch Mr. Crane’s attention, but the shopkeeper was too busy fumbling through his desk. The man glared back at the Professor. 

      “Ladies, gentlemen,” Mr. Crane called, “we’re about to move again. Our destination is Crouch End and we’ll be there within a few moments. Hold tight!”

      Mr. Crane seemed oblivious to the mutters and groans coming from the shop as he took a shard of roof slate from his desk and placed it on the obsidian plinth. Then he spun the brass wheel, bringing a hiss of steam from the vents in the wall. 

      The deep, familiar rumble came from the floorboards, the lights rattled and howls, barks and squeals rang from the aisles.

      Professor Thistlequick seized the edge of Mr. Crane’s desk as he waited for the lurching motion to pass. “Jeremiah!” he cried over the tumult. 

      Mr. Crane didn’t hear him, but the man did. 

      “Mind your own business.” The man leaned close, revealing his filed teeth. “Before my business minds you.”

      “I know what you are,” Professor Thistlequick said, and added what he hoped was a particularly stern look.

      “Good for you.” The man placed a long, sharp fingernail just below the Professor’s eye. “Were I you, I’d hold my tongue.”

      Professor Thistlequick swallowed and gave a reluctant nod.

      As the shop settled, Mr. Crane crossed to a small window and peered out. “We’ve reached our destination,” he called, before quietly adding, “and now I recall why I stopped coming here. What a sad, gloomy place!”

      “Where’s the nearest door, Crane?” the man demanded.

      Mr. Crane pointed to a ragged old door in the corner. “There. Go and find your painting while I settle up with my customers. When you’ve finished please leave by the way you came in.”

      The Professor took a step back as the man turned his way and clamped a heavy hand on his shoulder. His fingers needled Professor Thistlequick’s skin through his coat and shirt. “I’d be honored if you would assist me.”

      Before the Professor could reply the man shoved him towards the door. Professor Thistlequick glanced towards Mr. Crane, but the shopkeeper didn’t see him.

      “Open the door,” the man said. 

      There was no point in arguing, the Professor thought as he reached for the heavy bolts and drew them back.

      Gloamingspark Yard was indeed a desolate place. It was little more than a gloomy stone square threaded with weeds and rubble. The surrounding buildings were derelict, their leaning walls ramshackle, their sloping roofs topped with chimney stacks. And yet the yard’s bleak isolation made it a perfectly anonymous location for London Particulars. 

      “Well,” the man said as he shoved Professor Thistlequick into the yard, “what do you think?”

      “It’s fascinating, I’m sure. But I’m certain I’ve seen enough. Excuse me, if you will.” Professor Thistlequick turned back to the shop, but the man pushed him further into the yard and led them through a patch of stinging nettles to a heap of dirt and junk. 

      “Keep your eyes peeled,” the man said. “We’re looking for a canvas.”

      Professor Thistlequick glanced back at the shop. Could he make it through the door in time to slam and bolt it on this vile, dangerous man?

      “Get on with the task at hand. Before I hurt you.” The man hissed between his teeth.

      Professor Thistlequick swallowed his retort and stooped down. He rummaged through weeds, broken buckets, ruptured sandbags and all manner of litter. And then something shifted below a layer of old sacks and he wiped the earth away to reveal a worn canvas. It was an oil painting, revealing a dark landscape with black mountain peaks and twisted gray trees whose branches seemed to reach for the churning purple sky. 

      “You found it!” The man shoved Professor Thistlequick aside.

      “This cannot be the picture. You said your father painted Gloamingspark Yard, but unless it’s dramatically changed since-“

      “Are you toying with me, Professor?” The man fixed him with a cold stare. “Or are you as stupid as you look?”

      “I was just saying-“

      “Well, don’t.” The man laid the painting on a patch of grass and removed a pouch from his pocket. He opened it, took a pinch of what looked like coal dust, and sprinkled it across the artwork. “Do you know what this is?” he asked.

      Professor Thistlequick was about to respond when something caught his attention. For the briefest moment it had almost seemed as if a raven had flown across the painted sky. He was about to take a closer look when he stepped away. One of the trees in the picture’s foreground was definitely trembling. “I’ve no idea what this painting is, and I’d sooner not know. I helped you locate it as you asked, and I’d like to return to the shop now, and-”

      “Stay there!” The man passed his gloved hand over the canvas, causing the paint to ripple. “There’s no point trying to hide your curiosity, man. It’s as plain as day.”

      “My curiosity is mostly eclipsed by terror right now. Because I have a good idea of who, or what you are.” Professor Thistlequick took a deep breath. “I see you’re taking delight in my fear, so let me reward you further. Standing with you on this godforsaken patch of land, along with a painting that moves of its own volition, is filling me with utmost dread. Almost to the point of nausea. There, is that what you wanted to hear?” 

      The man nodded. “That’s why I brought you here. Your terror is helping to open the portal. Look.” The man pointed to the picture as its oils lapped the edge of the canvas like a painted tide. “See how it responds to your fear and attracts my quarry.”

      “Quarry?”

      “Well, I say my quarry, but it’s another man’s quarry in truth. A man of learning, like yourself. Only one without a heart or soul. Count yourself fortunate you’re not making his acquaintance today. He paid me dearly for this hunt.” The man was about to add something further, when he stopped. 

      A single thread of vapor snaked from the painting, then a blaze of heat followed, burning the cool autumn air. The rippling paint slowed and as it settled its colors and features became far sharper than they’d been.

      Professor gazed aghast at the canvas and the creatures he’d mistaken for ravens flying against the purple-painted sky.

      “Here they come!” Savage excitement lit the man’s eyes. 

      The heat pouring from the painting intensified as the Professor edged away. 

      “I told you to stay where you are,” the man said. “Do not disappoint me. Disappointment is the difference between a relatively quick ending and a slow, lingering torture. I’ll let you decide which it’s to be.”

      “Neither option provides an easy decision,” Professor Thistlequick replied. He continued towards the shop, his gaze fixed on the door. The man was heavyset, while the Professor was light. He might make it still. He listened for the sound of the man’s lumpen, metallic step but it didn’t follow.

      Click. 

      Professor Thistlequick turned to find the man aiming the most unusual gun at him. Its barrel was exceptionally wide and below it were three cartridges. 

      “I had quite a hand in the gun’s development,” the man said. “So who better to explain its capabilities? You may even find yourself impressed with its lethal genius. The lever by the trigger presents three choices, one for each cartridge. The first contains hollow bullets filled with Burrowflays. Are you familiar with them?”

      “You have the advantage,” Professor Thistlequick replied, forcing himself to keep his tone measured.

      “Burrowflays are distant cousins of arachnids, but they’re infinitesimally smaller than spiders. Instead of spinning webs and waiting to catch their prey, they burrow into their victims. Once they’ve made it through the flesh, they release a toxin that turns their hosts insides to little more than mush. Then, after they’ve consumed the vitals, they chew their way out. It’s an excruciating death, one I’ve witnessed firsthand.”

      “Thank you for enlightening me.” Professor Thistlequick stopped walking and fixed his gaze on the painting. As soon as the flying creatures in the painted sky reached the canvas’ surface, he’d run.

      The man pointed to another cartridge. “Now this option contains spiked bullets, and their tips are soaked with sulfuric acid. I’m sure you don’t need me to paint a picture of the agony this entails.”

      “Most creative.” Professor Thistlequick thrust his hands behind his back to hide their shaking. 

      “I am that,” the man agreed. “I spend many, many hours considering these matters. Now, the final option contains soft bullets filled with a paralyzing agent. This is one of my favorite options because it gives me plenty of time to toy with my victims.” 

      “So which option am I to face? Or does your excitement come from keeping your victims guessing?”

      “Not in your case. The last choice will be yours, that way you can watch me use the other bullets on the people inside the shop. Once the business is concluded, I’ll kill you.”

      “How thoughtful.” 

      “Now, stop trying to slip away and come back and stand beside me. I need your fear to entice my prey.”

      “Right you are.” Professor Thistlequick’s legs felt hollow as he walked back to the painting. He prayed Mr. Crane had finished serving his customers, and that they were long gone. Better one death than many, even if it was to be his.

      He gazed back at the painting. The flying creatures were clearer now. He could see their humanoid forms and great black leathery wings. He’d never witnessed their like before.

      “Come to me,” the man whispered to the creatures. One flew close, its muscular legs obscuring the mountains as it filled the canvas.

      “Yes, here!” the man called. “Now!”

      The creature vanished, before returning, its wings beating so hard the Professor could hear them. It reached from the painting and dragged itself out, its scaly hands scrabbling on the yard’s stony ground. 

      “Oh, my...” Professor Thistlequick watched in horror as the creature gazed up at the darkening autumn sky. It was feminine with long, blue-black hair framing a dark oval face. Her eyes were like a snake’s, emerald-green with slashes of black pupils. As she looked from the man to the Professor, he glimpsed the sadness in her gaze. 

      She lay still for a moment, before jumping to her feet and throwing back her head. Her pain-wracked cry echoed around the surrounding buildings with such force the few slivers of glass left in their windows tinkled to the ground. 

      The demon, for what else could she be, gazed at the man and then to the gun raised in his hand. Professor Thistlequick quivered at the length of her nails, and her long teeth as she bared them in a terrible grimace.

      She advanced on them, but faltered as the man spoke. 

      “I brought you out of the void,” he said, “and you will observe my authority.”

      “Hungry,” she replied. Her voice was guttural, as if unused to speaking.

      The man nodded. “Of course. So feed.” He swept a hand towards the Professor. “Once you have I can name you.”

      Professor Thistlequick backed away as the demon loomed over him.

      And then his gaze was drawn to the man, who let forth a cry as a clawed hand reached from the canvas and seized his ankle. The hand yanked down, toppling him to the ground. He swore as he pulled himself up and fired into the painting. 

      Terrible, hoarse cries rang out. 

      The demon that had been stalking the Professor spun towards the din. She looked crestfallen as the man fired once more and the hands reaching from the canvas withdrew. 

      “I decide who comes through!” The man called. “And I only need one of you, so get back.”

      “Don’t hurt them!” the demon cried. 

      She started after the man but he jabbed his finger at the Professor. “I commanded you to feed. So feed!”

      Professor Thistlequick saw the range of emotions on the demon’s face as she loped towards him. Fear, confusion and sorrow.

      But then a new look flashed in her eyes.

      Hunger.

      Professor Thistlequick raced across the stony ground, reached for the door, threw it open, and dove inside.

      The customers gathered around Mr. Crane’s desk seemed oblivious to the threat outside. “Get out!” the Professor cried. “Demon!”

      The door behind him flew open and slammed against the wall. Claws scratched upon the wooden floor. 

      Professor Thistlequick sprinted through the shop, ducked into an aisle, and ran full pelt. He dodged from one aisle to the next, moving as far into the shop’s gloom as he could, desperately seeking a place to hide.

      The scrape of her feet skittered in the row beside his. He could smell the feral reek of her breath. Her pace matched his but there was a slight falter in her step. Perhaps the new world she’d arrived in was confusing her. Or maybe it was the shop’s rare and exotic scents overwhelming her senses.

      Whatever it was, it was only a matter of time until she adjusted, and when she did, those fangs would gouge out his flesh.

      Treading lightly, Professor Thistlequick took a left at the end and led her further into the shop, as far from Mr. Crane and the customers as he could take her.

      Sweat stung his eyes as he glanced back.

      The aisle was empty. 

      He strained to hear her footsteps. 

      There was nothing but silence.

      He strode toward the Incendia blossom seeds, praying their perfume would mask his scent. “Ow!” The stitch in his side flared again, forcing him to take slow, deep breaths.

      The hush was even more unnerving than the scrape of the demon’s feet.

      “Where is she?” he whispered. He glanced around, but there was nothing but shelving and shadows. Even the many beasts of London Particulars were silent now.

      He tiptoed on, his steps soft and measured. And then he juddered to a halt.

      His right foot was stuck firm!

      “Fiddlesticks!” Professor Thistlequick peered down to find tiny, blue-white drops scattered on the floorboards. They looked like a trail of candle wax, and one was squidged below his shoe, holding him in place.

      As he bent down to examine the substance, he flinched as a fresh drop fell past his head and sizzled upon the floor.

      The hairs on the nape of his neck trembled. 

      He peered up, his heart hammering fast. 

      The demon hung above him, stretched across the ceiling. Her mouth was wide open and blue-white saliva dripped from her salivating forked tongue and spattered against the floorboards like rain. 

      And then her eyes found his.

      “Ah,” Professor Thistlequick said, trying his best to hide the tremble in his voice. “I wondered where you’d gotten to.” He pulled his shoe from the floor with one final desperate tug and stumbled into a shelf. 

      He heard her drop and staggered away.

      She landed hard, sprang up, and towered over him her jagged teeth inches from his face.

      “Do you have a name?” Professor Thistlequick asked.

      Confusion clouded her eyes. 

      He attempted a smile. “It’s just... well I’d like to know the name of the being who’s about to end my days.”  

      Her brow furrowed. “I have no name. The man who summoned me will name me.”

      “Right, I see.” Professor Thistlequick rummaged quickly through his pocket. “So that’s how it works then.” He added, in an attempt to distract the demon for a moment longer. Then, he found what he was looking for; a small blade forged of Damascus steel for prying off rock samples. If the blade was keen enough to cut through rock, then severing her throat would be as simple as slicing through butter. 

      Except he knew perfectly well he’d do no such thing. That the creature was almost as much a victim as he was in this diabolical situation. He released the blade and pulled out a crumpled paper bag instead. “So that’s where it went.”

      The demon stepped closer, her claws glimmering below the gas lamp.

      “I, um... I know this sounds a little strange.” The Professor took a step back. “But I wondered if I might be able to tempt you with something to eat. Something other than me?”

      Her hands dropped. “What?”

      Professor Thistlequick held the bag out and her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air between them. “Now,” he continued, “it’s a couple of days old, but it should still hold a shade of its former glory. My housekeeper, Mrs. Harker, bakes bread you see, and a most complex bread it is! And the jam should still be in excellent order, I picked the blackberries from Hampstead Heath so they’re nice and fresh. Would you like to try some... before you try me?”

      “He told me to kill you.”

      “Do you want to kill me?” Professor Thistlequick wiped the beads of perspiration from his forehead with the back of his hand.

      “No. At least I don’t think so. But if I wasn’t born for killing then why are my claws so sharp? Why is my hide so thick, my teeth so strong and my blood as hot as lava? I’m a monster, that’s why he summoned me.”

      “Granted, you have all the attributes you listed, and I’ll confess they’re most terrifying. But, I sense you don’t carry malice in your heart. I saw you when our enemy out there fired into the painting.”

      “He wounded my kin.”

      “Indeed.”

      “And he means to turn me into his weapon.”

      “Exactly. But I’ve read more books than I should have about arcane matters. And from what I can tell, a being such as yourself comes into this world like a blank sheet of paper. It’s the person whose summoned you who gives you your purpose, but only once they’ve fed and named you. And…” Professor Thistlequick’s words tailed off as his gaze was drawn once more to those pointed teeth.

      “And then they’ll have dominion over me. That’s how it works. So what would your command be, if I were to accept your offering? For I take it that’s what that is.” She nodded to the paper bag. 

      “My command would be for you to have no commands. Or master, or mistress. For you to be free. Well, as free as any of us can be in this world. So,” Professor Thistlequick said, “what do you say?” He brought the bag up, hoping the sandwich would entice her more than the pulse throbbing on his neck.

      She frowned, and the Professor sensed the battle between her hunger for sustenance and the compulsion to tear his throat out and gorge upon his blood. But there was still a glimmer of mercy in her eyes. 

      “Here…” Professor Thistlequick’s hand trembled as he thrust the bag at her. 

      The black slits in her eyes widened and for a terrible moment he was certain she was about to consume him. But then she snatched half a sandwich from the bag and gobbled it down. Her eyes gleamed as she licked her lips with her forked tongue and grabbed the other half of the sandwich. Soon it was gone.

      Professor Thistlequick sighed with relief as her face softened and her breath slowed. The hard light in her eyes dimmed. “What was that?” she demanded.

      “We call them sandwiches, and I cannot tell you how glad I am that I misplaced that one! I can bring you more, if it would please you?”

      The demon nodded. “It would. But be quick and name me before he intervenes!” Revulsion crossed her face as she glanced at the window.

      Professor Thistlequick’s mind was blank. He cast around, scouring the surrounding shelves. Finally, his eyes alighted on a label jutting from the soil of a nearby plant. “Okay, how about Llysandria?”

      “I need a second name. Like a human.”

      “Ah, now I’m on the spot.”

      They both flinched as the sound of gunfire rang out beyond the window. 

      “Anything!” Llysandria cried.

      “Um, oh. Um, Crank! Crank! How about that, Llysandria Crank?”

      “How may I serve you?”

      “By serving yourself.” 

      Llysandria whimpered as another round of gunfire cracked the air and a hoarse, inhuman scream followed. “He’s killing my brethren. I can feel their pain, it’s excruciating.” 

      They ran to the window and peered out. 

      The man loomed over the painting. Flashes of light issued from his gun as he fired down into the other world. A blackened hand grasped the edge of the canvas. He stamped on it and fired twice more. Gunshots echoed around the dimly lit yard, masking the sounds of Llysandria thumping her fists against the window frame. “My brothers, my sisters...”

      Professor Thistlequick placed what he hoped was a consoling hand on her hot, leathery hide. “We must stop him,” he said. 

      And then a demon soared out of the canvas, knocking the man aside. Professor Thistlequick caught a glimpse of fiery eyes and sleek black wings, and then the creature was gone, vanishing into the darkening sky. 

      The man scowled as he watched it go before firing another round into the canvas. Then he holstered his gun, tore open the pouch he’d used before, and sprinkled powder across the painting. 

      Thick grey smoke rose from the canvas and the man stepped back, clamping his coat sleeve over his mouth. Flames raged from the painting in shades of purple, blue and green and they curled through the air before withdrawing back into the picture. 

      “He’s sealed the door between worlds,” Llysandria said. “And now I’m truly lost.”

      “We need to tell...” Professor Thistlequick stopped as Mr. Crane appeared in the yard, a rifle folded across his chest, his face furious as he shouted at the man.

      “No!” Professor Thistlequick cried.

      “What’s the problem?” Llysandria said, her voice thick with anger. “Your friend has a weapon like the other man’s. I hope he uses it and I hope it hurts like hell!”

      “No. Professor Thistlequick sprinted through the shop. “That’s not a gun. He’s going to his slaughter. We’ve got to stop him!”

      The Professor flew out into the yard, Llysandria a step behind him. He slowed and watched as the man glared at Mr. Crane, his lips curled in a wry grin.

      Horror crossed Mr. Crane’s face as he glanced past the Professor to the demon. Then he snapped his gaze back at the man. “I said, drop your gun.”

      The man lifted his weapon higher and shrugged. “And if I don’t?”

      “Then today could well be your last, and that wouldn’t be any loss to the world as far as I can see.”

      “No!” the man cried. “I beseech you, don’t shoot!” His mock terror faded as he shook with laugher. Then he flipped a lever on the side of the gun. A cartridge swung out, replacing the one below the barrel. “I think Burrowflay’s for you, Mr. Crane. I’ll enjoy watching them liquefy your filthy skin. It’ll be a fitting end for a savage. But...” he shrugged, “will I have time to shoot? Or will you have the upper hand? Who will fire first, you or me?”

      “The rifle isn’t for you.” Mr. Crane aimed toward the sky. 

      The man sniggered until comprehension passed across his face.

      Mr. Crane closed his eyes and pulled the trigger, sending a single bright-red flare into the air that burst like a blossom over the yard.

      The man growled, shielding his face with one hand and fired with the other. The bullet grazed Mr. Crane’s shoulder and exploded into the wall behind him. Professor Thistlequick prayed the insects contained within the bullet had been obliterated on impact.

      The flare above them brightened like a tiny sun, before slowly descending back down. Professor Thistlequick could see the dark bulk of HMS Watcher turning in the east. It soared toward them, its great searchlight sweeping over the city as it came. 

      The man watched it, his face twisted with fury.  

      Mr. Crane ran for the door, grabbed the Professor by the sleeve and dragged him with him. “Quick, inside!” 

      As Llysandria followed, Mr. Crane pulled a dagger from his waistcoat. “Get back, demon!” 

      “No!” Professor Thistlequick seized his friend’s wrist. “She’s with us! Let her in and move the shop, Jeremiah. Now!”

      The air around the yard hummed as an Arcane Detections Craft followed HMS Watcher’s beam and swept down. The craft was like a giant hornet, its colossal metallic wings gliding, its long silver antennae scouring for magick. 

      Professor Thistlequick could just make out the pilot sitting before one of the craft’s eye-like windows, then great clouds of steam bellowed from the airship as its side opened and ropes fell. Men in midnight-blue uniforms dropped and landed in the yard in a formation. They reached for their weapons, but the man aimed his gun at them and soon it was blazing and jumping in his hand. 

      “Let her in, Jeremiah!” Professor Thistlequick begged. 

      Mr. Crane glanced from him to the demon. She returned his gaze, her face unreadable. 

      “No!” Professor Thistlequick whispered, keenly aware she could slice the shopkeeper’s throat open before he could even move. 

      “Stop!” a tinny voice barked from the brass funnel upon the craft’s roof, as the pilot stared their way. “Put your hands in the air!”

      “Jeremiah, for the love of Happiness, let Llysandria in and shut that door, or we’re all done for!”

      Mr. Crane stepped aside and Llysandria slipped past him. He slammed the door and growled, “Grab hold off something. We’re moving!”

      Professor Thistlequick ran to a window, seized its frame for purchase, and watched the unfolding drama in the yard. The man continued to fire as the police scattered, dove and scrambled for cover behind the rubble. 

      One officer, who was little more than a youth, held out his hands as if trying to stop the bullets cutting through the air towards him. A gruesome scream rang out and moments later the young officer fell, writhing upon the ground, his face ashen, his back arched in agony.

      A volley of gunfire roared in response from the officers. 

      The man lurched away, his body shaking as bullets struck his limbs. 

      Two officers broke cover, grabbed up their fallen comrade and pulled him back to the rest of their squadron. 

      The man grinned, his filed teeth flashing as he threw down his weapon and clutched his hands over his chest and sides. “Oh my,” he cried, “oh no! You got me!” 

      Professor Thistlequick saw the sadistic glint in his eyes. He wasn’t in any pain at all. “This isn’t good. Llysandria, would you seal the door?” He nodded to it as the shop rumbled and shook. She staggered to the door, pulled its bolts across and spat into her hand. Then she ran her fingers around the doorframe, sealing it with her sticky spittle. 

      Mr. Crane was a blur of movement as he flurried around his desk rooting through drawers, fishing out fragments of stone and all manner of objects. He hurled an iron fish over his shoulder, then an old rusted whistle, a piece of chalk and what looked like a copper kettle. Finally he settled on a ball of string and scrambled to place it on the obsidian plinth. Then, he spun the wheel on the wall. “We’re off to Waterloo. Hold tight!”

      Professor Thistlequick seized the window frame once more as the shop shuddered. 

      Outside, the police in the yard surrounded the man. He gazed from them to the Professor and as their eyes met through the dusty glass, the man gave a wide grin. 

      Slowly, he reached up to his throat and yanked something. Metallic frames shot from his sleeves, sheathing his hands and turning them into silvery claws. Springs flew out from the soles of his boots, lifting him up into the air. He barked a monstrous cackle and bounded across the yard. 

      The officers fired, their bullets striking empty walls as the man flitted at incredible speeds. His claws sunk into the brickwork as he ran along the walls and then sprang and landed on the side of a warehouse.

      He braced himself and kicked back at the wall, propelling himself across the courtyard, dancing through the gunfire as if it was some mad adventure. 

      Bullets slammed into him but fell from his coat like silver rain. 

      The man scrambled up a wall and onto the roof, turned towards the Professor, and lifted his hat. Then, with a final vicious grin, he was gone, leaving a hail of bullets flying up into the empty, darkening sky.

      Three officers ran for their craft and seized the ropes as it flew off in pursuit of the man. Three more headed for the shop, their guns raised.

      Professor Thistlequick braced himself as gunfire roared, but the bullets never came. 

      The yard had vanished, and in its place was the embankment overlooking the Thames. 

      The Professor closed his eyes as he waited for the shop to settle before making his way to Mr. Crane’s desk. He placed the Incendia blossom seeds in a neat pile. “I’d never have dreamed purchasing a few plant seeds could lead to such an adventure!”

      Mr. Crane gave the Professor a sardonic smile. “Considering what we’ve been through, you can have them for free.”

      “That’s most kind, Jeremiah. But perhaps you should return them to your shelves. After what I’ve just experienced, it seems my experiments into other worlds should probably come to an end for the time being at least. Indeed, I’ve decided I’m more than happy with this dimension as it is.” He placed a sheaf of pound notes on the desk.

      “What’s that for?” Mr. Crane asked.

      “I was hoping, should you agree, that it would go some way to paying for Llysandria’s keep.”

      “Keep?” Mr. Crane gave Llysandria a dark glance.

      “She has nowhere else to go,” Professor Thistlequick said. “And the Arcane Detections Squad will be scouring the city for days, what with three demons on the loose if you count that horrendous man with his spiked teeth as one, and I most certainly do. Llysandria needs a place to hide. What do you say, Jeremiah?”

      Mr. Crane gazed at Llysandria for a moment before giving an almost imperceptible nod. “Will you help me with the shop?” he asked her.

      “I will.”

      “And do you promise not to eat me?”

      “Of course. And nor will I tear you limb from limb, pull your head off or feast upon your eyes. Not today or ever.”

      “Well in that case,” Mr. Crane said, “it sounds like a perfectly fine arrangement. There’s a spare room, we can clear it out for you.”

      “Thank you,” Llysandria said.

      “And I’ll return with more blackberry jam sandwiches,” Professor Thistlequick promised. “Should it suit you?”

      “It would.” Llysandria gave him a toothy grin. “And if you ever need my help in any matter, you only need ask.”

      “Perfect.” Professor Thistlequick stroked his beard. “But I must advise you that demons and suchlike are most unpopular in this realm. Our rulers have a most austere view of all things esoteric, so perhaps you’d consider concealing yourself. A disguise should be well within your abilities.”

      “I will.” 

      “Before I go,” Professor Thistlequick fished into his pocket and held out a vial. “Might you fill this with spittle? The properties of your saliva would be absolutely perfect for a project I’m currently working on.”

      Llysandria took the container from Professor Thistlequick and vanished into a nearby aisle. Moments later she returned and handed it to him. 

      “Thank you so much,” Professor Thistlequick said. “And perhaps I will need your help after all.” He glanced back to the window. “If the police don’t find the other demon who fled from the painting.”

      Llysandria nodded. “Indeed. For not all of my kind are...” her face darkened as she stumbled for her words.

      “As civil as you. I understand.” The Professor placed his hand over hers. 

      “Well,” the Professor said, “it’s getting late, so I’ll bid you both a good evening. May fortune and jam be in abundance for you both.”

      “And the same to you, Professor.” Mr. Crane led him through the shop, opened the front door and ushered him out.
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      The evening grew dark as Professor Thistlequick made his way home. The sky still buzzed with Arcane Detections Crafts and behind them the ominous shape of HMS Watcher.

      He decided to take the back streets and soon found himself navigating a series of dimly lit, unsavory roads. As he passed a grim-looking Inn he glanced through its filthy windows and spotted a harried looking boy lighting candles at a table, his face lost to shadows. As they seemed to glance at one another, something caused a shiver to run up the Professor's spine and it almost felt as if someone had just walked over his grave. He hurried on.

      Soon he found himself back in the bright bustle of Covent Garden where he hailed a hansom cab to take him back to Primrose Hill. He was eager to see Happiness, and to draw the curtains on this strangest of days.

      It seemed ironic he'd gone through so much, yet was returning home empty handed, but he didn't mind. The otherworld-seeker could wait, and besides, there were more important matters to attend to. Such as helping the authorities find that terrible man with the filed teeth should the need arise.

      “Quite remarkable,” Professor Thistlequick said as he thought once more of the springs on the man’s shoes. “Maybe, maybe I could replicate them…”

      Yes, there was plenty to do, and more than enough curios, secrets, and hidden places in the ancient city to last him a lifetime.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Night of the Christmas Letter Getters

          

        

      

    

    
      The trolls had slept beneath the bridge for three days, but to Hefflebletch it felt like weeks. She shuddered as the wind hurtled down the walkway and howled and shrieked like a furious banshee. Her weathered face was almost pastel blue, the tip of her parsnip-like nose scarlet, and her hard black eyes were tearing up from the cold. “Now the river’s freezing over,” she muttered. “Everything will be frozen soon.” 

      Tiny curls of snow fell from the sky. It was the same wintry weather they’d lived with in the Dark Lands, which surprised Hefflebletch because she’d thought this world would be different. “But it’s just as cold, and chilly white.” 

      Footsteps crunched along the path as Ingledurm appeared, his black bushy beard bursting from his long navy-blue duffle coat. He thrust a grimy hand out and caught a snowflake and crushed it. “Gotcha!” He sneered and gritted his small pointed teeth.

      “Well done,” Hefflebletch said, her words heavy.

      “You need to cheer up, dear wife. Be happy. Christm...” He paused and spluttered. “Christma...” He screwed up his hard flint-like eyes and coughed once more. “Christmas is almost here.”

      “And why are you so joyful about such a terrible thing? We hate Christmas even more than the wretched little brats who love it.”

      “Because,” Ingledurm raised a stumpy finger. “This Christmas is going to be the best one there ever was!”

      “We left Krampus’s lands for this?” Hefflebletch said. “You told me we’d be rich. You said this was the land of plenty, but here we are living under a bridge.” She flicked the icicle forming on the end of her nose and gazed at the darkening sky. “This place is even worse than our old cabin, which was the very worst old cabin in the whole of Krampusland.”

      “You should have more faith in me!” Ingledurm’s teeth dug into his lips as he smiled. “You said we’d never escape the Dark Lands. You said we’d be caught, yet here we are as free as the air.”

      “As free as the freezing, howling wind that brings the iciest snow and the draftiest of drafts.” Hefflebletch buried her mouth beneath the high collar of her coat and blew hot breath against the wool to keep herself warm.

      “It’s cold, and miserable. This much is true, but...” Ingledurm stroked his wild beard and his beady eyes sparkled. “But I’ve just found us our very own shack!” 

      “A shack? You said we’d live in luxury!”

      “And so we will, my dear.” As Ingledurm paced, his pointed shoes slid across the icy ground, taking him perilously close to the freezing river. “We shall have our heart’s desires. I’ve been a-plotting and a-planning and I tell you — we’re on the cusp of a fortune! Riches without hitches, igloos of gold, and far more candy than our bellies can hold!”

      “How so?”

      “How so?” Ingledurm held up a finger and caught another snowflake. “I have a plan, that’s how. The grandest plan there ever was! Oh, and it’s a wicked one, mark my words. But the fruit it will bear will be the tastiest we’ve ever known.” His vile breath melted the snowflake as he laughed, and it ran like tears down his stubby finger. “Just you wait!”
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      Finley angled his bright red postman’s hat just above the tips of his pointy elfish ears. He was still in a mild state of shock that they’d given him a position at the Post Office, despite his young age. The uniform was great, but the blasted hat only served to remind him, and everyone else, that his ears were too long. Far too long! 

      “About as long as my legs are short,” he muttered, absently rubbing the side of his face. His cheeks still blazed from where he’d sat too close to the fire, counting the flames and daydreaming, until the alarm clock had buzzed and shook. 

      “It’s time to go,” he said, and grabbed a handful of roasted chestnuts from the bowl. He chewed them one by one and gazed through the window to where the snow fell over the old human city at the foot of the hill. He’d never been to their world before and had only read about in fairy-tales. Frankly, it worried him.

      “I’m not scared though,” he told himself. 

      His hands shook as he grabbed the mug from the flagstone hearth and swallowed down his hot chocolate before leaving the snug cabin he shared with the other elves. 

      “Ah, nuts” he said, as he stepped into the thick crisp snow. There was only one sled left; an old N.D.N. (No Deer Needed). The others had been taken, which meant he’d be driving the one with the loose squeaky runner. Again.

      He climbed aboard and tucked his coat around himself before seizing the controls. He pressed the ‘on’ button, shifted it into ‘go’ and steered the sled toward the slope. 

      It lurched forward and slid across the compact crystalline ice with a shhhhhhhhh, before shooting down the hill like a rocket. 

      Finley leaned into the turn as the sled slalomed around the bend and narrowly avoided the snow bank he almost always seemed to tumble into. He whizzed past and sped through the spooky old pine forest, before finally screeching to a halt outside the secret Post Office tucked into the hillside.

      The city below the slope was now so close he could almost count the curls of smoke rising from its chimneys. He sighed, climbed off the sled, and shuffled along the snowy path his fellow elves had made on their way into work. 

      The Post Office rose before him like a gingerbread house, its walls chocolate brown, its windows like swirls of sugared glass, and its door the color of raisins. “I must stop thinking of food...” It wasn’t that he was hungry; it was that he was growing more uneasy by the moment, and food, lovely food, was about the only comfort that eased his fear. 

      He stepped into a whirl of activity as elves pushed carts back and forth, and the head clerk gazed up at him from behind a mountain of envelopes. None of which were the envelopes, of course. No, those letters were coming later. These were local letters, each one addressed to the elves, gnomes and snowpeople who worked there. Some mail came from the city of Christmas itself, and the rest was from the villages and hamlets nestled in the valleys of Christmasland.

      “Pardon me, sorry!” Finley called, as he bumped into a gnome carrying a pile of papers. They tumbled to the floor like sheets of snow falling from the eaves of a wintry house. Finley kneeled and helped the gnome gather them up, before scurrying through the large swing doors leading to the Post Office proper.

      Inside, elves sorted boxes, packages and letters into cubby-holes while Allora Squafflewick, their supervisor, stood on a towering stack of crates overseeing the hullabaloo. “There you are, Stark,” she gazed at him through slightly steamed glasses as he bumbled into the sorting room. “I thought you’d gotten lost.”

      “No, I-”

      “I’m teasing you, Finley.” She smiled, but it was short-lived. “All joking aside, I need you to buckle up today.”

      “I will.” Finley knew the day was important, oh yes! For soon, the Christmas letters written to Santa by children all over the world would arrive and every single one had to be organized and filed in careful order. Why, or how, Finley had no idea, but he thought it best to pretend he understood what was going on. “What would you like me to do first, Miss Squafflewick? Do you want me to-”

      “I want you to stay right there while I call a meeting. And don’t slink away.” Allora clapped her hands. 

      Finley’s ears felt as if they were burning like toast. He didn’t like meetings, they mostly confounded him and made him feel wholly lost and unnecessary. Oh, how he wished he could go back to his little house. To be a child again where there was no responsibility, just a simple life of dodging snowballs, chasing deer, and... 

      But I’m no longer a child, Finley told himself. Uncle Stark got me this job and I’m not going to let him down. No siree! He stood straight.

      The elves gathered around him and being stuck right in the middle of them made Finley feel quite uncomfortable. It was like wearing a sweater that was too tight. 

      He edged toward a giant waste bin overflowing with scrunched up paper, but stopped as Allora cleared her throat and spoke. “I have news,” She said. “Bad news.” 

      Whispers rippled through the huddle, but Finley barely heard them as he sidled away again. 

      “As you may know,” Allora continued, “last night was the senior Post Elves’ Christmas party, and one of our dishes must have been truly rotten. Personally, I thought the mashed potatoes weren’t quite right. They smelled like oily rags... but that’s by the by. Suffice to say, our finest Post Elves are very ill today, and it’s not a pretty sight. The nurses say they’ll pull through, but none of them are going to be well enough to collect even a single letter this evening.”

      Gasps ran through the crowd. 

      Maybe they’re sending us home early, Finley thought. Maybe things were looking up!

      “Which means you’re going to have to gather the Christmas letters,” Allora said.

      “But... but...” Flustered cries filled the air. “But!”

      “But nothing,” Allora said. “There’re no ifs or buts. You’re going to have to step up to the occasion and collect the letters the moment they fly into the post boxes.” She pulled a pocket-watch from her waistcoat. “Which will start at dusk. About six hours from now.”

      “But the Post Elves are qualified!” A young elf cried out. “They know how to take care of themselves and how to deal with humans. We haven’t been trained for that!” 

      “The job’s simple.” Allora cut through the hubbub with a single clap of her hands. “You’ll go to the post boxes, collect the letters, and bring them back here.”

      “Why can’t the letters come here on their own?” a flustered elf cried out. “They’re magical! Surely they can find their way?”

      “No,” Allora folded her arms. “The enchantments on the letters are most powerful, but there’re millions of letters being sent from all around the world, and we can’t have them all arriving at once. This is how it has worked for hundreds of years, and we’re not going to be able to change it by tonight. Now go about your business, and... Finley Stark!”

      Finley had almost reached the bin and was about to duck behind it when Allora’s gaze hit him with laser-like precision. “I was just-”

      “No, you weren’t!” Allora said. “You’re part of this team and you’re going to do this job. We’re all going to do this job. And while you may be young and inexperienced, I believe in you. Now, get this done and you’ll be one of the bravest Post Elves there ever was. Right?” The elves nodded and Finley joined in, even though he wanted to vanish back up the hill to his home. 

      They spent the rest of the day in training. Finley learned how to locate hidden post boxes, and how to secure the Christmas letters, so they stayed where they were supposed to, and not a single word escaped. They learned about humans and how to remain unseen, and what to do if you were spotted. That was the part that worried Finley most of all. He’d never met a human, and he was certain he never wanted to, for they seemed large, loud, and scary. Especially the children...

      Allora promised everything would be quite simple, and she assigned Finley the task of collecting letters from the old city nestled in the valley below the Post Office. It was the closest location; she explained as she gave him a map with a squiggly line tracing his route.

      Before he knew it, Finley found himself at the edge of the hill with the other elves. Together they watched as the sky dimmed and large white snow clouds drifted in like overstuffed pillows spilling feathers. 

      Lights twinkled on in the old walled city below them, and while the twisty narrow streets looked perfectly sinister to Finley, they weren’t quite as menacing as the jagged snow-capped mountains that towered over everything. He shivered as he glanced at the peaks and imagined the furry, fanged creatures dwelling in their dark rocky crags. 

      “Ahhhh!” An elf cried, like a kid at a firework display. More Ahhhh’s followed, and Finley craned his neck to glance up at the sky. 

      Tiny golden envelopes sailed among the clouds, each one containing a Christmas letter written by a child, and glowing embers fell through the air around them like bright amber sparks. The envelopes soared towards the glimmering stars for a moment, before plummeting down to the post boxes secreted through the city’s streets.

      “It’s time!” Allora held out a bundle of sacks. “The fabric’s enchanted, so even when you’re carrying thousands of letters, they’ll feel as light as air.” She handed them out and ushered the elves to their sleds. One by one they took off and flew into the night. As usual, Finley found himself left behind. 

      “Go on.” Allora ushered him to his sled. “You’ve got a map and if you get really stuck, or if there’s an emergency, call us. Like I said earlier, there’s plenty of Elf Phones hidden within the city.” 

      “Yes, but...” Finley’s words grew tangled in his throat.

      “You’ll be fine, Finley. No, you’ll be magnificent. Just remember who you’re doing this for; the children. And for us, and for Father Christmas. You’re about to uphold a marvelous tradition, and I’m sure you’ll do it with style and flair. Now go!”

      “But I’ll get lost. The map’s just lines on paper, and-”

      “Enough!” Allora produced a compass, and a strange silver tube from her pocket. The tube had three buttons, one red, one green, one blue. She pointed to the red one. “Press this and speak as you go. List the streets you’re walking down and once you’ve finished, push the green button so it can play back your voice and help you retrace your route.” Allora gave the device to Finley.

      “What does the blue button do?” he asked.

      “I’ve no idea. Now go.”

      Finley nodded. There was no use protesting.

      He climbed aboard the sled, and before he could turn to say goodbye, Allora gave it a shove, sending him speeding down toward the twinkling electric lights.

      Finley had only ever been to one city before, and that had been the city of Christmas. He’d visited it with his family to see the newfangled and dreaded Gift Machine everyone had been talking about. Christmas’s cobbled lanes had been crowded, narrow and dark, and even though he’d been with his uncle, he’d still found them overwhelming. 

      But that city was nothing like the human one he was currently navigating. This one’s streets were like a gloomy, twisted labyrinth filled with strange-looking shops that sold strange-looking wares. Finley hurried along; the sooner he collected the letters, the sooner he could get back to the lodge and hot chocolate and chestnuts.

      The post boxes were surprisingly easy to find. There seemed to be one on every road, and they were all clearly marked on his map. Allora had said they’d been there for centuries, and to Finley they looked exactly like the post boxes in his village; tall bottle-green cylinders. 

      Their mail slots were wide and deep like mouths, and above them were two blinking lantern-like eyes trained to spot phony letters, in case pranksters from the Dark Lands wrote fake Christmas lists for fun. If the post box’s eyes found one, its mouth would slam shut with a clang. 

      They were cleverly disguised and if a human spotted one they’d see lampposts, fire hydrants, dustbins, and most ingenious of all; a perfectly normal post box without letter slots. He stooped before one in a narrow, empty street, took the key from his waistcoat pocket and unlocked the swinging door at the back of the box. 

      The letters inside still shimmered with magic, and even though their glimmer was fading, it was still bright enough to light up the space within the pillar. Finley reached in, glad to find the envelopes still warm and toasty from their enchantments. He gathered them up, just as he’d been shown, and placed them into the mail sack. “Thank you,” Finley said to the post box as he locked its door. It was best, he thought, to be polite whenever possible, even to post boxes. 

      He checked the street sign and read its curious name into the strange device Allora had given him. Or the thingamajig, as he now called it. 

      “Maybe this isn’t so bad after all,” Finley said, and pulled one of the emergency mince pies he’d taken from the Post Office canteen from his pocket, and wolfed it down. He continued down the street and turned onto the next.

      Yes, all things considered, he was feeling better, even with the heavy, darkening sky descending over the city. And it wasn’t snowing, which was a good thing. “Ah!” Finley said, as he passed a row of small, humble-looking houses. Someone had left out a plate with a cookie, a small glass of milk, and a note that read: ‘Thanks Mr. and Mrs. Elves’ in a childlike scrawl. 

      Finley chewed the cookie, which was tasty but stale, and drank the milk, which was thin and chalky. He glanced through the window and saw the child who had left the treats, for he knew without doubt it was her.

      She was a wisp of a girl with ragged black hair and a drawn face. Her room was even smaller than Finley’s, and her toys were few, yet she appeared to be happy as she sat, reading from a big tattered book. 

      “I hope you get your Christmas wishes,” Finley said. “And thanks for the cookie and milk.” He waved, even though he knew she couldn’t see him. 

      She gave the window a quizzical glance.

      Finley hurried on. As a rule humans couldn’t see elves, not unless they were determined and looked very hard, and most importantly, believed in elves. But there were always those who saw what other humans missed, and the last thing Finley needed was to be discovered.

      The next road was dark and narrow, the lights in its shops dim and their shades drawn. At the end of the street, beside an alley, was a post box disguised as a trash can with overflowing tins, takeout boxes, and fish bones. Whoever had created the illusion had even added a soup of unpleasant odors to complete the effect.

      As Finley reached inside the box and pulled out a handful of letters, he paused.

      Was that someone gazing from the alley? He narrowed his eyes and scoured the murk. Yes, there was a figure, not much taller than he was, and they were watching him. 

      “Hello?” he called, his voice wobbling.

      There was no reply. Slowly, the figure turned and vanished into the gloom. Goosebumps ran across Finley’s neck. He scooped the remaining letters from the postbox, locked it, and hurried away without even so much as a thank you. 

      The lamp at the end of the lane fizzled and winked as the great dark clouds above the city stole the last of the moonlight. Finley pulled the thingamajig from around his neck, rewound it and pressed play to make sure it was working and that he’d be able to find his way back. Hearing his own voice was so reassuring, he left it recording as he finished his rounds. That way he could listen to it if he felt lonely on his journey home.

      He’d almost reached the end of the street, when he heard the crunch of footsteps in the snow behind him. Finley almost lost his footing as he spun round. He grabbed the flickering lamp post, causing its light to wink out with a buzz and hiss.

      Whoever had been following him ducked into a darkened doorway. “Who’s there?” 

      Once again, there was no reply.

      He hurried on and scuttled from the dim street toward a slightly brighter one. His long ears wiggled as he strained to hear signs of his mysterious pursuer, but there were none. 

      Finley paused under a bright lamp, its circle of light turning the snow gleaming white. He checked his map. There were two more stops to make and the next post box should be right before him. But...

      He squinted. 

      “But it’s not there!”

      Finley checked his map again, and then the street sign. Yes, there definitely should have been a post box. 

      So where...

      He glanced at the corner at the end of the road. Perhaps they’d moved it down there for some reason. He hurried on, his breath frosting the air in great white wisps. 

      “Ah!” The post box had been moved. Now it was smack bang in the middle of a shadowy alleyway. “Not that I’m scared of a shadow or two,” he told himself, as if saying so might make it true. And then he noticed the post box hadn’t been disguised to be anything other than a post box, and for some strange reason it was navy-blue instead of bottle-green. 

      As Finley stood before it, it quivered. 

      “That doesn’t seem right.” He backed away as the post box’s eyes opened. They were mean and as black as flint, and a mouth grinned below them, revealing jagged little teeth.

      “No, this doesn’t seem right at all!” Finley turned to run, and collided with a...

      … troll!

      It was small and stocky, with a wild black beard and wicked eyes. It reached for Finley with filthy hands, and its grin grew as wide as a crocodile’s. “Let me introduce myself,” the troll said, “My name’s Ingledurm, and my wife,” he nodded to the post box, which had turned into another troll but without a beard, “is Hefflebletch. And we’ve got business with you.”

      “Business?” Finley’s heart thumped madly.

      “Yes, the business of acquiring those letters you have in your sack.” Ingledurm’s voice grew low and malicious. “Now hand ‘em over, post boy!”

      Finley tried to push past, and in doing so slipped on a patch of ice. His hands wheeled through the air as he sought to keep his balance.

      Whump!

      Finley’s flailing fist caught the troll on the nose, sending him flying onto his rump with a curse.

      “Sorry!” Finley cried as he ran down the alley, the sound of slapping, skittering shoes behind him.

      He wasn’t used to running through a city, and neither were his shoes. Finley skidded and the alleyway walls rushed by in a stony blur. He threw out his hands to steady himself as he sailed out into the street. “Why did it have to be trolls?” Trolls had always terrified him. 

      The first time he’d seen one was when his parents had taken him to the north. They’d been on their way to visit Uncle Eldos Stark, and as they’d passed through a dark wood at the border of Christmasland, a troll had popped its head around the trunk of a tree. And then it had poked its tongue out, and crossed its eyes at Finley, before slinking back into the gloom. 

      The image of its mean old face had haunted Finley for the rest of his childhood, especially on the dark nights when the moon was but a sliver, and the stars hidden behind snow clouds.

      “And now I’m being chased, not by one troll but two!” Finley whimpered. “And there’re humans about, and I don’t know where I am!” He glanced about for one of the Elf Phones Allora had mentioned, but there was no sign of them, and he didn’t have time to check his map.

      He raced across the street, gazing this way and that as he tried to work out which way to flee. As he stooped over to catch his breath, a snowball whizzed past him and struck a lamppost with a solid clang!

      Finley ducked behind a line of parked cars and used them for cover as he ran down the road. The trolls followed on the opposite side, taunting him as they lobbed hard, compacted balls of icy snow. Thankfully, after a lifetime of being the prime target in snowball fights, Finley managed to dodge them.

      And then the trolls crossed the street.

      Finley hurtled down a narrow alley, his lungs burning, his labored breath filling the air in great clouds of steam. He emerged into another road, this one filled with strange noises, strings of tiny colorful lights and... people! 

      “Oh!” Finley stumbled into the path of a young couple swaddled in thick winter coats. They looked right through him, as if he were invisible, but the trolls had no trouble spotting him as they careened down the alley, their mean black eyes twinkling in the moonlight. 

      Finley tried to cross the road, but it had been salted and streams of cars roared by splashing slush over the pavement. 

      “Wait there, post boy!” Ingledurm commanded.

      Finley shook his head and climbed up the trunk of a car, his hands slipping and sliding through soft, cold snow as he clambered up onto the roof. He watched in dismay as Ingledurm grabbed the fender with his hairy fingers and hoisted a foot upon the bumper.

      “Please!” Finley howled as Ingledurm pulled himself up onto the car’s trunk. 

      The troll paused and grinned his tiny fearsome pointed teeth. “Give me the letters, and we might spare you!”

      He wouldn’t, Finley knew that. Trolls never kept their word. 

      Finley glanced at the street as a long, sleek car purred towards him, the lady driving it gazing raptly ahead. 

      “Get off!” Finley cried out as he felt the troll’s scrambling fingers grasping at his ankle.

      “Gotcha!” Ingledurm gave a gloating cry.

      Finley yanked his foot away and kicked snow into Ingledurm’s face as he jumped onto the roof of the passing car, and landed on his belly with a whump. He clutched the ridge above the windshield and held on tight to stop himself slipping off as the car continued down the bumpy, slushy street. 

      He glanced back to see Ingledurm shaking his fist and cursing him as his wife gathered up a snowball. The icy bomb whizzed past Finley’s head, just missing his nose as he flinched away.

      And then the car trundled off, leaving the trolls further behind. 

      Finley almost felt calm as the car turned and cruised down a street filled with shoppers. They drove by brightly lit shops that glowed in the blue-black night, as people gazed through windows at gleaming, expensive-looking merchandise.

      Humans, Finley thought... They were a strange bunch. Still, at least they weren’t looking his way or bothering him. But he shivered as he felt eyes on him. Cold, hard eyes.

      He gasped as he spotted Ingledurm following astride the roof of a truck. The troll was only three cars away. Anger twisted his face as he fixed his steely gaze upon Finley.

      A horn blared, and when Finley turned back, he shrieked. The car he was perched on was approaching a hill. A steep hill!

      Finley leaped from the roof, slipped over the snowy hood of a parked car, and landed hard on the sidewalk. Then he was off, his momentum and the slick icy concrete sending him sliding wildly down the monstrous hill.

      A row of houses roared by in a blur of bricks and windows. Lampposts, trees and snow-laden cars whizzed past as Finley flailed his arms and tried to stay upright. 

      “Oh, my!” His words escaped his mouth in puffs of white. “Oh, my!”

      A sound came from behind him. 

      Sscssccccchhhhhwwwwwww

      He turned to find Ingledurm skating behind him. The troll leaned forward, his long pointed shoes following in Finley’s tracks, his black beady eyes glinting in the moonlight. “Come here, post boy!” He shouted as he gained on Finley, his grubby hands outstretched from his duffle coat.

      Finley glanced ahead as a busy intersection thundered towards him. He seized a lamppost, swung around twice and catapulted himself down a side street as the troll continued to speed down the hill and vanished from view. Finley steered himself toward a snowdrift and came to a cold, abrupt halt until the rest of him was propelled forward. 

      “Whoa!” He flew through the air and landed in a crumpled heap on the hard, icy ground. He groaned as he grabbed the sack of letters, pulled himself to his feet, and skittered down a nearby alley. 

      “Where am I?” He searched for street signs, and was ready to dictate into the recording device, but he couldn’t find a single one. Finley checked to see if the troll was following, but it seemed he’d given him the slip.

      He hurried on and emerged into a dead-end street, and was about to turn back when the most delicious aroma filled his frozen nostrils. 

      It was the scent of a fondue of many cheeses! 

      Buttery mashed potatoes! 

      Thick, sweet-scented chocolate! 

      And there at the end of a gloomy street was a food stand lit up with fairy lights, and beside it... a large dancing goose, accompanied by the whir of a fairground organ. 

      “This is more than I could have hoped for on this dark, dark night!” Finley staggered toward the stand, grinning as the dancing goose jumped up and down and threw its plump feathered hands into the air.

      He barely heard the crunch of snow behind him, but as he approached the dancing goose, he saw a glowering face obscured in its plume of feathers and mean eyes and pointy teeth. “It’s a trap!” Finley cried, as he realized the face was none other than Hefflebletch’s.

      The footsteps crunching in the snow behind him grew faster and louder.

      Finley spun round to find Ingledurm reaching for his hat. The troll seized it and pulled it over Finley’s eyes, and the world turned dark. The delicious scent of food faded and all Finley could hear was his racing pulse thumping in his ears until Ingledurm’s muffled voice rang out. “Gotcha!” 

      It was too much. Finley’s head swam, his knees buckled, and he fell into a deep, deep sleep.
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      Finley woke to a strange tickle that ran from the tip of his nose, over his cheek and across his long pointed ear. He opened his eyes just in time to glimpse something dark and bulbous, with many legs vanishing into a crack between a row of dusty wooden slats. 

      “Dusty wooden slats?” Finley sat up and found himself in what appeared to be a decrepit shed. There was a small murky window, a warped door and a wall filled with hulking rusted machinery and a little black stove.

      “He’s awake then.” Hefflebletch sat on a stool near a high-legged table, peering at piles of glimmering envelopes reaching precariously into the air. Ingledurm was perched beside her, a pencil clutched between his pointed teeth. He set it down, leaped from his stool, and stalked towards Finley. “Hello, post boy!” he sneered.

      Finley tried to squirm away, but his arms and legs were bound with what looked like knotted strands of black hair of the kind usually found in plugs and drains. He howled.

      “No howling!” Ingledurm pulled a gnarled twig from his pocket. For some reason, its end was as black as coal. 

      “What’s that?” Finley gulped. 

      “It’s my wand of twisted and terrible things!”

      “Twisted and terrible things?” 

      “Indeed,” Ingledurm smiled. “It turns nice plump elves like you into twisted, terrible things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like a tarantula monkey, or a crocodile weevil. Almost whatever twisted, terrible thing comes to my mind!” Ingledurm boasted.

      “I don’t want to be turned into a twisted and terrible thing!” Finley screeched. 

      “Then stop your racket and I’ll free you,” Ingledurm said, putting his wand away.

      “Really?”

      “Really.” Ingledurm reached into the pockets of his duffel coat. “Just as soon as you’ve eaten something, because you look proper pale and peaky. Doesn’t he, Hefflebletch, my dear?”

      “Indeed, he does,” she agreed. “As pale as a grub fed on nothing but snow cones.”

      Ingledurm pulled a handful of candy from his pocket. The sweets were enclosed in shiny black-and-white striped wrappers.

      Never take candy from a troll. Finley had lost count of the times his mother and father had told him that. He shook his head. “No, thanks!” he said, even though he was so famished he could have eaten an entire Christmas cake.

      “It wasn’t a request,” Ingledurm said. “It was a condition.” He unwrapped a fat, blue-black candy and stuffed it into Finley’s mouth. Finley shuddered and wriggled. The candy tasted of oil, coal, and dank, dark earth. 

      “Like it?” Ingledurm asked, with an unpleasant grin.

      “No, I...” Finley was about to spit the candy out, but the flavors changed. Now it tasted of sweet honey, chocolate truffles and... everything he loved! He chewed and suddenly, he stopped worrying and struggling. Why bother? There was no need... Why fight? There was no point.

      Ingledurm wiggled another candy in front of Finley’s face. “Would you care for some more?” He sounded wholly reasonable. Pleasant, even. 

      Finley nodded. “Yes, please.”

      “Good.”

      Finley ate another candy, and then another. Soon he felt completely at ease with the world, even though Ingledurm was laughing and muttering to his wife about troll candy and its well-known effect on elves. 

      But who cared? 

      Not Finley. “Do you have any more?” 

      “I certainly do!” Ingledurm cut the binds securing Finley’s hands and feet. 

      Finley thanked him. He had no urge to run now, indeed he had no urge to do anything but eat the candy that the nice friendly troll was piling into his hands.

      He sat back and chewed slowly, savoring each of the flavors as he watched Ingledurm climb back onto his stool. The troll grasped a letter opener shaped like a scimitar, sliced open the top of an envelope and began to read, as Hefflebletch picked up a notepad and pencil.

      “Write this down for our shopping lists.” Ingledurm held up the letter, and a scowl passed over his leathery old face. “One whoopee cushion, a hissing cockroach toy, a ray-gun water pistol. Hmm... we have a joker here.” 

      Hefflebletch noted down the items as Ingledurm tore open another envelope, sending tiny glittering stars raining down upon the wooden table.

      They shouldn’t be reading those letters, Finley thought. But I can’t stop them and, he opened another candy, why would I want to, anyway?

      “A pro slow-mo yo-yo, a doll’s house, a chihuahua in a dress, a microscope, a telescope, a calliope...”

      On and on Ingledurm went, reading from the letters while his wife made notes. Finley barely listened. Instead, he chewed the candy, until he realized there was no more. “Please sir,” he said, rising from the floor and cupping his hands, “I want some more.”

      “More?” Ingledurm’s eyebrows rose over his flint-like eyes. “He wants more.” He dug into his duffel coat and threw a handful of candies into the air. “Then more you shall have. Welcome to the dark side, post boy!”

      Finley gathered up the candy and an old blanket which didn’t smell very nice. He curled up in the corner and untwisted the wrappers, chewing each candy thoughtfully as his eyelids grew heavier and heavier. And once the last candy was eaten, he lay back and watched the snow drift through the darkness beyond the tiny window.

      The last thing he saw, as he drifted into dreams of mountains of black and white candy, was an old web in the corner of the window, and a husk of something old and dead snagged in its center.
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      The days grew shorter and darker as they inched towards Christmas. Not that Finley noticed. Indeed, he noticed almost nothing but the black-and-white striped candy the trolls fed him. 

      He even mostly failed to observe the long hours in which the trolls plotted, planned, and laid out odd-looking blueprints upon the rickety table before them. Or how, when they went out and took him with them, it was always under the cover of night. Or that the buildings they entered were locked, and that Ingledurm used magic to turn off their alarms. And that the things they took, didn’t appear to belong to them.

      No, Finley didn’t really notice any of these things. At least not while there so much delicious candy to eat, for its flavors grew sweeter and lighter as his tongue grew bluer and blacker.
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      At dawn, on the day before Christmas, Finley was rudely awoken. 

      “Come on.” Hefflebletch guided him to the table as Ingledurm inspected three towering piles of envelopes, each of them addressed in the same spidery black handwriting. None of them glittered or gleamed. 

      “What are they?” Finley asked.

      “Christmas offers!” Ingledurm said, with a not entirely pleasant smile. “You still have your map and you should know the city by now, so get them delivered, post boy. And don’t come back until each one has found its home.”

      “And don’t talk to no one neither,” Hefflebletch said. “Especially not elves.”

      “Elves?” Finley had a vague memory of elves. And a post office, but...

      “Indeed!” Ingledurm said. “If you see any elves, hide. For they mean you mischief.”

      “What kind of mischief?”

      “Nasty kinds of mischief. Painful kinds of mischief. Stay away from them and get those letters delivered, understand?”

      Finley nodded.

      “Good. And when you get back, there’ll be a nice baked candy cake waiting,” Hefflebletch said.

      “A candy cake?” Finley’s mouth watered.

      “A cake made of candy,” Hefflebletch confirmed as she produced black and white wrappers from her pocket and waved them around as if they were money. 

      “That sounds grand!” Finley said.

      “Oh, it will be,” Ingledurm said, “providing you get the job done.” He pulled out his dreaded wand. “But if you don’t, I’ll turn you into one of my terrible, twisted things...”

      “No! I’ll deliver the letters, I promise!” Finley took the post sack from Hefflebletch and piled the envelopes inside. 

      As he worked, Ingledurm shoved candies into his pocket. “It’s cold outside and you’ll need to keep your strength up. Eat at least one every hour. Got it?”

      “Yes, thank you!” Finley hurried out into the frozen morning. The ground glittered white and gray below the wide crisp blue sky. “Right,” he said, popping a candy into his mouth, “to work!”
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      He spent the best part of the day delivering letters. The job was simple enough, and the candy kept him dutiful and brisk. The humans meandering through the city streets failed to notice him. If he accidentally blustered into one of them, they’d look down with knitted brows as if there had been something they’d wanted to say, but had forgotten what it was. 

      The only time Finley grew scared was when he spotted a group of elves dressed in the same hats and uniforms he was wearing. But none of them were delivering letters. No, it seemed like they were searching for something, or someone…

      Finley hid behind a truck until the elves moved on, and once they had, he hurried away. 

      It was only when he reached for the penultimate letter in the mailbag, that he realized he had no idea what he’d been delivering and curiosity suddenly got the better of him. He prized the envelope open as gently as possible and removed the note inside. 

      It read:

      

      Dear Mr. & Mrs. Fromm,

      We note your dear little humanling daughter Gretchen wrote to Father Christmas beggin, pleadin, asking for a dollhouse. I bring this to your attention because you may have noticed your local toy shop has completely sold out of dollhouses and so has every single other store in town. I imagine this may cause no small amount of distress in the Fromm household, but wait - there’s good news! I have a cure for your malady! 

      To find out more - come to the cave on the edge of the city where a most enchanting and delightful Christmas sale will take place at sunrise tomorrow morn.

      Kind regards your friend,

      Ingledurm

      PS - Bring plenty of money. 

      PPS - Due to high demand for our items we’ll need to increase prices by a lot.

      PPS - We can take gold and silver if you prefer.

      

      Finley slipped the letter back into the envelope. He’d had no idea there was going to be a sale, but now he understood why they’d filled that old cave with the many things they’d collected at night from those shops...

      He felt a twinge of discomfort as he slid the envelope through the door and hurried to the last house which he recognized from a time that seemed so long ago now... It stood among a humble row of narrow, dingy buildings, and there, through a window, was the little girl he’d seen before. She was reading a book and looked very serious indeed. She also looked to be in need of a good meal. 

      Finley opened the final envelope and read through the letter. Apparently, the little girl’s name was Noelle, and all she wanted for Christmas was a new book about fairy tales. A book it appeared, according to the letter, that was going to cost far more than any book ought to. 

      “That doesn’t seem right,” Finley said. “It...” His stomach rumbled like a thunderclap across a winter’s sky. “Oh, it must be time for more candy.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out the last of the sweets, and he was about to unwrap it when he glanced back at the little girl in her tiny, sparse room. Maybe she’d like a candy? Yes, she definitely looked like she could do with a sweet or two. 

      But I’m so hungry. 

      He almost untwisted the candy and stuffed it into his mouth, but as he gazed from his round plump belly to the chipped icy windowsill overlooking the girl’s room, he knew what he must do.

      “Here,” Finley said, his fingers trembling as he set the candy down. “You have it. And... Merry... Merry?” The heavy fog that had filled his mind since he’d first encountered the trolls cleared. “Yes,” he said, as the words came back to him. “Merry Christmas!” 

      And then everything returned to him in a great festive flood; the Post Office. The Christmas letters. His job. The mince pies and hot chocolate! How he’d been chased and then caught, of the dark nights he’d gone out with Ingledurm and Hefflebletch. Sliding open windows... picking locks... taking things that didn’t belong to them.

      “Did it really happen?” Finley asked. But as he glanced at the candy on the windowsill he knew it had been enchanted, and that it wasn’t a pleasant enchantment either. No, that candy was only fit for trolls. He grabbed it and shuffled to a drain below the sidewalk with glistening icicles like long glassy teeth. Finley tossed the candy down through the bars and then the full nature of the trouble he’d gotten himself into finally hit home. “Oh my,” he said. “I’m a robber!” 

      He strode back down the street, his gaze on the snowy hillside overlooking the city. Somewhere up there was the Post Office. The climb would be hard, and he had serious doubts he could make it, but what other choice was there? 

      He peered up at a bare old tree by the side of the road, its branches curled like long wooden fingers, just like Ingledurm’s wand of twisted and terrible things... 

      “I don’t know what to do! I don’t want to be turned into a mottled mouse or piebald pigeon...” Finley hurried back the way he’d come and searched for the elves he’d hidden from. Maybe they could help him. But there was no sign of them, and even though the streets were jam-packed with Christmas shoppers, Finley realized he’d never felt so lonely.

      He slowed as he spotted a strange glittering notice on the side of an old newspaper machine that read ‘Property of the Most Secret Post Office’. 

      It had to be one of the Elf Phones Allora had mentioned! Finley yanked the door open and picked up the bright red phone. The line gave a deep purr as his fingers hovered over the numbers. 

      “I can’t,” Finley said, his voice low and desolate. He almost replaced the receiver, but then he glanced back down the street to the little girl’s disheveled home. “I...” 

      Finley sighed out a puffy white cloud as he dialed that old, familiar phone number.
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      The last place Finley wanted to be was the one place he’d been ordered to return to under the strictest of instructions. He’d begged and pleaded, but his protests had been met with a stern order to; stop fretting and follow the plan, before the phone on the other end had slammed down. 

      “Oh, my... oh my.” Finley hurried across the frozen snow as the last of the daylight faded and the lanterns in the creepy old shack burned blue and yellow. As he peeked through the dusty window, he found sinister shadows creeping across its walls. He’d been living in the shed for weeks without a concern, but now the enchantment from the candy he’d been given had worn off, it seemed like a most terrifying place. “I’ve got to fix this” he whispered to himself. “There’s no other way.”

      “Here he is!” Hefflebletch exclaimed as Finley pushed open the door and scurried inside, his legs trembling, his stomach hollow. 

      The place looked far more unkempt than it had before. Now, Finley could see the thick gray webs stretching across the ceiling, and feel the icy draft whistling through the slats in the walls. How had he missed that before?

      “Where have you been?” Ingledurm demanded with such force, he wobbled on his stool. “You should have finished hours ago.” 

      A sweet, succulent scent of candy filled the shed, and Finley’s gaze settled on the large glob of blue and white cake in the wood stove. And then his eyes roved over the twisted twig wand resting by Ingledurm’s leathery knuckles. 

      “I... delivered all the letters. Just like you asked!” Finley set the empty sack upon the rickety table. 

      “Did you?” Ingledurm leaped down from his chair and peered into Finley’s eyes. “You seem almost... aware!” A nasty rasp crept into his voice. “Poke out your tongue!” 

      Finley clamped his lips tight and shook his head.

      Ingledurm stalked back to the table and seized his wand of twisted and terrible things. He aimed it at Finley. “Tongue. Now!”

      Finley’s stomach felt like it had been stuffed full of moths and butterflies. He gazed from the tip of the wand to Ingledurm’s flint-like eyes and poked his tongue out. 

      “Look!” Ingledurm said. “It’s red and pink, not blue and black. You didn’t finish the candy, did you? What’s the meaning of this?”

      “I...” Finley backed toward the door.

      Ingledurm rushed past him, slammed it shut, and rounded on Finley. “You great tubby schemer!” He gave a low, feral growl and raised his wand. “To the sewers with you! We’ll dangle you over a river of unmentionables until you admit whatever you’ve been up to!”

      “But...” Finley had no more words. This wasn’t how it had supposed to have gone!

      The trolls advanced on him, their mean eyes flashing wickedly, their hands clenched. “We’ll make you pay!” Hefflebletch promised.

      “Oh yes, we’ll make him pay alright,” Ingledurm agreed. “We’ll make him pay the most terrible toll there ever was.”

      Finley was about to collapse into a quivering pile upon the floor when the door behind the trolls flew open and a gust of snow and icy wind rushed in. A small, stout figure stood in the doorway's gloom. “No, you won’t!” it said, its voice low and even.

      And then Finley saw the figure was none other than his dear Uncle Eldos. He strode into the shack, his long black coat almost covering the pristine butler’s uniform he wore while serving his master, Father Christmas. 

      Eldos raised his chin and glared from one troll to the other, but his gaze softened as it passed over Finley. “Now, what on earth are you two doing here with Krampusnight having already been and gone?” He asked, his usually droll voice laced with anger. “You’ve no business here!”

      “Get out!” Ingledurm aimed his wand. “This is our shack!”

      “Nothing in this realm belongs to you,” Uncle Eldos said. 

      “And who are you to tell us what’s what?” Ingledurm demanded. He gave Eldos a most unpleasant sneer. “Your garb tells me you’re nothing but a lowly butler!”

      Eldos nodded. “You’re quite right, I am a butler, and it brings me no shame to admit it. But,” he pulled a wand with a large golden-yellow star dangling from its end from his pocket, “I was once a Post Elf. A trained Post Elf!”

      Ingledurm raised his own wand. “And now you can be a goat!” A beam of midnight blue energy fizzled from the end and struck Eldos square in the chest.

      The transformation was instant. Eldos shrank. His coat turned to fur, his long ears grew even longer, and two horns sprang from his head. His eyes became amber and his pupils two horizontal slits. His wand fell from his hoof and clattered onto the floor.

      “Very good, my husband!” Hefflebletch said.

      Eldos’s cry of rage burst forth as a bleat.

      “Thank you,” Ingledurm said. “But I think I should...”

      Finley never heard what Ingledurm thought he should do. He merely watched in awe as his uncle, the goat, brought his hoof down upon the end of his wand, and sent it flying. And then Eldos bleated in Goatish, and a silver beam shot from the wand and thumped into his hairy goat chest, turning him back into an elf. 

      “That really was incredibly tiresome,” Eldos said as he snatched his wand in midair, and aimed it at Ingledurm. “Now, drop that twisted terrible wand, and let’s get this mess cleared up.”

      “No!” Ingledurm rounded on Finley. “Not until he’s paid for his treachery.” 

      Finley cringed as the tip of Ingledurm’s wand fizzled with light. 

      “Stop!” Eldos commanded. 

      But the magic sizzled through the air, right toward Finley’s heart. Before it could strike, Eldos leaped before him, absorbing the spell. 

      “So undignified...” were the last words Eldos managed before he transformed. His coat became a set of beetle wings, his arms and legs tentacles, and his face grew pointed and whiskery like a rat. 

      “What’s that?” Finley cried. 

      “I was going to turn you into a beetle, but then I thought you’d make a funny little squid, and then a rat, perfect for the sewers. But that idiot stole my curse. Still,” Ingledurm grabbed Eldos’s wand from the floor, “we have twice as much magic now. So let’s have some fun and see what we can do!”

      “No!” Hefflebletch reached for Stark’s wand, “let me!”

      “Indeed!” Ingledurm tossed her the wand. 

      Finley watched it sail across the room, and in that moment he made the first valiant decision of his life. He thrust his hand out, caught the wand and stood ready to fight back. 

      Ingledurm laughed. “Well, this should be interesting. What are you going to do, post boy? Turn us into cakes and eat us?”

      The wand felt like little more than a gnarled old twig in Finley’s hand, but he stood his ground as Ingledurm bore down on him. “I’m not scared of you,” he said, even though he was. He waited for Ingledurm to raise his wand to strike, and before the troll could act, Finley tossed the wand in his hand over Ingledurm’s shoulder. 

      It spun through the air until Eldos seized it in one of his tentacles. 

      There was a flash and his uncle reappeared, his face more drawn than usual. “This really has been a monstrous saga.” He raised the wand and a beam of green light shot out, knocking the wand from Ingledurm’s hand. 

      Finley grabbed the twisted, terrible thing and threw it to his uncle. He caught it with a rare smile. “And now, we have the upper hand,” Eldos said to Ingledurm. “Unless you’ve got any more dirty tricks up your sleeve?”

      Ingledurm edged closer to his wife. “Hateful elves!”

      “Enough of this stuff and nonsense,” Eldos said. “It’s time to clean up the chaos you’ve created.”

      “Never!” Ingledurm said. “Fix it yourself.”

      Eldos shook his wand. “If you don’t sort out the mess you’ve made, I’ll tell your master Krampus that you fled his Dark Lands. I’ve heard he doesn’t take kindly to deserters.”

      “Tell Krampus whatever you like. We’ll deny it!” Ingledurm said. Hefflebletch nodded beside him.

      “For pity’s sake!” Eldos said. “Will you trolls ever give up?”

      “No!” Ingledurm said. “Never in a month of Sundays!”

      “Or Mondays” Hefflebletch added. “Or Tues-”

      “I get the point,” Eldos rolled his eyes.

      “You can’t threaten us with your wand, neither!” Ingledurm said. “For elves do good deeds, and trolls do wicked deeds, and that’s the way of it.”

      Finley shivered as the chilly wind rocked the shack. He glanced to the cake in the wood stove, which had melted into a pitiful, gooey gelatinous green and blue ball of sludge. And then he noticed how they’d kept the fire going; they’d been burning the envelopes and letters the children had written to Father Christmas. “You!” he said, his voice becoming a roar of anger, “you wicked beasts!”

      “Ha!” Ingledurm cried. “You might as well call a cat quizzical, or a giraffe tall, for wicked is what we are, and wickedness is what we do. Now, get out of our shack and leave us to our business!” 

      “But... but the Christmas letters!” Finley gestured to the fire as it hissed and spat out globs of candy cake.

      Ingledurm and Hefflebletch grinned. “What of them?” Hefflebletch asked.

      The Christmas letters... the Post Office... the thingamajig! Finley pulled the device from around his neck. It was still recording! He rewound and pushed the green button. Ingledurm’s voice emerged as clear as a bell as he said, “You can tell Krampus what you like, we’ll deny everything!”

      “What is this sorcery?” Ingledurm demanded. 

      “It’s a thingamajig!” Finley danced back as the troll tried to snatch it away.

      “An absolutely perfect thingamajig for blackmailing wicked trolls. Now enough,” Eldos said. “We’ve got work to do. It’s almost Christmas!”
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      That night the snow fell, coating the city in a fresh white blanket as Finley, Eldos and the trolls worked in the cave. It was only as day dawned that the snow finally stopped. 

      Ingledurm and Hefflebletch cursed and moaned as they draped the vast banner they’d made over the cave’s entrance. Its huge scarlet and emerald letters read:

      “Merry Christmas and Free Festive Cheer!”

      As the sun rose, dozens of Post Elves showed up to help, and soon the trees surrounding the cave were decked with strings of colored fairy lights. They gleamed and twinkled, turning the somewhat sinister place into a magical Santa’s grotto. Even Allora, their supervisor, chipped in, and she grinned at Finley as they worked. “See,” she said, “I knew you’d do well.”

      “Well, I...” Finley didn’t feel like he’d done well at all, but he couldn’t help but smile.

      “You figured it all out perfectly. In the end. And that’s all that matters. Yes, I’d say you’re most wonderful, indeed I think we should call you Fabulous Finley Stark,” Allora said as they hung up the last of the Christmas presents. 

      Ingledurm muttered something vile until Eldos commanded him to be silent. Not that the parents or children approaching the cave heard or saw any of them. At least, not many did. 

      Excited cries and gasps filled the air as the children strode inside the cave toward the gleaming presents which hung suspended from the cave’s roof by golden threads. Each gift bore the name of the child it belonged to. 

      The parents watched the kids and pulled their wallets and purses from their pockets. Most looked stressed and dour, until the closet read the sign mounted to a nearby post, which read:

      Everything is free, courtesy of the Christmas Trolls!

      Ingledurm’s fingers had shaken with rage as Eldos had made him write it, and he’d had to crumple up the paper and start over at least seventeen times.

      “Who are the Christmas Trolls?” a little boy asked. 

      His mother shook her head. “I don’t know, I’ve never heard of them,” She shrugged, despite the fact she was standing right next to Ingledurm who scowled, making the grimy lines upon his face even more pronounced.

      “Hooray for the Christmas Trolls!” an excitable girl shouted, and the cheer was taken up by the rest of the crowd as they collected their presents and ran back to their parents, slipping and sliding as they went.

      “I’m going to throw up!” Ingledurm said, and Hefflebletch’s face turned from icy-pale to sickly green.

      “You should enjoy their happiness.” Finley said, as he nursed the mug of hot chocolate his uncle had made for him. 

      “Indeed,” said Eldos. “You made this happen.”

      “I’m glad you’re so pleased,” Hefflebletch said. “Can we go now?”

      “Yes, we really should be getting back to the Dark Lands,” Ingledurm said, as he led his wife away.

      “Stop!” Eldos held up his wand. The trolls shuffled to a halt. “You may return once you’ve made amends. Now I used my own gold to pay off each and every shop you stole from, plus I added extra for the misery and inconvenience you caused. You’ll have to work to pay me back, and there are many, many tasks that need doing. The toil will be hard, but I know you’ll rise to it with nothing less than utter joy, and once we’re finished, you can go home. In a year or so I’d say.” 

      The trolls muttered harsh sounding words, and Finley was glad he couldn’t understand them. He drank the rest of his chocolate and was about to join the other elves, when he noticed the crowd was leaving. They strode away, clutching their shiny wrapped gifts, clearly eager to get home and open them, but one child turned back. 

      It was the little girl who’d left out the cookie the night Finley had collected her letter. She clutched her book-shaped gift, gazed directly at Finley, and grinned and waved. 

      He waved back and smiled, and in that moment he felt like a giant amongst the Christmas elves.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One Dark Hallow's Eve

          

        

      

    

    
      Author Note

      The tale you are about to read, One Dark Hallow’s Eve, is not a normal story. It came from The Book of Kindly Deaths, which means it is, and was, a living tale. A story written by a Writer you will meet in the addendum, a man whose job it is to fight monsters and bring them to justice in a land called The Grimwytch.

      The original version of this story rests in a book in a hidden room where moonlight shines through a stained glass window, no matter the time of day.

      If you’ve read The Book of Kindly Deaths, then you know how these ominous stories play out. But if you haven’t read the book yet, then I hope you will consider delving further into this strange and most unusual world after you’ve finished this dark Halloween tale.

      No matter the case, read on if you dare. Turn the first page and discover a tale from a past that isn’t quite as unbelievable as you may wish it was…
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      Owen Weeks stepped aside as a horse and cart trundled down the long narrow trail. “Ow!” He cried, flinching as a bramble snared his leg and pierced his skin. 

      “What’s wrong now?” Rosa asked.

      “I got a thorn in my leg. I swear these brambles have grown longer since yesterday. Much longer.” Owen leaned down and carefully unpicked the barbs from his homespun woolen trousers.

      “Of course they haven’t.”

      “They have. Look at them.”

      “How could they? Because it’s Hallow’s Eve?” Rosa laughed. “You’ve got to stop this nonsense, Owen. You’re nearly thirteen, not four.”

      “What’s my age got to do with anything?” Owen glanced at the tendrils obscuring the thin chalky path. They were definitely longer than they’d been the day before, even if Rosa refused to see it.

      “It’s got everything to do with everything.” Rosa’s smile faded. “Nothing’s going to hurt you, Owen. No monsters got you last year, did they? Or the year before. Hallow’s Eve’s just a bit of fun, that’s all.”

      “What about the spirits? Are they fun too?”

      “No. But they’ve never harmed you, have they?”

      Owen shivered as he thought back to that morning and the ominous sound that had come from the lake. “What about that splash I heard on the way to school? There was something in the water, Rosa. Something big. I swear it.”

      Rosa sighed. “You shouldn’t believe everything you hear. Those stories are just myths, there’s no dead fishermen in the lake. There ain’t nothing in that lake apart from fish, water, and maybe a frog or two.”

      Owen shrugged as a gust of wind stirred the trees. ”It’s getting late." He glanced past the bare branches to the flurry of red and gold autumn leaves spiraling through the low grey sky. 

      “We’re almost there, and... what’s that?” Rosa pointed through the trees to the fields. 

      “What’s what?”

      “There’s a light in the farmhouse. Do you think Scott and Nellie have come back from London?” She made her way through the trees and started across the muddy pasture. Owen stayed where he was and studied their friend’s small tumbledown cottage. “I don’t see any light.”

      “It was there, I swear it,” Rosa called over her shoulder as she trudged into the field. “They must have come back.” 

      Owen watched as she waded through the tall leeks. The afternoon felt unreal, as if he’d already lived through it, or dreamed it.

      “Come on!” Rosa called as she looked back.

      “Why do I do these things?” Owen muttered to himself as he raced to catch up with her. 

      The damp leeks rubbed against his bare ankles and his worn leather shoes sank into the soft muddy furrows as he ran. The field smelled of rain, dirt and onions, the kind that have been stored in cellars too long. It smelled of decay. 

      Owen brushed the dew from his coat as he stepped carefully over rows of untended parsley and into the pumpkin patch Scott had boasted about planting last spring. Owen had never eaten a pumpkin, and he wasn’t certain he wanted to, even if Scott and Nellie swore it made the most delicious soup. 

      The vines looked woody now, and the leaves had begun to brown and wither among the dozens of giant bright orange globes scattered throughout the garden. As Owen surveyed the crops a cold gust of wind blew, chilling him through his coat and trousers. It moaned and whistled past his ears and he recoiled as he noticed a ragged figure watching him.

      It took him a moment to realize it was just an old scarecrow. 

      Owen slowed as he reached the farmhouse. The front door was warped and leaning halfway open. “Look!” Rosa whispered, as she peered into a dusty window covered in cobwebs.

      The sense of rising dread nagging Owen grew as he caught a flicker of candlelight through the murky glass. An old man stood in the corner of the room with a ragged old pack leaning against his leg. He had his back to them, but Owen didn’t need to see the man’s face to understand there was something very wrong with him. The old man’s limbs began to shake as he stared at the wall and muttered to himself. 

      “Who is that?” Rosa whispered.

      Owen stared transfixed as the old man grew silent and his head began to turn. Muddy brown scales covered half his face and his one one eye shone as crimson as a poppy. He spluttered and a wicked grimace spread across his drawn lips as he glanced towards the window.

      “Owen!” Rosa turned to him, her face stricken with horror. “What is that?”

      “I don’t know.” Owen grabbed her wrist and pulled her away from the window. They turned and ran through the field as a dull crash rang out behind them.

      “I need to stop,” Rosa said as they reached the path. She doubled over and caught her breath.

      Owen glanced back to the farmhouse, wondering if it was his imagination, or if he really could see a pinprick of eerie red light slowly blinking in the window. “We’ve got to keep going!”

      “Did you see him?”

      “Of course I saw him.” Owen continued to gaze across the field.

      “Maybe it was some sort of Halloween mask.”

      “No, it definitely wasn’t a mask.” Owen said.

      They ran down the path towards the brow of the hill. 

      The village sprawled below, snug against the lake’s shore. Wood smoke hovered over the cluster of stone buildings like a soft blue shroud as the orange light of the late afternoon sun glittered like fire upon the water. “What do you think that thing was?” Rosa asked as she gazed back the way they’d come.

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about it.” Surely talking of such monstrous things on Halloween would only tempt them closer.

      “But that’s Nellie and Scott’s house, and they’re away. We’ve got to tell someone about it!”

      “We will, but let’s just wait till morning, alright?”

      “I suppose.” It seemed Rosa’s fear was subduing her usually steely determination. “You’ll be at the celebration tonight, won’t you, Owen?” 

      He nodded as he glanced at the huge pyre of wood waiting to be lit. The sight of it, and all it stood for, filled him with dread. The bonfire, the masks, the carved turnip and swede lanterns, and the dark, spirit-infested night that followed.  

      “I’ll see you tonight then,” Rosa said. 

      Owen nodded again but said nothing as he gazed toward his house by the lake, wishing, not for the first time, that he lived somewhere else entirely.

      

      He was almost home when he spotted the kids sitting on the broken wall running along the outskirts of his parents’ land. Dismay tugged his already frayed nerves as he recognized Patrick Clements’ thick lumpy face.

      “Stand and deliver!” Patrick called as he jumped from the wall and blocked Owen’s path.

      Owen flinched as Patrick threw a mock punch his way, bringing a chorus of laughter and jeers from his gaggle of friends. “It’s Hallow’s Eve and we’re souling. What have you got for us?” 

      “I don’t have anything. I need to get home.” Owen tried to squeeze past Patrick, but a heavy hand clamped on his shoulder, holding him in place. 

      “Not so fast. You need to give us something, then we’ll be on our way,” Patrick said. 

      Then the others jumped from the wall and surrounded Owen like a pack of wolves. “I haven’t got anything,” he said. “Honest.”

      “You must have something.” Patrick glanced at his friends. “Search him.” 

      Owen stared at his shoes as Patrick’s minions rifled through his coat pockets. The only thing they found was a withered apple core. 

      “You weren’t lying. You really don’t have anything.” Patrick gave an exaggerated sigh. “I suppose that means we’re going to have to punish you.”

      “Please-“

      “Stop whining, Owen. It’s Hallow’s Eve and we’re here to have fun.” Patrick turned to his friends. “Let’s dunk him in the lake to see if he’s a witch.” He grabbed Owen by the arm and dragged him across the ground. Owen tried to squirm free, but the bully gripped him even tighter. 

      Owen scoured around for help, but the shoreline was empty and abandoned. His shoes slipped and slid over the green, spongy ground as they neared the water, and the ripples on the lake filled him with icy terror. “Please don’t!”

      “It’s too late. I told you we needed payment, and this is it,” Patrick said. Silence fell over the group as Patrick dragged Owen down the rickety old jetty that reached like a wooden finger over the water. It swayed in time with the slow, steady lapping tide and Owen almost cried out as he gazed into the lake. 

      It had been years since he’d swam there, but the overwhelming horror he’d felt the last time he’d entered the cold waters was still fresh in his mind. His stomach churned as he recalled the feel of the bony fingers that had clutched at his ankles. “Stop!”

      Patrick paid him no mind as he continued to yank Owen to the end of the jetty.

      “Don’t do this,” Owen blurted as the water loomed ever closer. “I’ve got something for you. Honest!”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I have! I’ve got a secret. That’s something, isn’t it?”

      “What secret?” Patrick demanded.

      “I... I saw something today, something you’ll never believe.”

      Patrick’s turned Owen around until their eyes met. “What did you see? And don’t lie to me.” He twisted Owen’s ear.

      “Let me go and I’ll tell you.”

      Patrick gave Owen a suspicious look as he released him. 

      Owen held up his hands before him. “Let me off this jetty, and I’ll tell you everything, I promise.”

      “You better tell me now. Before I lose my temper.”

      “Alright. Just swear you won’t throw me in the lake.”

      “I swear if you tell me your secret, I won’t throw you in the lake. But it better be good.”

      Owen glanced at the other boys as they gathered behind Patrick. “And they won’t throw me in either?”

      “No. Now get on with it.”

      Owen took a deep breath and told them about the strange old man they’d seen at the abandoned farm. The group listened in silence and as he finished; they turned to Patrick, waiting for his response. 

      Patrick shook his head. “You’re making it up.”

      “I’m not, I promise. You can see for yourself.”

      Patrick glanced to the hill. “Alright. Let’s go and see this monster. But if you’re lying, we’ll throw you in the lake at midnight and the bodies of the old fishermen will snare you and drag you down with them. Let’s go!” 

      For a moment, Owen thought the group was going without him. But then Patrick snatched him by the wrist and led him off the jetty, his grip as tight and sharp as a vise.
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      “I knew you were lying.” Patrick turned from the window, shooting Owen a venomous glare. “Grab him.”

      Owen tried to run, but he only made it as far as the pumpkin patch before Lee Taylor grappled him to the ground. Owen’s fingers sunk into the cold loamy earth as he struggled to pull himself free. Patrick stood over him, staring down as the sky darkened around him. 

      “There was someone in the farmhouse. I swear it.” Owen glanced back to the windows, but they were dark now and someone had closed the front door. He gazed away over the pumpkins in the field, noting the scarecrows and the... scarecrows? There’d only been one before. 

      “Look!” Owen pointed to where the old man stood beside the tatty scarecrow, as if huddled in deep conversation. He looked normal now. Human. “That’s him. But he was different...” 

      The old man grimaced at Owen and flapped his hands, as if trying to dispel flies. “Begone!” he called, his voice worn and hoarse.

      “Why don’t you begone?” Patrick asked. “This isn’t your land!”

      “And neither is it yours.” The old man replied, striding toward them. 

      “Is this your monster?” Patrick rounded on Owen. “You brought us all this way up here to see a vagrant?” He nodded to his friends. “We’ll dunk him in the lake, right at midnight when the dead come to visit.”

      “I told you to begone!” The old man said as he stood before them. He looked ancient, each line in his face dark and deep, as if scored with ink. His clothes were little more than rags and his shoes worn flaps of leather, tied to his gnarled feet. He reached into his coat and pulled out a long curled stick with a shard of crystal glinting at its tip. “Go!”

      “What are you going to do with that twig, old man?” Patrick demanded. “Turn us into mice?”

      “I’ll turn something alright,” the old man said. “Something that wasn’t. Something that will be.”

      “He’s mad,” Lee Taylor said. 

      The old man glanced at Patrick as if he were little more than a louse, before fixing Owen with a furious glance. “I saw you, boy. You and your little friend a-peeking at me. You should have stayed away.”

      “Get out of here,” Patrick barked at the old man. “Go on.” He gathered a handful of mud from the ground and slung it. The old man muttered as the mud splattered his ragged coat. Then, he raised his stick and jabbed it at the air. His words were too low to hear, yet the sound of them sent a chill through Owen.

      Patrick scooped up a pebble and threw it, striking the old man right in the forehead. He gasped and tottered, before collapsing to the ground. Patrick’s face turned a shade paler than usual. “I didn’t mean to-”

      The old man began to shake and writhe, his legs spasming and kicking. He sat up, as if he’d just woken from a deep sleep. “You shouldn’t have done that, boy.” His voice was little more than a growl as his face shifted and darkened. Then his skin became rough and pitted like the bark of a diseased tree as he stood and stumbled towards Patrick. 

      Patrick backed away, holding up his hands as if they might slow the old man’s advance. A strange sound came from the man’s limbs, like branches twisting and knocking together. His arms and legs burst from his frayed clothes and he grew taller and taller in the growing dusk. He gave a wide, pained scowl as his torso stretched out and his limbs twitched like an overturned insect. 

      “What is it?” Patrick cried as he backed away, his friends gathering close behind him.

      The old man’s hands clenched like claws as he towered over them. It was like he was standing on stilts as he waved his stick over the field. Eerie, foreign-sounding words spilled from his drawn lips and he made a sound like a stone knocking upon rocks.

      Patrick began to stumble away. “Please!”

      Glittering orange sparks fizzled from the tip of the old man’s wand and crackled like tiny bolts of lightning as they rained upon the earth. Then, the ground shook with such force that it knocked them to their knees. 

      Furrows of dirt snaked across the field as the air turned thick with a rich muddy scent. The rumblings intensified, until the last of the sparks fell from the wand and sank into the earth. 

      Owen scrambled to his feet and was about to make a run for it when the pumpkin on the the ground before him began to shake. The leaves rustled on its stems and the pumpkin began to swell and grow. 

      “What?” Owen said, as the bulging pumpkin rose into the air, its leafy vines writhing like snakes beneath it. They gathered up the soil and jerked their roots free from the ground to form a sinewy body. The plump amber rind jutted forward and cracked and split into two narrow eyes, as well as a jagged mouth filled with hellish red fire. 

      The pumpkin creature shambled towards Owen with a slow, relentless crawl. It was the most hideous spectacle, as if the Green Man himself had risen from an autumnal grave. 

       Owen stumbled away from those long reaching arms and collided with Lee Taylor. As Lee fell, the Pumpkin Man seized him with its earthy hands and pulled him into a tight embrace, before absorbing him into its muddy form. All at once Lee vanished, as if he’d fallen into a muddy bog. 

      The Pumpkin Man gave a low hungry cry of triumph as its earthy body doubled in size. Then a muffled, tormented sob came from deep inside it and burst from its mouth.

      A rumble rippled through the field as more and more Pumpkin Men rose up around Owen and the others, their eyes burning bright in the gloom. 

      “Consume them,” the old man commanded. “Engulf them. Silence their wretched screams! Punish them on Hallow’s Eve!”

      Owen dodged past two Pumpkin Men as they reached out to grab him, and raced toward the distant trail with Patrick and the others close on his heels.

      The Pumpkin Men shuffled in pursuit, their arms outstretched, as if they’d been blindfolded for some sinister game.

      Owen broke through the brambles at the edge of the field and stumbled onto the village path. Sobs broke from Patrick as he followed behind him. Owen glanced back. 

      The Pumpkin Men still shambled across the field, filling the night with low ominous moans. Their shadowy forms blended into the darkness making their glowing heads seem to float in the air. Owen’s heart thumped hard as he watched, mesmerized by those eerie orange faces, narrowed eyes, and wicked sickle smiles.

      Then, as the rest of Patrick’s gang staggered onto the path, the sound of their panic jarred Owen, and he took off with them as they ran, filling the air with their shrieks. Finally, they passed over the crest of the hill looming over their village. 

      Night had settled over the town and the bonfire had been lit. Its flames licked the sky, bathing the stone buildings around the square in scarlet and golden yellow light. The scent of roasted chestnuts and sweet apples wafted through the air, along with laughter and squeals of delight. 

      People carried glowing lanterns carved from turnips and swedes, reminding Owen of the terrible creatures that had risen from the earth. These were his friends and neighbors, and he felt nauseous as he realized they had no idea what was coming. 

      “We’ve got to warn them!” He cried. But as he turned back, he found that Patrick and his gang had already scattered and vanished. 

      Owen’s feet flailed as he ran, careening towards the village. Suddenly, his speed overcame him and he lost his footing, crying out as he fell and tumbled down the hill. The ground and sky spun around and around in circles and the bonfire seemed to rush toward him. 

      He crashed into a bale of hay bearing corn dollies, and sat up, half winded. His back and sides ached as he leaped to his feet and turned back toward the hill. 

      The figures of the Pumpkin Men stood on the crest of the hill, watching, their orange heads glowing like lanterns in the inky blue sky.

      “You need to leave!” Owen cried as he tore through the crowd, pushing past children bobbing for apples, and sweethearts embracing in the crisp autumn air. He scoured the crowd and finally spotted his mother’s bright red bonnet. He raced towards her and collapsed almost breathless at her feet.

      “Where were you? We’ve been looking for you. What-”

      Owen pointed to the hill. “Monsters.”

      “Come on, Owen.” His father gave him a pained look as he stepped toward him, clutching the walking stick he was forced to use. “Not tonight. You’re too old for that nonsense and-“

      “Monsters!” Owen thrust his finger towards the figures shuffling down the hill.

      “Oh, look!” His mother’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “What clever costumes!”

      “Not costumes...” Owen fought to catch his breath. “Monsters!”

      A scream came from the crowd. Either someone had realized that the figures descending on the town weren’t wearing costumes, or Patrick and his gang had spread the word. Owen glanced around for Rosa, but there was no sign of her. 

      All eyes were fixed on the ghastly figures advancing down the hill in a long drawn-out row. The wicked flames danced merrily behind their evil eyes and grins as they lumbered towards the villagers.

      “Get to the village hall!” someone yelled. 

      The crowd broke into a stampede.

      “Go!” Owen’s father shouted as he pushed his family towards the old building.

      Bells began to chime, and they only stoked the panic. Screams and cries added to the mayhem as the crowd surged through the village hall’s heavy wooden doors. Owen glanced back through the press of bodies to find his father following, his face creased up, his leg clearly causing him pain. 

      Behind the crowd, was at least thirty Pumpkin Men. They spread out, cutting off every route leading from the village. Except for the lake…

      As Owen fought his way back toward the front of the hall, the doors slammed with heavy thuds and an eerie hush fell. He glanced through the dusty window as the Pumpkin Men approached slowly and deliberately. One staggered through the bonfire’s blazing coals, its earthy body impervious to the flames. 

      “What are those things?” Someone demanded. 

      “Devils come to claim our souls!” a ragged voice responded.

      “They came from the Hopkins farm.” Owen forced himself to shout over the rising chorus. “There was an old man hiding there. Something was wrong with him, and-“

      “Owen?” It was Rosa, calling from the darkness. She was safe.

      “Rosa!” Owen called. “Tell them, you saw the old man and-”

      “What old man?” Someone demanded. “What happened? What are those creatures?”

      It seemed all eyes were on Owen as he told his story as quickly as his panic would allow. When he finished, a silence fell over the hall, and everyone stood perfectly still, staring through the windows as the Pumpkin Men drew closer. 

      “I ain’t staying here waiting for those horrible things to break down the door,” A man cried as he yanked the doors open and ran outside. Someone else slammed the doors behind him, and a moment later a terrible scream rang out. Then it grew thick and muffled, and faded altogether. 

      Owen felt dizzy as he stumbled toward the doors.

      “Where are you going?” His father called. “Stay here!”

      “They’re coming for us,” Owen said. He glanced around the darkened crowd, searching for Patrick and his friends. “They want the people who harmed their master. We should lead them away.”

      “You’ll do no such thing!” His mother said.

      “We can’t stay here. They know where we are,” Owen protested.

      “He’s right,” his father said. “We’ve got to get help before they breach the hall. Someone needs to cross the lake and fetch the Writer from Ablemere. He’ll know what to do about this. I’d volunteer myself but I’m not likely to get anywhere with my bad leg.” He gazed into the crowd. “Who will go? Who will fetch help?” No one met his eyes as he glanced from one to the next.  

      The cold wind whistled through the rafters and wooden walls. Owen peered through the window. The Pumpkin Men surrounded the hall. Waiting. 

      He knew what had to be done, and so he summoned whatever courage he could muster and tried not to think of the lake and the dead fishermen submerged within its depths. But if there was one night they’d rise, then surely it was this one. “I’ll go.” Owen said, regretting the words the moment they left his lips. But it was too late.

      “And so a boy goes to do a man’s job,” Owen’s father growled. 

      “No, I’ll go,” Owen’s mother said.

      “You won’t,” his father replied. “Owen’s fleet of foot. He has that going for him at least.” He glared again at the men gathered in the hall, but none met his eye. Instead, they gazed through the window as the Pumpkin Men stood in an eerie, silent line, their grins blazing in the night.

      “I’ll leave now then,” Owen said.

      Owen’s father reached into his coat and handed Owen a small purse filled with coins. “Give this to the Writer. Tell him to come at once. Beg if you must!”

      Owen stuffed it into his pocket and strode toward the door as two men pulled it open. 

      He stepped out into the cold night. 

      They were everywhere, the hair-like roots holding their loamy bodies together glowing in the bonfire light. Some were so close Owen could see the shiny black insects crawling across their sinewy forms. 

      Behind the line of figures was a single creature, taller and wider than the others. A muffled voice came from inside it, and it took Owen a moment to recognize Lee Taylor, his anguish spilling from the creature’s grinning mouth.

      One of the Pumpkin Men leered at Owen, its mouth opening wide as it strode towards him. He raced down the street, ducking past two more creatures, their earthy fingers reaching for him as he fled down a narrow lane. 

      Owen jumped the fence of a nearby house and stumbled through its garden, grabbing a small ladder propped against an apple tree. He leaned it against the side of the building and began to climb toward the roof to buy himself time, but froze as dank cold fingers grasped his ankle.

      A Pumpkin Man stood below him, its fiery grin mocking him as roots burst from its long gangly arms and snaked around his leg, securing him tightly. 

      “Get off!” Owen pulled his other foot back and kicked the Pumpkin Man as hard as he could. His shoe smashed through its face, leaving a gaping hole and causing the stumpy candle inside to fall, its hellish red flame dancing upon a wick as black and curled as a spider’s leg. 

      The Pumpkin Man’s fingers slipped from Owen’s ankle and it staggered back, letting out a low dull moan, its head blazing like a beacon; drawing the others.

      Owen wrapped his fingers around the ladder’s rungs and climbed. The edge of the roof was inches away from his fingers. He jumped, pulled himself up and stood carefully on the sloped roof. 

      The lake’s black glittering expanse stretched into the distance. Far on the other side, through the mists, he could just make out Amblemere’s lights twinkling in the gloom. 

      Suddenly the ladder juddered below him as the broken-faced Pumpkin Man began to climb, its head like a blood-red moon. 

      Owen ran along the wooden shingles and jumped onto the next house’s roof, keeping low as he went, praying the creatures wouldn’t see him. As he climbed down the side of the last house in the row he lost his footing and fell into a bushy privet. 

      A low steady clump thudded towards him. Owen leaped up and fumbled with a garden gate as three Pumpkin Men staggered toward him, their arms held out before them. 

      He ran for the lake as they followed behind him. They were moving faster now, as if they’d adjusted to their newly formed earthen bodies.  

      Moonlight shimmered upon the lake, revealing the scale of its inky black waters. A damp musty smell wafted from the shore, bringing terrible memories. Owen considered turning back, but the Pumpkin Men had spread out in an arc, corralling him toward the jetty. 

      He leaped onto the weathered planks, causing the old wooden structure to creak and sway over the ghastly black water.

      Clump.

      The Pumpkin Men stumbled after him, their eyes almost as wide and jagged as their spectral grins. 

      “No!” Owen gasped. 

      Some of the boards toward the end of the pier had decayed and fallen away, as if rotted fast by dark magic. Beyond them was the remains of the jetty and the rowing boat he’d been heading for.

      He skidded to a halt and held up a trembling hand toward his pursuers. “Please!” 

      The creatures continued to shuffle towards him, but one remained behind, pointing its earthy fingers as if commanding its brothers. 

      With a deep breath Owen took three strides towards the monsters, then turned, sprinted and jumped over the gap. He landed hard on the jetty and raced to the rowboat tied at the end.

      The rickety boat wobbled madly and listed to one side as he leaped in and struggled to untie the rope. The Pumpkin Men marched on, stepping over the gap in the jetty with one stride of their long thin legs. They were nearly upon him. 

      Owen’s fingers trembled as he picked at the knot. 

      A Pumpkin Man stooped and reached for him, but Owen grabbed an oar and batted its hand away. The creature stumbled towards him as the others behind pushed it forward. 

      “Get back!” Owen thrust the oar into the Pumpkin Man’s chest. 

      The paddle plunged into its earthy form and burst from the other side. The boat bobbed as the Pumpkin Man seized the oar and tossed it into the water. 

      Then its eyes narrowed as it reached for the cavity in its chest, its fingers trying to smooth it over. But the roots inside began to wither as the wound grew wider and loose soil rained down into the water, unmaking the creature. Its head teetered and fell, striking the lake with an almighty splash and slowly, the candlelight inside its glowing head faded to black as it sank into the depths.

      A howling gust of wind whistled through the trees, gathering a swarm of curled dead leaves. They swooped down to the jetty like bats and wrapped themselves around the Pumpkin Men, covering their bodies in a suit of leaves. One stretched out his arms, as if admiring his new clothes, before jumping into the lake. The creature sank to its waist, its eyes glaring defiantly as it waded towards Owen. 

      Owen grabbed the remaining oar and began to paddle, left then right. He winced as icy-cold water splashed over the side of the boat.

      “Come on!” The boat barely seemed to move as he glanced to the distant shoreline. A bank of mist obscured his view but he could just make out the faint cone of light of Amblemere’s bonfire. 

      He paddled harder. 

      Four Pumpkin Men swam after him, their smoldering heads floating ever nearer. Owen glanced ahead. Was he any closer? No, if anything, the shore looked even further away. 

      Then his gaze fell on the black expanse of water and the legend of what it contained crowded his thoughts as something scraped the bottom of the boat. 

      Owen peered over the edge, expecting to find a Pumpkin Man grasping the vessel, but all four were still swimming towards him.

      Something else was beneath the boat.

      He thrust the oar into the lake, churning the water in his panic and flinched as a deep thud sounded below his feet. Was it a rock? “There’s no rocks this far out...”

      Thump.

      The water splashed and churned along the sides of the boat and his heart raced as the moonlight glimmered over the water, revealing two skeletal faces gazing up with dark rictus grins. And then a long arm rose up and the rags partially covering its bones dripped upon the shaking boat as it climbed aboard. The skeleton turned its head towards him, its teeth chattering with the sound of knocking bones.

      “Please, no!” Owen cried.

      The skeleton gazed across to the other as it climbed aboard, sending the boat rocking madly. 

      Owen thought about diving into the lake and swimming as fast as he could, but the Pumpkin Men were closing in fast. Then he watched stunned, as the skeletons leaned down and splashed their bony hands into the water.

      Slowly, the boat drifted towards Amblemere. 

      “They’re helping me!” Owen mumbled as the skeletons continued to paddle. 

      Soft orange lights glowed in the water as the Pumpkin Men drew in. As they saw them, the two skeletons jumped off the boat and gave it a quick sharp shove, sending Owen drifting towards the incoming bank. Then their chalky white bones vanished below the surface.

      As Owen reached for the oar, a Pumpkin Man grasped the side of the boat, but before the creature could grab him, long bone-white fingers sprang from the lake and curled over the edge of its wicked orange mouth. They pulled it down until it vanished from sight. 

      Then another Pumpkin Man was pulled under, then another, until all had disappeared, their glowing orange lights fading to darkness.

      “Whoah!” Owen cried as the boat jolted into the shore. He staggered out, the icy cold water lapping against his knees as he trudged to the bank. 

      He glanced back, half expecting to find the Pumpkin Men in pursuit, but all he could see was the smooth black water reflecting the twinkling stars.

      Excited cries and rowdy laughter filled the air, and a crowd of masked people were gathered around the bonfire. They barely looked Owen’s way as he staggered towards them.

      “Can you help me?” Owen grabbed a tall woman with a red-painted face and horns jutting from her long dark hair. Firelight danced over her face as she turned to regard him. “What’s the matter? You look even worse than I do!” Her smile soured as she gazed into his eyes. “What’s wrong, love?”

      Owen’s words tumbled out in a panicked torrent. 

      The lady pointed to a row of tall stone buildings across the way. “Look for the house with the blue door. It’ll be the only one without Hallow’s Eve decorations. You’ll find Edwin Drabe there. He’s the Writer...” 

      “Thank you, miss.” Owen stumbled down the street, the houses passing in a stony blur. The eerie faces of carved swedes and turnips stood on steps and garden walls, glowing with candlelight. They would have unsettled him before, but now they seemed like silly playthings.

      Owen stopped before the tall weathered house with the dark blue door. A large brass knocker shaped like a gargoyle hung in the center and he flinched as he grasped the cold metal ring in its ugly, wide toothy grin and brought it down hard upon the door.

      Finally, the door swung open and a tall, pretty girl, barely older than he was, gazed back at him. She checked the street before asking, “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for the Writer. There're monsters in our village and-“

      The girl’s grasp was firm yet gentle as she took Owen by the wrist and led him into the house. “You need to speak with Edwin Drabe. He only returned this last hour. Tonight’s been busy, and no mistake.” She flinched as she gazed into Owen’s eyes. “Oh.”

      The light and warmth of the house did little to displace Owen’s growing dread. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I see things. Glimpses from other people’s lives. I saw those creatures who followed you…” She swallowed. “Wait while I fetch Mr. Drabe. Don’t move.” She started up a flight of stairs, then stopped. “And whatever you do, don’t touch anything.”

      Owen remained perfectly still. A low, dull ache spread through his feet as the house’s warmth took the edge off the lake’s chill.

      He gazed through a nearby door to a room filled with books. Their dark covers seemed to glow by an unseen, flickering firelight, and someone whispered inside the room. Or was it whispers?

      Owen peered around the door, half expecting to find someone sitting before the fire but the room was empty. And as the whispers grew louder, he realized they were coming from the books themselves. 

      He jumped as the stairs creaked and a man with snowy white hair appeared. His eyes were haunted, ringed with shadows and they looked as if they’d seen terrible things. The man pulled a coat from a stand and wrapped it around himself, before fixing Owen with a tired, compassionate smile. “Tell me what troubles you.”

      Owen held out the pouch of coins his father had given him. “Please, we’ve got to leave right away. Those creatures are going to swallow everyone whole!”

      The old man placed a firm, reassuring hand on Owen’s shoulder. “We will go, and soon. But first I need to know exactly what we’re facing. Tell your story and quickly, but do not miss a single detail.”

      
        
        Addendum: Edwin Drabe, 1741-

      

      

      Sarah accompanied the boy to the fireplace and bade him to sit. If the flames warmed him, he showed little sign as he hastily recounted his story, his fingers grasping the armrest until the very end.  

      There were so many of the Grimwytch’s inhabitants with the ability to shift and turn that I had no idea what kind of monster we were dealing with. But when Owen described how the old man had transformed and summoned dark magic to bring the pumpkins to life, I grew certain it was a Lychvile. Such conjurations were one of their hallmarks, as well as a desperate need to keep themselves to themselves, especially in this realm. 

      “I knew something was going to happen tonight,” Owen said, as he finished his tale. “I hate Hallow’s Eve.”

      “Sarah, fetch your effects. And a book.” I rifled through my desk and removed the instruments of my trade, including my sidearm. When I looked back at Owen his face was still ashen. “You shouldn’t fear Hallow’s Eve,” I told him. “In many ways it’s one of the safest nights of the year for the beings we call monsters are usually far quieter. To them, Hallow’s Eve, or Narroweve as they call it, means a time when people here gather around fires, something that never fails to trouble them. For their memories are old and they haven’t forgotten history, and how their ancestors were burned upon human pyres. And neither have they forgotten the others who return on this night.”

      “What others?” Owen shrank down a little. 

      “The Spirits. The dead. They come back to this realm strong and powerful on Hallow’s Eve, and they despise the inhabitants of the Grimwytch just as much in death as they did in life. And so I wonder why the Lychvile chose to attack you tonight, for they aren’t usually violent. I was told there was one close by, but it was a low priority. Indeed, I’ve had far worse than Lychviles to deal with of late.” I checked my gun was loaded and snapped its chamber shut. “So why did it attack you?”

      Owen swallowed as he returned to his story, but this time he went back to the events that had taken place before the Pumpkin Men rose up and attacked him, and soon I understood. 

      “This boy, Patrick Clements was the instigator of this evil then,” I said. “He drew the Lychvile’s ire by harming and threatening it, which is why it sought to eradicate him and all those who witnessed it, including you. Lychviles are weak, vulnerable creatures and their only true defense is whatever they can conjure to protect themselves.” 

      I secured my gun in its holster as Sarah pulled on her long cloak and covered the blade by her side. She slipped the book into a leather bag and nodded to the boy. “Come on, Owen, it’s time to go.”

      “Can we take the roads?” Owen asked.

      “The roads?”

      “I don’t want to cross the lake again. Those things-“

      “Those things as you call them, are what remains of the poor unfortunate souls who died upon the lake. Show them respect, boy. They protected you.” My words were harsh, but I needed to break his fear. “Do you understand?”

      His face reddened as he nodded.

      “Good, then let’s go and put an end to this wickedness.”
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      The journey across the lake proved uneventful. The dead remained beneath the water, but still the boy could barely conceal his terror. We tied the boat to a jetty on the other side and walked to the village in a solemn procession.

      The untended bonfire outside the village hall was little more than embers and charcoal by the time we reached it. But we didn't need its light to see the hideous creatures scattered around, their faces lit by hellish red light. One turned its lumpen head, fixed its gaze upon Owen and let out a low moan. I stepped between the monstrous being and its prey. "Return to the ground," I commanded.

      If the creature heard me, it showed no sign. It staggered on, its earthy fingers reaching out. I pulled my gun from my holster and fired.

      The bullet took off the side of the Pumpkin Man's head, but it still tottered past me, grasping for the boy.

      Sarah leaped forward as quick as lightning and her knife described a silvery arc as she severed the pumpkin from its body of soil. The eyes continued glowing and its mouth let out a low, bloodcurdling scream.

      I removed a pouch from my bag and sprinkled a pinch of abscencion dust over the pumpkin. Its candle slowly dimmed and acrid blue smoke curled from the top of its head until the flame died. The dust continued its work, spreading rot through the pumpkin and undoing its abnormal life. I stepped back as worms and maggots spilled from its mouth and centipedes and woodlice crawled from its eyes.

      We continued, Sarah moving ahead of the boy as the group of Pumpkin Men standing before the village hall turned our way. The thump of their soil fists upon the doors slowed as one by one they staggered towards us.

      I didn't bother to warn them. Instead, I aimed my gun and fired, bringing down three in a row, before methodically taking out more. Sarah took down the rest with her knife, cleaving their heads off. I covered the pumpkins in dust and left them to rot in the road as we moved on.

      The hall doors opened with a great creak and the villagers tumbled out. A couple who I imagined to be Owen’s parents rushed forward and grabbed him, their faces filled with relief. Others gathered around them and several thanked me.

      "There isn't time for this,” I told them. “We need to find the boy that was taken." I turned to Owen. “Lead us to the farmhouse. We must find the source of this devilry and stop it this instant.”

      It was clear that this was the very last thing he wanted to do, but he nodded. His parents objected, but Owen stood firm. "We've got to stop these creatures," he said, “there’s no other choice.”

      Sarah led Owen away before his parents could protest any further and together we ventured up the hill as a biting wind shook the last of the autumn leaves from the trees.

      We encountered more Pumpkin Men as we climbed, but only one posed a threat as it grabbed Sarah and its soil body rippled and opened to swallow her up. I shot it and left its crumpled remains as a pile of dirt upon the ground.

      Owen led us along a chalky path lined with brambles and then across a field toward the farm house. A single glowing orange light appeared to levitate in the gloom, and as we drew closer I saw the Pumpkin Men standing before the building, posted like a sentry.

      This one was more substantial than the others we’d seen, and the cries issuing from inside it chilled my blood. "We cannot destroy it, not until we’ve freed its victim," I told Sarah, and holstered my gun. "Come, let's search the farm house for its master."

      "I'll lead it away." Sarah sheathed her knife and ran towards the creature. It turned to regard her, its blood-red eyes flickering menacingly as it chased her across the field.

      I entered first, with Owen close behind me. The place was cold, dark and free of life, human or otherwise.

      "He's gone," Owen said, clearly relieved.

      "It certainly seems that way, but travelers from the Grimwytch are adept at hiding, so I need to search the place thoroughly. Check outside. See if you can find anything."

      I'd almost finished my search when Owen's voice alerted me. He stood behind the building, pointing to a trail of footsteps shimmering in the thin wash of moonlight. We followed them across the field to a copse of trees and I held my lantern high as we made our way through the ash and alders.

      The footprints vanished in the dense undergrowth, but I still found signs of the Lychvile's passing. And then we came upon a wide hole in the ground, no doubt the lair of some wild beast. A dead hound with mangy fur lay in front of the entrance, a crazed look in its lifeless eyes.

      I held up my lantern but its light did little to illuminate the tunnel before me. "Come out," I called. There was no response. "I command you by the law of the Midnight Court, come forth."

      Still nothing.

      I pulled my gun from its holster and urged Owen to remain where he was, before venturing inside. A rank smell filled the place as I stepped across loose, chalky soil. I'd almost reached the tunnel's end when I heard the boy cry out and cursed my stupidity for leaving him alone as I stormed out.

      The Lychvile was still in the guise of an old man, and a tinker's pack stood by his feet. One thin arm was clenched around Owen's throat, and while the old man looked feeble enough, I remained cautious. "Leave him be," I said.

      "No," the Lychvile replied. “You leave, Writer. Once you do I’ll free the boy and be on my way. I do not wish to fight, I merely seek freedom."

      "I understand. And perhaps I would have left you alone had you not summoned the creatures that attacked the village. One of your minions holds an innocent life. Release its captive and command the rest of your twisted creatures to return to the soil where they belong."

      "Innocent life?" The old man pointed to the bruise on his forehead. “This is what one of those innocents did to me.”

      "Only because he was as frightened of you as you were of him. And I don’t condone his actions, but see where fear got us tonight? Let Owen go, this wasn’t his fault. Do it now and I’ll take it into consideration when you're sentenced in the Midnight Court."

      "I won’t go back to the Grimwytch. I left to be free of its ravages and to find peace. You won’t deny me, Writer.” The Lychvile dug into its pocket and produced a length of birch; a wand, powered by the fragment of Grimwytch stone embedded in its end. The Lychvile muttered an incantation and pointed the wand at the hound, summoning life into the dead beast.

      Sinister orange light spilled from the crystal, but I was powerless to act while the Lychvile had the boy clamped in its arm.

      The hound stirred and snarled, its coat writhing with maggots as it climbed slowly and unsteadily to its feet. I tried to fire as it advanced upon me, but my gun was empty.

      Dull yellow-white teeth flashed as the hound crouched and prepared to pounce.

      Before it could act, Owen reached up and twisted the Lychvile's hand, causing the wand to erupt with a spell that struck the undead dog, felling it at once. The hound collapsed, and as the wand fired again, the spell struck the earth below the Lychvile's feet, causing it to ripple and bubble like hot tar.

      I dashed forward, snatched the creature's wand and snapped it in half. Owen grabbed the crook of my arm and I pulled him from the churning earth and away from the Lychvile.

      "Are you okay?" I asked him. He nodded numbly but his face was stricken with horror.

      I wheeled around as Sarah emerged through the trees, her knife held before her. She glanced from me to Owen and then to the Lychvile, before sheathing her weapon and pulling a Book of Kindly Deaths from her satchel.

      “Prepare to write the boy's story," I told her.

      The Lychvile was beginning to transform, its eyes as hellish red as the Pumpkin Men's had been as its limbs contorted.  "It's too late," I told it, and held up my hand to reveal the ring on my index finger. It glowed bright blue, its magic causing the Lychvile to grimace in pain. “Undo the spell animating the creature that holds the child within his form. Fight me, and I'll add another score of years to your sentence."

      The fire in the monster’s eyes dimmed and it began to incant words I couldn't fathom, but I knew the fate of the boy being held was about to improve as it released him. Soon he’d find himself freed from his earthy prison and likely sitting atop a pile of mud and writhing insects.

      "Leave," I said as I pressed the shining ring into the Lychvile's chest. “A Grim will escort you to the Midnight Prison where you will await your sentence."

      Its voice was low and desolate as I pressed the ring harder. And then the creature began to flicker and fade as it passed from this world back to its own.

      "Where did it go?" Owen asked, glancing around bemused.

      "Back to the Grimwytch, where it belongs." I glanced to the stars and moon above us. "There are other worlds, Owen. Usually they needn’t concern us, but once in a while creatures cross over. It’s my duty to send them back and assist anyone who has encountered them so I can help them forget and move on. But I think, in your case, it would be best for you and the village, to remember what happened tonight.”

      "Are you sure that’s wise?" Sarah asked.

      "Why not? This is the night that proved Owen to be the bravest soul in these parts. And I don’t want anyone, least of all those mindless bullies who harassed him, to forget it."

      Sarah opened up her book of Kindly Deaths. “But before you leave, Owen, you need to tell us your story again. And this time you must start from the beginning and spare no details.”

      "Why do you want me to tell it again?" Owen asked.

      Sarah gave a wan smile as she dipped her pen into the inkwell. "So that your story can find rest within The Book of Kindly Deaths, and serve as a record for future writers of the book to learn from."

      Owen glanced at the brambles surrounding the clearing and gave a slight shiver. Then, he let out a long breath, and began to tell the tale that would soon be known as One Dark Hallow's Eve.
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      Narroweve (Or a safety guide for monsters on Halloween), written by ‘unknown author’, presented by Eldritch Black. 

      

      The following excerpt came from a weathered old tome I found on the shelf of a tiny shop in Edinburgh. Both the bookshop and the street it resided in have long since vanished, and my frequent attempts to rediscover them have proven fruitless. Thankfully, upon browsing through the book, I was so puzzled by some of its passages that I made a note of them.  

      You may question, as I have many times, if the following sections are a work of fiction or a prank. All I can say is that when I held that book in my hands, it felt quite real. And so did the declarations of another realm; a place called the Grimwytch. A land where a monstrous people seek to protect themselves from humans on Halloween night, or Narroweve as they call it. 

      

      On Protection from Humans on Narroweve

      It’s a singularly strange fact that human beings, or Drearspawn as we often more accurately call them, are absolutely terrified of Narroweve. On this night, which they call Halloween, they wear costumes that make an absolute mockery of us denizens of the Grimwytch. Ironically, the purpose of this is a wretched attempt to fend off the same spirits we ourselves seek to be free of on this most ominous night.

      But alas, human beings wander like lost sheep on Narroweve, and sometimes they slip through the veil into the Grimwytch. Once they have, they cause all manner of havoc, disturb the peace with their perpetual screams and gibbers, and even go as far as to attack our citizens. 

      So here, for your consideration, are five ways to repel humans.

      

      Distilled Essence of Fear

      Pure Essence of Fear is both difficult to find and expensive to acquire. Fortunately there are merchants, particularly in the market on the Vashhaal wharf, who can procure such items. So if your funds are plentiful, Essence of Fear will make a most effective remedy to repel humans. Simply spray a burst into their ears, allow it to spread and creep, and soon their fevered minds take care of the rest, and render them into absolute insensibility.

      

      Lumpathumps

      While Lumpathumps are difficult to obtain on account of being invisible, you should be able to lure them using fried rat tails or old copper pennies dunked in apple sauce. Lumpathumps make perfect deterrents and are especially effective in warding off young humans due to their inclination for hiding beneath beds and the fearsome noises they make when threatened by the din of snoring.

      

       Spiders

      Oddly, spiders are a very common fear for Drearspawn. Why these friendly and highly articulate pets bother human beings is beyond this writer’s comprehension, and while I’d never condone frightening a spider with a human, needs must as the drivel drives.

      

      Cheesedung Fly

      As there are spiders, so there are flies. And the almost indescribable stench of a Cheesedung fly, especially one gathered at dusk, is enough to deter even the angriest of Hoardspikes let alone a Drearspawn. Needless to say, coating oneself in an odor so vile should be a last measure as the wearer can expect to carry this most noxious scent for the rest of their lives.

      

      Hackthins

      While it should be noted this author has little regard for Drearspawn, I do not mean them harm. I only wish they’d leave us in peace, and that our citizens would stop opening the portals between our worlds. But if a human is armed and intent on causing mischief, then let the Hackthins at them, I say. And whatever’s left should make a most pleasant purse or scarf. 

      

      So there you have five means to repel humans, although proper removal and disposal of them is another problem entirely. Please refer to chapter seven for more on this troublesome topic.

      

      Addendum

      After noting this final, sinister yet intriguing passage, I discovered a so-called novel by a writer named Eldritch Black titled ‘The Book of Kindly Deaths’. This rather bizarre author has portrayed the Grimwytch as fiction in his book of curious stories, but as you’ll know the monsters he wrote about are as real as mists and rain.
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      Greetings, my name is Horasmythe Spindlecleft, also known as the gourmet of gourmets. If you’ve ever dined in my modest little Inn “The Fat Cobblefoot”, situated on the side of the Foggypeake mountains, you’ll know of my extensive knowledge of food, as well as the finer things in life.

      No doubt you’ve heard of my famous twice-fried bat wings and fur of Hackthin tart; creations of exquisite beauty, though I say so myself. Not to mention my highly regarded Doormouse eye on toadstall with very-berry-sherry sauce.

      But enough about my accomplishments, I’m writing today to announce, with great pride, that I’ve been appointed chief scribbler of food reviews for The Grimwytch Gazette. Below are just a few of my many pearls of wisdom concerning locations where weary travelers may sip and gorge upon unearthly delights (outside of The Fat Cobblefoot, of course). 

      So here, for your perusal, are my highly astute recommendations, as well as places that should be avoided like the Popping Fungal-Throat Plague.

      

      
        
        The Malady Inn

        A fairly good stock of Old Catwhist, but a great shame about the clientele.

      

      

      

      The Malady Inn is a worn building on the side of the Eastern Blackwood Road. Inside you will discover a cosy, yet dingy room, and a mostly affable landlord named Mr. Barrow. His bar is moderately well stocked, although nowhere on the scale of The Fat Cobblefoot of course. 

      I chose a dish of sainted duck, goat-foot soup, and a pint of Old Bramble’s Tipsy. This made for a most adequate meal until a table of Babbleslithers sat down beside me and ruined the meager ambience. Upon finishing their food, one of the more gluttonous amongst them threw up his entire course through his left eye, which made for an unpleasant and vulgar end to a mediocre, yet serviceable evening.

      

      
        
        Malumdell

        Never Again!

      

      

      

      I’d once visited this bewitching, quaint town in my youth, but gone were the cozy little houses and groves of apple trees, and in their place were heaps of ash, charcoal, rot and ruin.

      There was nowhere to eat on account of the whole town being burned to the ground, and on top of that I had to deal with a furious Hoardspike. Before I could placate her, she consumed two of my lesser servants, and it was only upon offering her my vast collection of dried trotters that she agreed to release me.

      A once enchanted town, now a vile, charred eyesore.

      

      
        
        Uncle Horace Eiderstaark’s Fabulous Pie Stand, Greshtaat District, The Midnight City

        As dull and flaky as dandruff.

      

      

      

      I’d heard many tales of Uncle Horace’s pies, so I decided to lower myself to venturing out through the hodgepodge of buildings otherwise known as the Greshtaat District. My caution was worthy, for it was a most revolting warren of unseemly faces, and general dribbles.

      Upon locating the infamous Pie Stand, which was manned by the bald, sweating wreck of Uncle Horace himself, I purchased a pie. It took a mere two mouthfuls before I was forced to spit it out into my favorite silken handkerchief, such was its monstrous blandness. Unfortunately, as I expelled the remainder of the wretched food, one of the maggots used to garnish its crust struck Horace in the face, bringing forth the rancor of the surrounding Eiderstaarks. I fled with my functionaries at once, and we escaped, save for a crippled servant who I last saw being dragged into a ramshackle, gloomy building. Those screams will remain with me for the rest of my life. Probably. 

      

      
        
        Vashhaal Wharf, The Midnight City

        Fine food, but all the atmosphere and charm of a peasant’s lavatory.

      

      

      

      Yes, it’s true the Kishspick stew is delicious. It has a most enchanting fragrance, and a texture like stardust and honey, but the ambience was utterly destroyed by the lowlife teeming onto the wharf from the boats. I thrashed two with my cane for their sheer brutish ugliness, but soon, after a most vulgar crowd formed and chased me down and murdered my remaining servants, I was forced to flee. Let it be said, I only just managed to escape by the skin of my back teeth. Never again. 

      

      
        
        The Twisted Entrails Inn*

        Two putrid turnips for the food, and a rotten onion peel for the atmosphere.

      

      

      

      This public house has somehow stood in the heart of the Midnight City for centuries without falling in on itself. Upon entering, the ceiling moaned like a banshee, and wobbled in a most alarming way, but the clientele barely seemed to notice. 

      I’d describe the ambience as raw and bloody. A dense crowd of locals, as thick as treacle, stood swaying at the bar while the broken refrains from a derelict piano filled the sour air. I made the mistake of ordering the soup of the day, something that appeared to be a broth of grease with chunks of indeterminate liver and toenails. There was also a thumb amongst the swampy broil. My soup was as cold as a serpent’s tooth on a winter’s night, so I sent it back at once and called the owner over and–**

      

      * Please note the Grimwytch Gazette found this last blood-splattered review below a smashed up table in The Twisted Entrails Inn.

      

      ** Of Mr. Spindlecleft, there was no sign.
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      It was the day before Christmas Eve, and Maisie Crompton’s eleventh Yuletide was shaping up to be the worst ever. She sighed, and a stream of frosted air blew from her lips as she leaned back on the rickety bench and waited. And waited some more. 

      The distant village was quiet and still. Its neat wooden buildings were perfectly crisp and white, except for the fluttering green and scarlet streaks of tinsel. Nothing moved in the surrounding fields either; not a single bunny or fox capered before the pine forest. Even the craggy mountains towering over the village stood frozen, their peaks white and slopes speckled by the heavy forests that stretched to the edge of town.

      It felt as if the entire world was slumbering under a blanket of snow. 

       “Hey Maisie!”

      Maisie turned to find her best friend crunching toward her through the ice. Ella looked tired, but content to have finished another day’s work at her parents’ mill. And then Maisie’s gaze fell on her coat... “Hey!” Maisie said before she could stop herself. 

      Somehow the coat was even prettier than it had appeared in the shop window; longer and more elegant, its forest green fabric glowing like an emerald against the surrounding snow. It didn’t suit Ella, Maisie decided. She was too short for one thing. 

      “What?” Ella shrugged.

      “You got the coat.”

      “Yeah. What do you think?”

      “I like it. Just as much as I did when I first saw it. You know, when I said I wanted to buy it.”

      “I liked it too. We saw it at the same time, I-”

      “I wanted it because it matches my eyes,” Maisie blurted. 

      “But your eyes are blue...”

      “They’re green by candlelight.”

      Ella absently pulled the drawstring at the collar, bringing the coat’s hood down over her head. “They still have a few more of them left, Mais. There’s nothing stopping you from getting one.”

      “First off, we’d look ridiculous. Second, I don’t have two pennies to my name. I’m impoverished.” Maisie had grown so sick of saying how poor she was, so she’d looked up a new word for it, and she liked it a lot. 

      Ella tucked her coat neatly beneath her as she sat, as if she’d owned it for years. “I wish you’d taken that job when my parents offered it to you. It’s not that bad, you know. The time passes quickly and I can listen to music. It’s really not-”

      “People shouldn’t have to work at Christmastime, especially us. We’re not even adults. Not yet.”

      Ella nodded, but Maisie wasn’t sure it was in agreement. 

      “So what did you do today?” Ella asked. “You seem bored.”

      “I suppose I am bored. There’s nothing fun going on around here, and everyone’s being weird.”

      “Weird?”

      “Nervous,” Maisie replied. “Creeping around like there’s starving bears following them, or they’re expecting aliens to land out of nowhere and zap them with whatever aliens zap people with.”

      “Mum said there’s a tiger on the loose.”

      “We don’t have tigers around here. Wolves maybe, depending on who you listen to, but definitely not tigers.”

      “It was on the local news. Apparently it escaped from a circus train.”

      “We don’t have circus trains around here either. Someone made it up. It’s a stupid joke and everyone believes it because they want something interesting to happen, even though it never does.”

      “Well, there’s another good reason why you should have come to work with me. It was only for a couple of weeks, and I’ve already earned enough to buy Christmas presents.”

      “For yourself.”

      “No,” Ella’s face colored. “I got everyone a gift, including you. You’ll see. I only bought the coat when I realized I had enough money left over.”

      “Right.” Maisie flinched as a shrill whistle came from behind them and a train rumbled by on its way to the large railway yard on the edge of town. “Dull.”

      “What’s dull?”

      “The train. Everything. December’s been as dull as… a dead fish...”

      “How can a train be boring? Or interesting?”

      “Because it’s not the train, that’s why. Not that I’ve ever really thought it existed,” she said, but she knew that wasn’t quite true. Because when her father had first told her of the fabled Christmas train that passed through their town each December, with its chugging steam as soft as clouds and carriages as black as coal, she’d believed every word of it. And she’d watched for it every year, even after she’d grown old enough to know there probably wasn’t any such thing. 

      “Let’s do something else, instead of sitting around moaning. Where do you want to go?”

      Maisie shrugged. There wasn’t anything to do but look at the Christmas decorations again, or stand outside the shop windows gazing at gifts she couldn’t afford. 

      “How about we go get an eggnog latte and a slice of chocolate gateau? I’ll pay.”

      Maisie nodded, doing her best to glance away as she caught herself staring at her friend’s coat again. It really would look better on her...

      “Right.” Ella stood and unfastened the round black buttons, took the coat off, and thrust it at Maisie.

      “What are you doing?” Maisie asked, even though she knew exactly what Ella was doing. 

      “You wear it, I’ll wear yours. Just until we get home.”

      “No, I...”

      “Just wear it. That way you’ll stop gawping at it.”

      “I wasn’t gawping at it.”

      “You were. Come on, hurry up, it’s freezing!”

      Maisie slipped her crumpled old coat off and handed it over before unfurling that majestic, wondrous garment. She took a moment to gaze at its beauty. It was so soft, and it still held that marvelous aroma of newness. She ran her fingers down the inner lining, enjoying the thick, warm fluffiness... 

      And then she noticed Ella shivering. At first she thought it was because of the holes in her old coat, which Ella had just wrapped herself up in. But Ella’s eyes were wide and staring, and her face was as pale as milk.

      Maisie turned.

      A tiny, wild-looking man in a ragged jacket and trousers ran toward them, his beard a billowing thicket below his long, bent nose. His heavy black eyebrows twitched and his mouth opened and closed like a gasping fish. He shouted, but she couldn’t understand him. And then he threw a panicked glance toward the pine forest behind him.

      Maisie peered into the shadows between the trunks as something shifted in the gloom. “What is…” Her words faded as a huge cat leaped from the trees.

      It was larger than a panther, and bright blue stripes marked its shaggy dark fur. Its eyes were so big she could see them from where she stood, and they glowed green as it gave a wide, jagged grin and padded through the snow after the man. 

      “Hey!” Ella called, as the cat bounded over the snowy field, landing with a thud before the man. The man pulled a rifle out from under his coat, but before he could take a shot, the cat pounced and swiped it from his hand. The creature rose over him, easily three times his height, and unless Maisie was mistaken, it had somehow grown larger. Now it was the size of a horse. 

      “Stop!” Ella raced toward them. “Don’t you hurt him!” 

      “Ella!” Suddenly, Maisie was struck by the feeling that things were about to go very wrong. She glanced back toward the wool mill for help, but the lights were out and Ella had been the last to leave.

      “Don’t!” Ella cried, wagging her finger at the cat. It ignored her and took a swipe at the man, knocking him down like a bowling pin. Its shimmering lantern-like eyes gazed at Ella and its wiry whiskers trembled like telephone lines in a windstorm. Then the cat ran, the snow whirling around it turning it into a fearsome, spinning dervish. 

      “No!” Ella slowed. Terror creased her face.

      Maisie sprinted toward her but the cat pounced, landing before Ella with a deep, icy crunch that sent a tremor through the frosty ground. 

      “Please, I-” Ella began, but her words vanished. 

      “You certainly seem like a more…promising prospect,” the cat said to Ella. His voice was velvet smooth, like an actor from an old-fashioned film. 

      “It can talk!” Maisie said before she could stop herself. 

      The cat turned his giant shaggy head toward her. “Oh, I can. And I bite too. I’m quite the marvel.”

      “What are you?” Ella asked. 

      “I am Jólakötturinn. But most people call me the Yule Cat.”

      “I’ve never heard of you.” Maisie trembled with shock, but she did her best to conceal it. 

      “That’s of precisely no interest to me.” The cat took a deep, luxurious sniff and his eyes narrowed as they focused on Ella. “You’re my only concern for now.”

      “Concern?” Ella’s face grew even paler. 

      “Yes, as in who will I have for supper first? I’ve gathered quite a collection of meat snacks, as you’ll soon discover. Oh, there’s so many to choose from... But you, girl, smell as delectable as a night terror, so I think you’ll be first.” He turned to Maisie. “You called her Ella, but it doesn’t quite suit her. I’ll call her caviar.” 

      “Leave her alone.” Maisie stomped towards them, but before she reached her friend, the cat snatched Ella up in his teeth. The Yule Cat’s jaws were brutal and terrifying and Ella dangled in the air by the hood of Maisie’s old coat like a kitten.

      Maisie ran to help her, but the Yule Cat turned and bounded across the snow, heading for the forest’s gloom.

      “No! Ella!” Maisie’s voice echoed across the meadow as the cat swept into the forest, its dark fur blending in with the heavy shadows under the snow-laden trees.

      Maisie wiped the tears smarting her eyes. The field was still and empty now, as if nothing had happened and the only sign of the horrific event was a long line of giant paw prints. She glanced back toward the wool mill and the town. There was no one around, no one to get help from. She was alone, and from what the cat had said, despite the fact that it shouldn’t have been able to have said anything at all, it was going to eat her friend up, and soon. 

      “Oaf! Buffoon! Jobbernowl!” said a voice as creaky as a rickety wooden door. It seemed to come from thin air, but then the tiny man, who Maisie had forgotten, climbed to his feet and cursed. 

      But was he a man? She had the feeling he wasn’t human. Or pleasant. 

      He shook the ice from his shaggy hair and spat out clumps of snow, and as his dark eyes found Maisie, he winced like she was something most unfortunate. “What?” he growled. 

      “What?” Maisie asked, mirroring the question with her own. “I... that cat...”

      “Jólakötturinn. A pox on his foul furry tail!” 

      “He took my friend.”

      “He does that. And he’d have taken me if he hadn’t found the prospect of a human more appealing to his so-called refined tastes.”

      “Will he hurt her?”

      “Oh yes. I mean, I imagine becoming someone’s supper hurts, don’t you?” He winced and showed Maisie the holes in his coat where the cat had gotten a hold of him. “Like needles those teeth are, and not for sewing neither. No, they tear, rip and shred.”

      “Look, mister...”

      “I’m not a mister. Some might say I’m a miser, but I’m definitely not a mister. You may call me Raspsnark the third. Or just Rasp if it pleases you, but honestly, I’d rather you call me nothing and keep your mouth shut while we track down the beast. Assuming you want vengeance? You look like the type who seeks revenge on her foes. I admire that, even if there’s little else of interest about you.”

      “I have to get my friend back. Do you think he’s...”

      “Feasted on her yet? Maybe. Depends on how many other tidbits he collected today.”

      “I don’t understand. I mean, there’s no such things as giant cats, or-“

      “Trolls?” Raspsnark shook his head and stabbed a finger at her. “Oh, but there’s so much more to the world than what you humans see. If only you knew!” He sniffed. “You’ve got some wickedness in you, girl, I can smell it. But not quite enough to catch my master’s attention.”

      “Master?”

      “The Winter Lord.” He paused, awaiting her reaction. “Krampus! By the rock and the stone.”

      “Krampus...”

      “The most esteemed Krampus if you please.”

      “He’s not real, he’s just a-”

      “Fairy tale?” Raspsnark raised a shaggy eyebrow. “Like trolls, and giant blue cats from Iceland, are they just fairy tales too? Typical human, you just saw a fairy tale carrying your friend away in his teeth and you still don’t believe it. No, I assure you, my master is as real as rain, and I serve him and serve him well.” 

      Maisie had always considered Krampus to be little more than a cautionary tale. A story to make kids behave for fear of being taken away by the grotesque creature. But Raspsnark had a fair point; she’d just encountered a giant cat, and now here she was, talking to a troll.

      “How do you serve him?” she asked, hoping her scarf would hide her swallow, for the sense of darkness oozing from the troll was as black and heavy as an oil slick.

      “By being a warrior above warriors, as well as a tactical genius. I scout and acquire whatever he seeks, which in this instance was the magnificent beast Jólakötturinn.” He leaned over, recovered the small rifle from where it had fallen and stuffed it back inside his coat. “I snagged that cat from right under the noses of the Yule Lads themselves. Shot him and got myself away before Grisha could bring down her fury on me. Oh, but it was close!”

      “Shot him?”

      “With sleeping darts. I lured him out with a pile of sweaty old clothes, sniped him, and bundled him aboard my ship with the help of a few penniless ogres. From the ship, we got him onto the train. And all was well until...” His cheeks reddened. “Until I reached that bend yonder!” He thrust his finger toward a distant turn in the railroad tracks. “There was a fallen tree. Wasn’t my fault. The impact shook the entire train and nearly turned it on its side. It must have loosened the locks on the boxcar the blighter was in, because he sprang out before I could bring him down, and then he was gone. I’ve been tracking him for the last two days and I thought I almost had him just now, but he’s as wily as any cat and it turns out he had me instead.”

      “I don’t understand what any of this is about. Nothing’s making sense.”

      “Not to you perhaps, but the ways of your world makes little sense to me, so there we are. Still,” Raspsnark strode toward the tree line, “standing around and freezing ourselves into statues isn’t going to snag me that cat. Or your friend for that matter. Assuming she ain’t being slowly digested.” 

      “Wait!” Maisie ran to catch him up. 

      “There’s no time for waiting.” He glanced at the sky. “Winter days are short, and we don’t want to be battling that monster by night, believe you me. And while I’m quite sure you’ll be of little use, I won’t deny I need help. Particularly with the part about getting him back into the box car.”

      “Where’s your train?” 

      “I managed to stow her in the yard outside of town and fixed her up as best I could.”

      “And no one saw you?”

      “Some did.” He grinned unpleasantly. “You don’t think the locals know about our train? Don’t think they look the other way when there’s gold in the offing? Yes, if there’s one way of snagging the human heart, it’s gold.” He kept his hawkish eyes on the trail of paw prints and cursed as the snow fell once more. “We don’t have much time. Hurry!”

      Maisie quickened her step and followed after him.

      A frigid breeze blew as they entered the forest, dislodging the snow from the branches and dumping it on the ground with heavy smushing thumps. Maisie walked quickly to keep herself warm as they followed the enormous paw prints, but froze as she spotted a red glove resting on a fallen tree. It was Ella’s, and for a moment it resembled a lone, bloody hand. She snatched it up and pressed it against her cold cheek.

      “Don’t get sentimental, girl,” Raspsnark muttered. “Sentimental’s as wet as water. Sentimental won’t get you your friend back.” He fixed her with a scowl. “You need a heart of iron for a job like this. Thankfully, you’re in the company of a master tactician and hunter, even though I do say so myself.” 

      “Right.” Maisie hoped the high praise Raspsnark was heaping upon himself was justified, and not just hot air frosting the breeze. 

      The snow fell thicker as they left the woods, and the mountains were hidden behind a swirling white curtain. “There’s a storm a-coming!” Raspsnark said. “Not good. Not good at all!”

      They walked across another snowy meadow that appeared to continue for as far as the eye could see and the world was silent, but for the crunch of their footsteps and Raspsnark’s grumbling. 

      “The snow’s covering his tracks.” Maisie’s voice was almost as desolate as she felt. 

      “Indeed. But-” Raspsnark frowned and held a stumpy finger up. “Wait, can you smell that?”

      “Smell what?” Maisie took a deep sniff that seemed to freeze her nostrils. She couldn’t smell anything, but after a moment she thought she caught a whiff of smoke. 

      “There!” Raspsnark pointed away to his left.

      “What?” Maisie narrowed her eyes and gazed into the whirling snowflakes. Was it her imagination or was it thinning? Yes, it was; she could see distant trees now, but that was all. And then she glimpsed something wispy and gray. “What is it?” 

      “Smoke from a cook fire.”

      “Cook fire?” She swallowed. 

      “Indeed. Old Jólakötturinn used to eat them raw, but these days he likes to think of himself as a connoisseur, so he does. Now he uses spices, seasoning, all that fancy stuff. Me, I like my licorice straight, but there you are.”

      “Is he... cooking my friend?”

      “Might be. Or maybe he’s about to. Let’s find out, shall we?” Raspsnark trudged through the snow. “I hope it’s him,” he said, “I hope we catch him like a fish in a barrel, or better yet, a plump salmon stuffed in a jar. I’m going to bring that beast to his furry knees, and no mistaking. No one bests me. No one, be they man, lady, or monster!”

      “What are you going to do?” Maisie hoped he had a plan, because she didn’t. All she knew was she was going to get Ella back, or die trying if it came to it. She hoped the dying part wouldn’t be necessary. 

      “Shoot him with a sleep dart and hope he shrinks.”

      “Shrinks?”

      Raspsnark pulled his hands apart. “He grows when he senses fear, and shrinks when he’s content and his belly’s full, or is about to be. And I’ll tell you this for naught; when he sleeps he’s a darned sight easier to carry.” He shook his head. “We need to be careful now. We’re nearing the feline fiend, I can sense him.”

      Maisie could just make out an enormous pit in the ground, and as the scent of wood smoke grew stronger she felt ill, and prayed there’d be enough time to rescue Ella. As long as the beast hadn’t devoured her already… 

      “Slow down!” Raspsnark held up a leathery hand. “We can’t have you tramping over there and alerting our prey. This is going to require stealth, and luckily stealth is my middle name. Now, let the professional deal with the matter at hand, girl.”

      Maisie bristled at being called girl in such a dismissive way. But the troll, for all his faults, appeared to know what he was doing, while she had to admit she was about as far out of her depth as she’d even been.

      She slowed and followed Raspsnark’s tiny footprints, treading in them where possible, but the crunching sound of her steps still seemed terribly loud. Raspsnark pulled a pair of goggles over his eyes and headed into the smoke spilling over the edge of the pit, presumably in an effort to disguise himself.

      The huge depression in the snow was deep enough to have hidden a house, and a frosty well worn trail wound down to the bottom where a camp fire blazed. It was piled high with evergreen branches, and it crackled and spat, throwing out plumes of thick, gray smoke. 

      Three people lay on the ground in the flickering light, their arms behind their backs, their hands bound with a tangled wet knot. Then Maisie realized the rope was in fact lumps of tightly matted fur, just like the ones her uncle’s cat often burped up when they visited him. She didn’t recognize any of the people. Her heart raced. Where was Ella? Had he already eaten-

      No. There she was; right beside the huge cat, her mouth stuffed with what looked like socks to stop her screaming, her hands bound behind her. She seemed to be asleep, just like the cat, who was curled into a neat black and blue streaked ball. 

      “I’m going down there to get her,” Maisie whispered. 

      “No!” Raspsnark shook his head. “Absolutely not. Those big fat feet of yours will give us away! Before you take a step, he’ll be up and bounding around like an angry peacock. And what will you do then? No, we need to take him unaware. Leave this to me.” He pulled the rifle out from under his coat and loaded a long feathered dart into the barrel. “This’ll flabbergast him.”

      “Can you hit him from up here?” 

      “Nope. He’s out of range.”

      “Use the trail. It looks like it goes all the way down.” Maisie gestured to it, but Raspsnark shook his head again. 

      “No, this has to be as sudden as lightning. Fear not, I have a maneuver that will strike terror into the heart of our enemy. A genius tactic of my own devising, though I say so myself.” He grinned at Maisie. “I possess both the high ground and the advantage. Triumph will be mine, just you see!” With an exaggerated wink he turned and ran away, before spinning on his heels and shooting back through the smoke. Raising the rifle clenched in his fists, he threw himself over the edge of the pit, crying, “Death from above!”

      The Yule Cat opened a single eye and lazily watched as Raspsnark sailed through the air. 

      Time seemed to slow.

      As Raspsnark plummeted down he brought up the rifle up to his eye and took aim. But it was too late. He fell short, tumbling into the wall of the pit below them and rolled, rifle in hand, gathering snow until he resembled a giant snow ball that grew thicker and thicker as it went. Finally, he came to a stop at the feet of the furry beast. 

      “Incredible.” The Yule Cat stood, his tail flicking like a serpent. “Astonishing.” He raised a paw and took a swipe at the snow. It crumbled away and Raspsnark emerged, his skin blue, his hands shaking, the rifle stuck fast in his hands. The cat swept his paw again, knocking the weapon from Raspsnark’s hand and sending it clattering to the ground. And then, with a long snort, the cat’s breath seemed to freeze the troll entirely.

      As he looked up and spotted Maisie, the cat’s eyes glowed and his slow smile curved like a sickle. “Oh, we have two for tea, do we?” 

      “I... let them go!” Maisie pointed at Ella and the others. 

      “Or what?” the Yule Cat asked. And then he bounded across the pit and scrambled up the slope. 

      Maisie ran, even though she had no idea where to go. 

      “Ah!” The ground seemed to vanish beneath her feet, and she plunged into a drift of snow so deep it came up to her nose. She fought to get her bearings and pull herself out, but before she could, the entire world seemed to rumble and shake. 

      Maisie turned to find a long black and blue-striped tail emerging from the drift behind her. It raced toward her like a shark’s fin, churning through the snow. 

      “Please!” Maisie stumbled along toward a place where the ground rose. As she fought to scramble out of the depression the light was snuffed out, and she watched, frozen in terror, as a dark silhouette soared over the snow.

      The cat landed with an almighty thud and he turned and roared in her face, his fiery breath engulfing her in a stench of kippers and old tea leaves.

      “Ugh!” Maisie covered her face. 

      The Yule Cat grinned. “You think you smell as rosy as catnip, do you? Believe me, you don’t.”

      Maisie forced herself to stand tall, even though every inch of her trembled. “What do you want?” 

      “I want to gobble you up.” His gaze flitted over Maisie’s coat and his tail flicked with irritation. “But we can’t have everything, can we?

      “Why... why not?” 

      “Because of that emerald green nightmare.”

      “I don’t understand,” Maisie said, and she really didn’t. The world had turned topsy-turvy once more.

      “Well, it’s quite simple, not unlike yourself. I’m the Yule Cat. I feast on those who don’t have new clothes to wear before Christmas Eve. And tomorrow night, as you may know, is Christmas Eve.”

      “Why? I… it doesn’t make sense.”

      “Rules are rules. Were I to have made them, I’d be allowed to nosh upon any tasty morsel I like, no matter the time of year, or how fresh the attire. But alas, I don’t make the rules, which is why you’re still gawping rather than slipping down my gullet to a nice warm spot inside my belly.” He patted his stomach. “There’s plenty of space in there, believe me.”

      “But...” She considered her next words carefully and then blurted them out. “But this isn’t my coat. It’s Ella’s, but you took her, and by your rules, you shouldn’t have.”

      “Well, that might been true. But the table was turned, so just count yourself fortunate she gave that garment to you.”

      “But she didn’t. She lent me it.”

      The Yule Cat rolled his eyes. “Lent. Gave. It makes no odds to me. The upshot is she’s a snack, and you’re going to toddle off free. Consider it a Christmas gift come early.”

      “But I want her back...”

      “That’s not my department, is it? I am the Yule Cat after all.”

      “But like you said, it’s Christmastime.”

      “Yes, my busiest time of year. One must make hay while the sun shines, or gather tidbits while the snow flurries. It’s all the same to me.”

      “Can’t...” Maisie swallowed the lump in her throat. “Can’t you be nice?”

      “No. Now listen, girl-“

      “Maisie.”

      “Maisie then.” He nodded to the trail she’d left in the snow. “You’ve made a path to my lair. A path that can be followed, and I rely on stealth. So can you just... I don’t know, sling your hook before I remove your pretty little head?”

      “But you can’t remove my pretty little head.” She pointed to the coat. 

      The cat gave a slow, theatrical sigh. “Alas, it’s true. So that just leaves me with your friend. She looks crunchy.”

      “But it’s not fair. I already told you this is her coat.”

      “Indeed.” The Yule Cat absently plucked a whisker, producing a melodious, harp-like sound. “Well there are…options, I suppose. I mean, you could remove that green wooly thing, hand it back to her and take her place. How about that?”

      “But I don’t want to be eaten.”

      “Well, we’re at an impasse then.” The Yule Cat flexed his claws before giving Maisie a slow, sly look. “Of course, there might be another option.”

      “What?” 

      “How about we play a game? If you win, I let you both go. If you lose, you’ll burn that pestilent coat and take your place alongside my other snacks.”

      “What’s the game?”

      “Hide and seek.” The Yule Cat’s grin grew wider. “You run. As fast as you can. I’ll give you ten whole minutes to save your miserable little head. And if I don’t find you by midnight, both you and your savory friend walk free. How does that sound?”

      Maisie gazed up at the tree line. She could probably reach it in no more than two minutes, which might give her time to find somewhere to hide. “Okay.” 

      “Good, good, lítill mús.” A wicked spark grew in his eyes as he leaned in close and whispered, “So what are you waiting for? Run!”

      Maisie raced for the trees. Could she make it through the woods, over the meadows and all the way back to the town before he caught her? In ten minutes... No. In ten minutes she’d be halfway across the fields on the other side of the trees, and he’d seize her almost where they’d first seen him stalking Raspsnark. 

      She needed to distract him, but how? She plunged her hands into the coat’s pockets hoping to find Ella’s phone, but all they held was an old flashlight, a pile of scrunched up silvery candy wrappers, and a bunch of wool from Ella’s parents’ mill. Useless. 

      “Awoooooooo!” 

      His howl was like a wolf’s. He was taunting her, but she refused to look back as she ran for the tree line. 

      The woods were darker than before, the light dimmer. She could barely make out the village’s glowing lights in the distance. If she reached town, there’d be people. Maybe she could get help, although how anyone would react to her predicament with the giant legendary monster cat, was another question altogether. 

      “Oh!” Maisie stopped as a grim-looking figure appeared in the gloom. At first, she thought it was someone sinister, lurking in the snow and she almost laughed as she realized it was merely a tall upright boulder. A thought crossed her mind. 

      Maisie glanced back. The Yule Cat was right where she’d left him, and it seemed his eyes were closed. How much time did she have left? A few minutes at best... 

      She scooped up handfuls of snow and pasted them against the rock, working fast to mold them until they resembled the outline of a person. Once it was as good as it could be, she yanked off her hat and perched it on top of the figure.

      Did it look like her? 

      Not at all. But from a distance, maybe…

      Maisie hurried through the woods as another howl rang out. He was coming, bounding through the snow like a lion chasing an antelope. 

      She wound through the trees, her cheeks smarting and her ears freezing without her hat. She had to get to the town, and fast, to find warmth and help. 

      “Awoooooooo!”

      The call ricocheted through the trees. Maisie snatched a look behind her. There was no sign of her stalker. Not at first. But then she saw his glowing eyes lighting up the gloom.

      She ran on.

      The snowy meadow looked like a vast white abyss between Maisie and the town. It seemed to stretch on for forever, and as her heart thumped and her chest ached, she almost gave in. But, she’d never been a quitter, and she wasn’t going to start being one now. She had a friend to rescue, and that was far more important than giving in and being devoured by a monstrous cat.

      “Awoooooooo!”

      Maisie threw a panicked glance behind her. He was pacing back and forth around the rock and he swiped at it, sending her cap flying through the air. He turned, and his luminous eyes, which were the size of dinner plates now, narrowed as he spotted her. 

      “Run!” Maisie told herself. “Just keep going!” She pushed through the snow, her breath ragged as she leaped over a small fence and landed in someone’s back garden. She stumbled on, her feet crunching along the path. The house before her was dark. All the houses were dark, or appeared to be. There was no one around to help her… 

      Maisie raced through the houses and out into the street. She half skated across the empty crosswalk and snatched her hand out to grab a lamppost on the other side to steady herself.

      She kept running. 

      Brakes squealed behind her. She turned to see the Yule Cat standing in the road. He’d been tearing across the street to reach her and the car before him had skidded to avoid him. Now his attention was fixed upon whoever sat behind its windshield.

      He was so much bigger now. A giant! He lifted a paw and took a swipe at the car, sending it spinning away. 

      Maisie ran toward the alley between the fish shop and the bakery. Both of the shops were open, but she was certain there was no one there to offer help against the beast prowling through the town. And while the scent of fish might distract the cat for a moment, it was blood he was after. Her blood. 

      She emerged from the alley into the graveyard behind St. Hubert’s Church. The graves stretched in uneven rows and the thick clumps of green moss that covered their brittle gray stones were hidden below the snow. The church, which was always creepy after sunset, loomed over her and multicolored light spilled from its stained-glass windows.

      “Awoooooooo!”

      Maisie looked back. The Yule Cat lurked at the other end of the alley. He was too large to fit down it, but he’d find another way around. He was relentless and... and then she saw the footprints behind her and almost cried out in frustration. She was leaving a trail everywhere she went!

      The Yule Cat blinked slowly and his mouth curved into a grin. He nodded as if agreeing with her. Yes, I’ll find you, that smile said, no matter where you go.

      Maisie leaned on the branch of a yew tree as she sought to catch her breath. The tree shook, dislodging a fall of snow that sloughed off the branches and found the gap between the back of the coat and her neck. She squirmed as cold wet ice slid down her spine. 

      It was fitting that she was in the graveyard, she thought. It would probably be the last place she’d rest. That was, if there was anything left of her once he’d finished devouring her.

      “I can’t give up!” She ran on, threading her way through gravestones that were turning blue black in the falling light. 

      “... we don’t want to be battling this monster by night, believe me.”

      She shivered as she recalled Raspsnark’s grim words. He was right, but there was no escaping it. Night was coming fast. 

      Maisie glanced back. At first, it seemed the Yule Cat had vanished, but then she saw his lantern eyes glowing by the entrance to the churchyard. He’d found a way around and he paced through the graves, searching for her footprints. He’d find them soon enough...

      She ran low and was almost at the church when she spotted a mess of footprints in the slush before the tall arched doors. There must have been a wedding or funeral, because there were tracks everywhere!

      Maisie headed toward them but kept out of the light leaking through the church’s windows as she made her way around to the side of the building. Ahead, were more gravestones and the old stone wall, and beyond it, the snowy slope below the train yard. 

      “Awoooooooo!”

      The cry was louder than ever, but now she sensed exasperation in his cry. Had he found the footprints? Had they confused him? If so, good, but he wasn’t far away… 

      Maisie leaped over the wall and trudged down the slope in order to climb the opposite one leading to the darkened train yard.
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      Thunderation! The Yule Cat let out a low hiss as he followed the girl’s footprints to where they vanished in a scuffle of boot and shoe prints. He could still smell her scent; her new coat, the fake almond from whatever vile mixture she cleaned her hair with, and most of all her fear. But there were so many other scents in the air as well…

      Humans had massed in this place and recently, and the stench of their perfume and aftershave made his nose wrinkle and his whiskers ache. And then he caught the girl’s scent again but before he could pursue it, the church door opened and a priest appeared on the steps. The man looked like a plump crow with a carrot-colored wig perched over a craggy face.

      The Yule Cat licked his lips. A quick snack would give him a valuable shot of energy, and he needed it badly. He loped toward the priest but stopped as he noticed the shoes poking out from below the man’s cassock. New shoes. 

      “What...” the priest’s words faded like a melted snowflake. 

      “What am I?” The Yule Cat asked. “Hunting is what I am. Hunting a girl that will make a most delicious soup once I find her. And I will find her. Believe me. Now get out of my sight!” He growled, and the priest scuttled back through the church door and slammed it behind him. 

      The Yule Cat prowled away from the footprints, which were distracting him. He slinked up and down the avenues of graves, checking behind each stone, and then, as he turned and headed back to the soft lights spilling from the church, he spotted movement. 

      It was the girl, running up a distant, narrow icy slope. Heading for... the train yard. 

      The Yule Cat faltered and his proud tail dipped a little. The sight of the old yard caused his heart to race, and he yowled as he recalled his captivity inside that accursed carriage. “Fear makes for empty stomachs,” he muttered. “I shall conquer mine and claim my feast before midnight.”

      He crept through the graveyard, his step slow. He was in no rush. He knew where she was, and there’d be no escaping him this time. He vaulted the crumbling wall and padded down a snowy slope, over a frozen river, and up the next slope.

      With a single pounce, he sailed through the air and landed upon the roof of an old rusting carriage. He glanced around, searching for the girl. Dozens of trains filled the yard, including the blacker than black train he’d arrived in, but there was no sign of the girl... Except... yes, there! Movement as someone flitted past a gap between two trains. 

      The Yule Cat leaned down low, the snow on the roof of the train soft upon his chin as he tensed his limbs and grinned.

      This was going to be fun...
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      Maisie fought to control her trembling fingers as she continued un-spooling the ball of wool Ella had stored in her pocket. The thread looked so thin now, so useless. But it was the only help she had, along with the tin cans she’d found, and the soggy item she’d grabbed from outside the warehouse. 

      The Yule Cat was already there. She’d seen him land upon an old train carriage at the edge of the yard, but had pretended not to. Appearing ignorant to his stalking was a crucial part of her plan, which now seemed even weaker than it had before.

      It wasn’t going to work… Night was falling fast. Any moment he’d spring from the shadows, and that would be the end of her. 

      She shuddered. She’d never considered the train yard a spooky place, but it was now. “Oh!” Maisie flinched as she saw the tip of his tail slink around the edge of a shipping container. She heard light footfall, and it appeared he was behind her.

      He was moving fast.

      Too fast.

      She spun around as his shadow played across the patch of moonlight painting the top of a snow-covered carriage. 

      He was toying with her. Playing cat and mouse.

      Patter patter...

      Maisie held her breath as something zipped over the train beside her.

      Silence. 

      She stood frozen, hands shaking, heart pounding.

      There... ahead, in the velvet darkness of an empty container; two lantern-like eyes. They blinked slowly and shone, revealing the illuminated sickle smile of his teeth. 

      “Ah ha, little mouse, I’ve found you!” His voice echoed inside the container. “And I’d say you’re as finished as a well done turkey with bacon strips sizzling upon its back.”

      He stalked toward her, his movement slow and measured. 

      Maisie gasped. He’d grown larger. Had her fear fed him? Maybe, but there was no way of turning it off, that was for sure. He was like a giant now, one that seemed to dwarf both her and her stupid,  desperate plan. 

      “Yes,” he purred, “I see the bitter gleam of defeat in your eyes. You thought you were clever, girl, and maybe you are. But not clever enough! Not cleverer than me. I am ancient. I am eternal. I am Jólakötturinn the Christmas Cat, and you shall hear my roar!” 

      As he soared toward her, Maisie yanked the woolen ball in her hand, producing a clatter of tin cans. The Yule Cat landed before her with a thud, but snapped his head away from her and his eyes narrowed as they sought to locate the source of the din. 

      Maisie pulled the wool again. She’d tied it around several containers, and as she tugged it, the tin cans rolled away. 

      “Thunderation!” The Yule Cat shook his head, as if trying to dislodge the temptation of the chase, but it seemed to be too much for him. She’d been right; he was a monster, a beast, but in his heart he was still a cat.

      He bounded after the tin cans. Maisie jerked the yarn harder and watched as his tail vanished behind a shipping container. Around and around the yard he went, as Maisie ran, pulling the yarn, leading him through the elaborate maze she’d set up in the few moments she’d been spared before he’d arrived.

      And then the cans clattered right behind her, and she realized she was almost at the end of her trail. 

      The Yule Cat hissed like a snake as he thudded toward her. And then he grinned, and smashed the cans with one mighty paw. “If you thought yarn and cans could distract me, then you’re more foolish than you look, girl. Now, I played your game, and it’s over.”

      “Wait!” Maisie cried as he loomed over her. She pulled the flashlight from her pocket and shone its beam over the snowy ground. She swept her hand back and forth, making swirling, sweeping patterns. As the Yule Cat followed the flashlight, his eyes grew as wide as any cat watching the play of a laser pointer.

      Maisie stepped back up the ramp of the carriage she’d lowered earlier.

      It seemed he hadn’t noticed the train yet. The troll’s train… the Christmas Train, with its long black shadowy body, elegant old fashioned carriages, and the dark boxy shipping containers at its end. Even in the dusk’s failing light, the train was enchanting and magical, and Maisie had felt a flutter in her chest the moment she’d set eyes on it. Her father hadn’t been lying; it was real, and now, it was her last hope.

      “Got you!” the Yule Cat cried as he leaped up and landed upon the sweeping flashlight beam. He patted the snow, crushing the light, and then revealing it. Slowly, he glanced from the beam to Maisie. “You think I’m a kitten? Think you can bedazzle me with string and lights? I told you, I am Jólakötturinn, and I am the end of you!”

      Maisie took another step back up the ramp leading into the last container on the train. The air inside smelled of licorice and coal dust, and she wondered if they’d be the last scents she’d know. 

      Boom!

      Boom! 

      She spun around as the Yule Cat strutted up the ramp after her.

      His eyes were as bright as lamps and his grin stretched from one side of his stripy face to the other as he sniffed the air. “You led me to the Christmas Train?” he asked. “Why? Did you think returning me to the place of my prior captivity would cause me to doubt myself? To hesitate in crushing you beneath my paws? Oh no, Maisie Mouse, not at all!” 

      “I’ve got one last surprise,” Maisie said, her voice trembling. She swept the flashlight’s glow behind her, illuminating the large cardboard box she’d dragged from outside the shipping yard’s warehouse. 

      “No!” The Yule Cat shook his head. He seemed to dismiss the box as he turned back to regard her, but then he glanced past her once more. “Stupid box,” he said. “It can be a coffin for your bones. And if I spare that gormless troll, because frankly I doubt he’ll taste of anything more than gristle and spite, he can drive what’s left of you off to Krampusland! Oh, how I’m going to enjoy feasting on you, Maisie Mouse!”

      “P… please!” Maisie backed away and swept the flashlight over her shoulder in the vain hope it would light up the box.

      The Yule Cat laughed, and it seemed all was lost. “If you believe... if you believe I care about that dull, inconsequential soggy old box, you’ve got another think coming.” Drops of water gleamed at the corners of his mouth as he dribbled. He wiped them away with a furious shake of his paw.

      Hunger burned in his gaze as it settled on her, before roving to the box behind her at the end of the carriage.

      She could see the war raging in his eyes between the urge to devour her, and the temptation of the box. 

      “It’s nothing to me. Nothing!” He growled and his ears bent back.

      “Look!” Maisie’s hand trembled as she trailed the light over the box in sweeping arcs.

      “No!” he yowled. “I’ll take you over a box any day of the week! I’ll feast on your feet, I’ll savor your fingers, I’ll consume your-” His words faded, and he shook his head as if trying to wake himself from the box’s hypnotic lure. 

      He stalked toward her, his kipper-laced breath so close she could feel its warmth upon her cheeks.

      How large those teeth were, how huge those eyes! One bat of his paw, and she’d be crushed. 

      “Look!” she cried again, her voice hoarse. She trailed the light over the box one final time. 

      The Yule Cat opened his mouth wide, as if to consume her, but then he faltered, and as he stared at the light, he began to shrink.

      “Nooooooooooo!” He leaped, flew past Maisie, and landed with a thud bang smack in the center of the spongy box. Around and around he went, circling this way and that, until with a deep sigh, he hunched down and the only thing she could see was the tips of his ears and the contented flick of his tail. 

      Maisie ran back through the shipping container. She skidded down the ramp and spun around just as the Yule Cat managed to fight his natural impulses and exploded through the front of the box.

      He prowled toward her, his eyes lanterns again, his entire body growing. 

      With shaking hands, Maisie grabbed the ramp and slid it up, before yanking the chain at the side of the door and staggering back as it slammed down with an almighty clang.
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      Darkness covered the town as Maisie raced back through the houses, over the fields, and through the trees. The gloom didn’t scare her; she’d already faced terror and she’d conquered it. Mostly, for she could still hear the thump of the Yule Cat’s paws on the train’s walls in her memory, still hear his hisses and threats. He’d escape, he’d promised. It was only a matter of time. 

      The fire still smoldered in the pit in the snow, which was a good thing because it had clearly kept Ella, Raspsnark and the other people warm. Maisie ran over and pulled and dragged at the horrible, slimy rope binding her friend’s hands, before helping the others. Raspsnark hadn’t been tied, but he was still frozen. Maisie dragged him to the fire and slowly, his skin turned from blueish gray, to something resembling life. 

      “What happened?” Ella asked, as she held her palms before the flames. Maisie found piles of branches and added more until it was blazing again.

      “I…”

      “Who knows?” Raspsnark glanced at Maisie and gave a brief shake of his head before nodding to the three people who looked utterly befuddled as they watched them in silence. 

      “Yeah, I don’t know,” Maisie said. “I woke up here just now and I don’t know how or why. Maybe we were abducted by those aliens I was talking about before.”

      “Where are we? And what are you?” one of the people, an angry-looking man, asked as he peered at Raspsnark.

      “I’m someone you don’t want to cross.” Raspsnark gave him a long, dark look until the man glanced away. “Where is he?” Raspsnark whispered to Maisie. “I mean, I take it you escaped the foul beast.” 

      “He’s waiting for you in the yard. In the carriage. He’s waiting to be taken away.” Maisie gave him a pointed look. 

      “Right,” Raspsnark turned from the fire and saluted her. “I underestimated you, girl.”

      “Maisie,” Maisie said.

      “Maisie,” Raspsnark repeated. “May your Christmas be filled with oddments and licorice.”

      Maisie wasn’t sure what oddments were, and she didn’t like licorice, but she thought it best to keep that to herself. She nodded to Raspsnark as he trudged away up the side of the pit. He turned, gave her a final salute, and plodded away into the shadows.

      Once everyone had thawed out, they set out across the fields in silence, through the woods and back into town. They went their own ways, except for Maisie who stood before Ella’s house, which was only a few doors down from her own. 

      “Here,” Maisie took off the coat and handed it to Ella. 

      “No,” Ella smiled. “You have it. You saved me.” 

      The moment the adults had left them, Maisie had told her friend everything that had happened. “No, I didn’t. It was my fault the Yule Cat took you in the first place. And I don’t want your coat, I want you to wear it. It looks better on you.” It wasn’t true, but Maisie kept that to herself. They exchanged coats, and while her own felt heavier, and far less elegant, it was as snug as a warm sock.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Maisie said, as she headed back to her house. She wasn’t late, not yet, but she would be if she loitered for too long. 

      “Hey!” Ella called. “Do you want your present? I could go and get it. It would only take a moment.”

      “No, I’ll wait,” Maisie said. She hadn’t gotten Ella anything yet, but she was going to work for the whole of Christmas Eve if that’s what it took to raise the money to buy her something. And besides, when all was said and done, she already had her gift. She’d beaten a monster, and she’d saved her friend, and what could be better than that?

      
        
        THE END
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        Chapter One

      

      

      

      On a desk in the room with the stained glass window sat a book.

      It was a thick volume with a worn and cracked black cover revealing a golden symbol; a slim rectangle within two circles that sparkled and flickered as if teased by ghostly fingers. Voices whispered from inside the book, a few human, a few not. As their distant howls and cries grew louder, the book rocked with such force that it flew into the air and hovered.

      When it thumped back onto the desk, the thick fountain pen next to it leapt into the air like a tiny brass salmon. As it clattered down upon the desk, a spark shot from the pen’s nib, playing over the book and sending its pages flying open.

      One by one, the pages flipped, faster and faster, an animated blur of neat blue writing seeming to jump with the book as its dusty pages turned.

      Beyond the room with the book and the stained glass window, the room that had no business being there, the dark, sprawling house was silent.

      Like a cat, tensed and still and waiting for its prey to make a move.
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      The man in the old-fashioned suit awoke. He took a deep breath and filled his lungs, his eyes wide with the exertion as he muttered at the dull ache in his borrowed joints. He had no idea how long he’d lain on the cave floor. How many days and nights had passed in that black and dreamless sleep? He glanced down at his clothes, fussily wiping spots of mildew from his cuff with long, thin fingers.

      All he knew, as he scrubbed, was that he felt a terrible yearning for the book. And that it had fallen from his grasp many, many moons ago.

      He walked, taking large strides, stretching the ache from his long legs as he went. At the cave’s entrance, the remains of its original occupant stared lifelessly, its large, curved teeth yellowed in its broken skull. He kicked the bones as he passed. Whatever creature they’d belonged to hadn’t dared confront him, not even in his deep, dreamless sleep.

      Beyond the cave, a small graveyard. More bones.

      One of the graves stood empty, a smashed coffin lid beside a dark hole. The grave where he’d found his new body. The man’s flesh was still weaving itself together as he raised his mottled hand, shielding his eyes from the soft, insipid daylight.

      He climbed the hill above the cave, and the farther he got, the more treacherous the ground became. He began to slide and slip, throwing out his hands and grasping at tufts of brown grass. He splayed his fingers, remembering how strong his previous incarnation had been, allowing the memory to give him the strength he needed to continue.

      Eventually, he made it to the summit and looked out over a body of cloud-gray water. Far in the distance, a string of twinkling lights strewn across the horizon drew his eye to the mainland. He shook his head, fighting to control his voice. It was a struggle to speak and would be until the body he’d dug up was fully his to occupy. “When…I?” he asked, the words ragged and guttural. He tried to swallow. “When… am…I?” He pointed a pale white finger toward the coast. “Whenever…am. I…been tricked.”
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      Eliza Winter stood in her grandfather’s garden for the first time in six years.

      Flowers towered above her, the few petals left on their stems curled, dead and withered. She stamped her feet against the chilly January day while her parents fussed around the car, removing bedding, blankets, and backpacks.

      Eliza would have offered to help, but as she spotted the agitation on her mother’s face, she thought better of it. She gazed along the path, at the tufts of grass glittering with frost, remembering how her grandparents, Tom and Susan, had always kept the garden so pristinely tidy. Eliza wondered what they’d make of it if they could see its state now.

      She glanced up at the wide, sullen sky with sadness as she thought of the people who had lived here. The people she’d barely known.

      The house reared before her, taller and darker than the other houses on the street. As her gaze fell upon the small tower jutting from the side of its sloping roof, Eliza recalled standing in its room as sunbeams filtered through all four windows. A stark contrast to this drab and bitter winter’s day.

      She looked past the tower to the chimneys, tall stacks of dark-red bricks, and wondered when smoke had last risen from them.

      Three months? Three years?

      Her mum had only told Eliza of her grandfather’s disappearance a few days ago. And while no one knew exactly how long Tom had been missing, Eliza got the feeling her parents weren’t expecting to see him again.

      “Miss Winter!” She jumped at her father’s voice. He grinned, balancing a large bag on his head and swaying across the pavement like a clown. Behind him, her mother threw worried glances at the neighbors’ windows.

      “Miss Winter,” her father repeated as he tossed her a ring of keys. “Open up, would you? And get the kettle on. Before we die of thirst and hypothermia.”

      Eliza forced a smile and walked through the garden. As she neared the house, she glanced at its windows and was relieved to find them empty.
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      The man in the well-tailored suit hiked down the hill, a grim sense of purpose in his crane-like strides. His eyes were set on those distant lights, an unpleasant sneer playing over his thin, cracked lips.

      A cliff yawned below him, and again he let the memory of his old body fill this new, borrowed vessel. It may have been a worn old thing, he thought as he looked at the bones he’d stitched together, but it would suit this world. He slithered over the edge of the cliff and wove his way down the rocks like a spider, his gnarled fingers grasping the crevices and cracks. Eventually he stood on a shore, the sea breaking over the dark-green pebbles and rocks at his feet.

      The man in the old-fashioned suit took a deep breath, fixed his eyes on the coast across the sea, and stepped into the icy waters.
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      Eliza walked up the steps leading to the tall, looming red front door and did her best to ignore the knocker. It was just as she remembered it. Just as ugly and just as strange. A vile brass gargoyle with a malevolent grin. Eliza tutted, glancing into its mocking eyes. “It’s just a door knocker.”

      But still her hands trembled as she lifted the key.

      “Come on, you’re twelve years old, not six!” she chided herself.

      The phantom of a forgotten memory crossed her mind. A ghost of an event that had occurred the last time she was at this house. Although the recollection was fleeting, she still felt an icy sting of dread.

      In the distance, her parents’ voices jarred her, her mother’s irritation slicing through Eliza’s thoughts, lending her the strength and certainty to reach up and unlock the door.
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      The book on the desk leaped and flipped, and the stained glass window above the desk shuddered as a strange, pungent breeze wafted through the cracks in its ancient glass.

      Far below, in the house, beyond the hidden room, a lock turned.

      As the front door opened, the book crashed back down upon the desk, its cover shut, its pages silent.
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